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Abstract 

The global economy infuses every aspect of our day to day lives, from the clothes we 

wear, to the food we eat, to our political choices. And with its ability to “mutate, shudder and 

shatter” (Dicken et al), the unpredictable ruptures associated with the global economy elude our 

ability to grasp its impact and to govern its activities. So how, as citizens, do we imagine 

governing ourselves when ‘nobody appears to be in charge any longer’? How does our 

understanding of the state apparatuses– the legislation, regulations, policies –speak to people’s 

day to day experience in their communities? This research addresses two broad questions: how 

are communities responding to externally generated ruptures and how do they govern themselves 

in response? I propose that responding coherently to rupture events is inhibited by community 

members’ lack of awareness of the complex interrelationships of the constituent elements of the 

economy, and secondarily, a tendency to see the state as the primary site of governance.  

Through interviews, surveys, and documentary research, this interdisciplinary study 

(political science, human geography, sociology and history) examines how three British 

Columbia communities – Tumbler Ridge, Tofino and Gabriola Island – were affected by 

recessionary ruptures and how they responded. Each of these communities exists within 

Indigenous spaces. Understanding how communities perceived their relationships with their 

Indigenous neighbours grounds the stories within the historical impacts of colonization, although 

it is not part of this thesis to investigate both sides of the ‘settler’-Indigenous relationship in 

these communities. By telling the story of each community’s response to rupture over time and 

comparing their trajectories, I draw conclusions comparing each community’s response and the 

outcomes. I pursue four areas of investigation: the degree to which communities understood their 

relationship with what I call the “capital economy” and others refer to as the market or capitalist 
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economy, and how that understanding affected their response to rupture; how attitudes toward 

place shaped community responses to rupture; how community perceptions about their local 

economies affected the decisions they made and the strategies they employed to address 

economic and social challenges; and how the deployment of governance at various scales 

impacted the socio-economic health of the communities.  

The communities embraced a range of strategies from individual autonomous action, to 

networked autonomous action, to the creation of place-based governance entities as sites for 

action. Their effectiveness was determined by three factors. First of these is the degree to which 

communities saw the state as the locus of political action and the market economy as the primary 

agent for achieving community health and wellbeing had consequences for life control, self-

determination and self-governance. Second is the extent to which the community was willing to 

work outside of the normative governance structures (normative in the sense that the state and 

corporate decision-making are commonly accepted as the primary and proper sources of 

governance and problem-solving) affected their ability to consider and create adaptive strategies 

that could respond to the unpredictable mutations of global capital. Finally, the failure in some 

communities to understand the ongoing impacts of colonization hampered their ability to create 

meaningful and ultimately productive relationships with their Indigenous neighbours, 

relationships that may have opened up valuable avenues to the wellbeing of all parties.  

I conclude that effective governance strategies capable of seeing communities through 

unpredictable ruptures will require five capacities: building on deeply situated knowledge; 

developing relationships across interests and social strata; employing ‘loose’ structure strategies; 

adopting approaches based on incremental persistence; and learning from Indigenous self-
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governance aspirations. Developing these local capacities will lay the foundation for a broader 

scope of political action.    
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Chapter 1 - Introduction 

Cohesion is not characteristic of human communities, much as romantics prefer to 

believe otherwise—Marchak, Aycock, & Herbert 

[C]ivil society is not some oasis of resplendent harmony and fructifying solidarity…. 

Michael Burawoy 

This dissertation is concerned with understanding how three small BC communities have 

attempted to govern themselves in the face of disruptive, externally-triggered events. Through 

the experiences of Tumbler Ridge, Tofino, and Gabriola Island – three historically resource-

dependent communities – the research examines the impacts of rupture events on the social and 

economic health of the communities and investigates how the economy and governance intersect 

in the context of place. I am interested in the adaptive and emancipatory strategies – beyond 

resistance or lobbying for reform – that communities develop in response to the dissonance 

between what Jürgen Habermas characterizes as the ‘lifeworld’ and “the financial, administrative 

and bureaucratic systems which clash with and intrude into the ‘lifeworld’ paradigm”. These 

clashes, he suggests, increase the potential for disagreement between parties (Habermas, 1984, p. 

xxxi). 

The impetus for this project came from my Master’s research, which examined 

Weldwood of Canada’s proposal to divest itself of privately held lands on Gabriola Island, 

British Columbia, while leaving the community with a legacy of parkland. From the 1960s to the 

mid-1990s, this international forestry company owned almost 3000 acres on Gabriola, 

approximately 23% of the island. By the late 1980s, Weldwood’s logging activities had 

increasingly come into conflict with residents of many coastal communities. In response, 
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Weldwood had decided to dispose of its Coastal Logging Division, including its Gabriola 

holdings. Having observed conflict-ridden divestment processes in other communities like 

Galiano and Clayoquot Sound, Weldwood was determined to find a way to realize full market 

value for its Gabriola holdings and leave the community title to up to 2000 acres. But four years 

of planning and public consultations deeply divided the community, with neighbour pitted 

against neighbour.  

Finally, Weldwood sold the land without a resolution to the dispute. A local logger 

eventually purchased the acreage, clearcut it, and resold large parcels. More than twenty years 

later, deep rifts still mark the community (Dunsmoor-Farley, 2013, p. 30). Despite extensive 

efforts on the part of the corporation and local government to craft a process that would result in 

community buy-in, the result was the opposite. In writing my thesis on this conflict, I maintained 

that two primary issues were at play. First, strong anti-corporate sentiment polarized the 

community, foiling all attempts to find consensus. Second, some residents considered the local 

government, apparently the only vehicle for resolving the issues, to be incapable of standing up 

to the corporation; still others believed local government had simply been coopted.   

The Problematic 

Gabriola’s story describes a rupture event in the community where the interests and needs 

of capital created a destabilized space; conflict then erupted. I use the term, “rupture,” to describe 

pattern discontinuities in established relationships, such that the conditions that follow the break 

are distinct from those that proceeded it and are perceived by community members to be 

disruptive or harmful. In the context of community conflict in particular, I understand rupture as 

a representation of a point of conflict between the local and the global. 
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Gabriola is not alone in experiencing such events. Around the world, communities are 

grappling with the impacts of a globalized capital economy. Communities rooted in place attempt 

to engage with corporations whose roots and decision-making centres are elsewhere, but whose 

impact the communities feel in both their place and their space1 of community. Many British 

Columbia communities must engage with multinational corporations in managing resource 

extraction and distribution. Often these corporations make decisions at a distance and have 

significant power and resource advantages relative to the communities affected. The results may 

divide communities.  

I want to take care here not to imply that “globalization”2 or the “market economy” is 

solely responsible for the problems the case study communities faced. Global capital and 

intensified production processes may be factors that stimulate rupture events in communities, but 

globalization, considered broadly, has also provided many benefits to millions of people. Still 

other external factors impact communities, including, most recently, the global transmission of 

the corona virus, climate change (often through intervening factors: for example, the mountain 

pine beetle deforestation in central and northern BC), treaty negotiations with First Nations or 

with internationally recognized nation-states, and uneven demographic patterns3. While the 

rupture events described in the case study communities were connected to recessionary periods 

whose timing was cyclical if not predictable, rupture events may also be experienced as episodic 

or random. Despite the nature of the rupture, its source, or its temporal context, I believe the 

experiences of the three case study communities in the present study provide a deeper 

 
1 I use ‘place’ to signify a setting imbued with meaning for the individual experiencing it and ‘space’ to 
describe a setting that is undefined by personal experience (see Tuan).  
2 I address globalization in greater detail in Chapter 2. 
3 For instance, seniors are expected to comprise up to 25% of the Canadian population by 2036, 
increasing to 28% by 2061. Statistics Canada. https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/11-402-
x/2010000/chap/pop/pop02-eng.htm. 
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understanding of the ways communities govern and are governed through potentially disruptive 

or divisive events.  

The Weldwood story is an example of one community’s experience of interacting with a 

large corporation. Weldwood’s desire to ‘do good’ was not simply altruistic; it was a response to 

global recessionary forces driving corporations to liquidate underperforming assets, consolidate 

resources and maximize capital. Gabriola’s response ultimately ended in resistance. The 

Weldwood crisis was a moment of profound disjuncture for the community. But certainly, 

Gabriola Island was not alone in experiencing conflict during this period. The largest act of civil 

disobedience at that time in Canadian history took place at Clayoquot Sound, the area 

surrounding Tofino. Thus, both Tofino and Gabriola were caught up in heated and protracted 

disputes with logging companies, grappling with the attendant ruptures that occurred because of 

corporate efforts to extract value from privately owned land, in the case of Gabriola, and public 

land held as a timber licence, in the case of Clayoquot Sound. Gabriola was unique in that the 

corporation made an effort to find an outcome acceptable to the community. In the above cases, 

we may find ample reason for the lack of ‘cohesion’ or of ‘harmony’ and ‘solidarity’ that 

Marchak et al. and Burawoy allude to in the opening lines of this chapter.   

Gabriola and Tofino exhibited many similarities in the ruptures they faced: Both are 

coastal communities, their physical geographies were both coastal, and both were involved in a 

forestry economy that gave rise to the rupture. But what of ruptures in other areas of extraction, 

in other geographies, caused by other agents?  This is the intention behind turning to Tumbler 

Ridge. While all three communities lie within British Columbia, Canada, the federal and 

provincial governments’ shared intention to establish Tumbler Ridge to attract Japanese coal 

investors provides an interesting contrast with the other two, both in physical geography and in 
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the role of the state. Within three years of signing a 15-year coal deal in 1981, the company and 

the community faced a collapse in coal prices. In the face of this rupture, the Japanese steel 

investors started asking for, and receiving, price concessions. This did not resolve the problems 

of Tumbler Ridge. Between 1986 and 1998 the population fell from 4,500 to 1,987—a 66% 

decline  (BC Stats, n.d.).  

This dissertation examines how these three communities (see Figure 1 below) 

experienced rupture and how they evolved from the point of rupture to very recent times. 

 

Figure 1: Location of Research Sites  

Adapted from: https://www.hellobc.com/content/uploads/2018/06/BC-Map.web_.pdf   

Beyond shared jurisdiction, these three sites share experiences of resource extraction history and 

resource-related rupture. Another commonality shared with virtually every BC community is 
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their location on First Nations’ unceded and (in a few cases) treaty territories, and the consequent 

interests between Indigenous and occupier communities, which may be shared or may conflict 

with one another. This topic deserves a dissertation of its own, yet while my primary interest has 

been the dynamics internal to settler communities, I could not examine the economic and social 

evolution of these communities without gesturing towards the historical role Indigenous peoples 

played and the future role they may play. Understanding how the case study communities 

perceived Indigenous interests and whether they conceived of opportunities for collaboration or 

potential for conflict, for instance in the context of treaty discussions over unceded territory, 

provides a critical element to understand the potential for governance and community 

sustainability strategies. I regret that I was unable to investigate this topic more deeply, but my 

regret would have been greater had I not alluded to how it shaped even internal settler 

community debates.  

Using a mixed methodology of interviews, surveys, grey literature, newspaper coverage 

and archival records, I address two core questions in the present work. First, how are 

communities responding to externally generated ruptures? Second, how do they govern 

themselves in response? In answering, I pursue four broad areas of investigation:  

1) the physical, socio-economic, and political context of the communities; 

2) the degree to which communities understand their relationship with the capital 

economy, and how that understanding, or lack thereof, affects the way they respond;  

3) how community perceptions about the nature and attributes of their local economies 

affects the decisions made and the strategies employed to address economic and 

social challenges; and  
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4) how the deployment of governance at various scales impacts the social and economic 

health of the communities.  

Based on telling the story of each community’s reactions over time to the rupture event(s) 

that it experienced, I draw conclusions that compare the strategies they employed and the 

resulting outcomes. Reflecting on my earlier Weldwood research, my initial sense was that 

communities would be inhibited in responding effectively to rupture events because they were 

trapped in discursive polarities regarding the market economy (e.g., competing ideas of 

destructive corporatism versus liberating free market) and the state (e.g., competing ideas of an 

overbearing versus an ineffective state). As I engaged with the case study communities, I began 

to understand that the polarities described above did exist, but were symptomatic of a deeper 

problem regarding the oversimplification of complex systems.  

My primary thesis, then, is that responding coherently to rupture events is inhibited by a 

lack of awareness of the complex interrelationships of the constituent elements of the economy. 

This results in understanding the economy as a singular phenomenon and is compounded by a 

tendency to see the state as the primary site of governance. The consequence of this framing is a 

constrained sense of how one might govern through complexity as well as a resulting diminution 

in community members’ sense of agency and autonomy which ultimately impacts the choice of 

strategies communities employ to address rupture. In two of the case study communities, this 

resulted in a tendency to believe that solutions were vested almost exclusively in various 

authorities.  

To test this thesis, I first constructed a taxonomy (drawing on Burchell et al, Wolch & 

Dear, Jessop, Fortunati, and Federici) in which the economy was understood to involve four 

major elements rather than one – capital, political, social, and household. The capital economy 
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encompassed production, distribution, trade, and consumption of goods and services. The 

political economy included state programs and services, investments, physical infrastructure, and 

regulatory activities. The social economy included civil society entities and activities, and the 

household economy reflected activities of social reproduction which occur in the domestic, 

mainly familial sphere. I then examined the value respondents placed on each of these attributes 

(see Chapter 2 for a more detailed discussion). Through this heuristic device, I developed a more 

nuanced understanding of economy. Secondly, I explored respondents’ perceptions of 

governance across a number of contexts related to the economy domains described above. This 

allowed me to understand better the respondents’ perspectives on the roles that different social 

groupings play in governance. Finally, I investigated the collective strategies that the study 

communities employed in responding to rupture.  

The research focuses on practice – what people did in response to rupture. I examined 

such practice from three perspectives: the distinctiveness of the particular strategies employed; 

the reason why specific community strategies arose; and the commonalities and/or differences in 

the different communities’ choices of strategy. I then considered these practices in the context of 

a suite of theories that might explain the findings. In this, I focused on two broad areas:  

1) theories that would explain the tendency to singularize the economy and to privilege 

the state (e.g., Habermas’ ‘life-world’ which describes how financial, administrative 

and bureaucratic systems “colonize” day to day life, Foucault’s ‘governmentality’ 

which describes how we participate in assemblages of power even while resisting, 

and Althusser’s ‘ideology’ in which the unity of complex and oppressive social 

formations is secured); and,  



Globalization’s Ruptures and Responses 

 9 

2) theories that elucidated the foundations for collective agency and autonomy (e.g., 

Giddens, Foucault, Magnusson, Marx and Weber).  

I concluded that these theorists, taken alone or together, could not adequately explain the 

tendency to singularize the capital economy and to privilege the state in finding community 

solutions or even thinking about them. In response, I proposed a complementary social 

explanation for individual’s inability to discern between the simultaneously occurring 

interiorized relations of what is understood broadly as ‘the economy’4. I use this theory to 

explain the tendency to default to the dominant narrative of the economy as a singular, immanent 

force rather than as an unpredictable assemblage of interdependent systems. This theory builds 

on Althusser’s work on ideology, which suggests that individuals are subjectified by a dominant 

ideology in which they fully participate, resulting in a shared conception of reality. Through my 

theory, I suggest that in addition to being subjectified by an ideology that reinforces a singular 

conception of reality, when community members experience multiple intersecting systems 

simultaneously and are unable to discern the intersecting component elements, they deprive 

themselves of the tools necessary to move out of ideology. This causes them to condense all 

signals from a diversity of sources and the changes they represent into signals presumed to 

emanate from just one source. In doing so, there is a risk that smaller changes in the various 

systems become invisible, creating a false sense of stability and singular causability. Over time, 

the accretion of small changes within and between each element of the economy in general may 

emerge as destabilizing rupture events (e.g., recessions) or as revolutionary ones (e.g., regime 

change). But our ability to sift the dynamics within and between systems is inhibited by an 

 
4  Inspiration for a ‘social’ theory of simultaneity came from Albert Einstein’s work on the relativity of 
simultaneity which seeks to explain how two spatially separated events that appear to occur at the same 
time depend on the observer’s frame of reference.  
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inability to discern the constituent elements at play because of false simplification of complexity 

—in effect, the inability to judge. This particular understanding may limit the options we believe 

are available.  

I tested my thesis and the proposed theory through an examination of further similarities 

and differences between the three communities, beyond the geographic comparators outlined 

above. First, while interviewees in each community expressed a strong attachment to place, the 

underlying reasons for that attachment differed. Those respondents from Tumbler Ridge, while 

admiring the beauty of the place, were attracted primarily for pragmatic reasons – jobs and 

housing. Gabriola respondents understood place in the context of a protected space, an enclave 

and a sanctuary. Respondents from Tofino appreciated place as the expression of ‘wildness’, a 

frontier-limit place beyond which there was no other place. These divergent conceptions of place 

affected respondents’ approaches to the economy and governance. But in fact, all three 

communities are what I would describe as “islanded” in different ways – by being either at the 

end of the road (Tofino), distant from major transportation routes (Tumbler Ridge), or an actual 

island (Gabriola).  

Second, all three communities’ respondents expressed noticeably different perspectives 

on key governance actors, from seeing the local and provincial state and local businesses as the 

primary actors (Tumbler Ridge), to imagining citizens, community organizations and local 

businesses as the principal actors (Gabriola), to understanding local government and nearby First 

Nations as the critical actors (Tofino). Notably, of the case study communities, only Tofino 

respondents evidenced an understanding of the importance of relationships with Indigenous 

communities. In a related vein, respondents in the three communities had quite different 

understandings and ways of expressing autonomous action – in the sense of autonomous from 



Globalization’s Ruptures and Responses 

 11 

dominant economic and state institutions. This ranged from Gabriola’s networked approach, to a 

focus on individual autonomous action in Tumbler Ridge, and, in Tofino, an approach more 

grounded in a formal governance structure.   

Finally, as I mentioned above, when confronted with an understanding of economy that 

distinguished between capital, political, social, and household contexts, all three communities’ 

conceptions of economy converged: they initially focused singularly on what I called capital 

until they were prompted to examine the interdependencies between the four domains. I noticed 

during the field-testing of the interview and survey questions that questions regarding the 

functioning of the economy resulted initially in very one-dimensional responses. Using the 

taxonomy I described earlier, I then asked respondents to consider the role that each of these four 

elements of the economy played in sustaining an economy. Through this heuristic device, and as 

intended, a more nuanced understanding of economy evolved in the interviews. Specifically, 

Gabriolan respondents give greater weight to the social, household and political elements. 

Respondents in Tumbler Ridge saw the “political” economy as most important and the 

“household” economy as least important. Tofino respondents valued the capital and household 

economies but minimized the role of the social economy. 

The patterns described above suggest that each community has developed distinct 

responses to the ruptures each experienced. There are common threads and themes in these 

community responses that gesture to the ways in which communities might engage more 

effectively to govern in the gaps between the dominant systems and institutions. But those 

responses must be considered within the material circumstances of each community, not simply 

as abstract visceral reactions to external stimuli.  



Globalization’s Ruptures and Responses 

 12 

To address this, I examined an array of statistical and other empirical data to capture the 

material conditions in each locale. I did this from three perspectives: economic activity by 

industry and occupation; the patterns and degrees of engagement in local economies; and social 

determinants of health5 such as income and housing. This enabled me to consider the context in 

which each community developed its responses to rupture. Any inferences I take from the 

experiences of each community can only be understood in the context of that locale at the 

specific time I engaged with their experience of rupture and response. While particular 

communities may take particular strategies and approaches, the latter are not generalizable.  

The practical lessons that emerge point to the importance of developing theoretical and 

empirical capacity in five areas: building community capacity to develop platforms of deeply 

situated knowledge; creating relationships that engage individuals and organizations across 

interests and social strata; employing strategies not dependent on existing normative governance 

structures; adopting approaches based on incremental persistence rather than expecting actions to 

result in conclusive or revolutionary change; and learning from neighbouring Indigenous self-

governance aspirations. I further conclude that actions taken locally, rather than having only 

localized impact, have the potential to create a sense of efficacy among community members that 

can have influence and impact beyond the local.  

My Role as Researcher 

As I have already noted, the present research was born out of my curiosity about 

Weldwood’s involvement on Gabriola. I moved to Gabriola in 2003, eight years after the 

 
5 The social determinants of health describe an array of social and economic factors which shape the 
health and wellbeing of individuals and populations. They include income, education, employment, early 
childhood development, race, gender and sexuality, food insecurity, housing, social exclusion, social 
safety net, health services, Indigeneity, and disability https://bccfp.bc.ca/wp-
content/uploads/2016/04/BA_SocialD_ENG_WEB.pdf. Increasingly factors such as life control, self-
determination and self-governance have been added as indicators (see Hasselback, and Aalhus).  
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culmination of what islanders refer to as simply ‘Weldwood’, which by my time was understood 

as a trope for divisiveness and uncivil behaviour. At that time, a mention of the ‘tunnel’—one of 

the few areas spared from clearcutting—would hush a room. As a newcomer, I was warned not 

to talk about Weldwood, or to be careful not to express a point of view. I was intrigued enough to 

decide to investigate ‘Weldwood’ for my Master’s project. But I was also concerned that my 

approach not further inflame the situation or harden the lines between the parties. Instead, my 

aim was to provide a more objective overview of the processes underpinning Weldwood and the 

external forces at play. I interviewed people from across the spectrum of positions on the 

questions surrounding Weldwood and provided review drafts of the thesis to those on holding 

different positions along the continuum. The results were rewarding: some bridges were built 

between the opposing interests; many people acknowledged that they had learned something 

about the ‘other’s’ position. The additional benefit was meeting many passionate, articulate 

Gabriolans, each committed to ‘protect’ Gabriola—a word I would later learn was fraught with 

meaning.  

A number of other experiences also led me to the present study. A 25-year career with the 

BC government gave me a ringside seat to governments attempting to regulate localized “crisis 

tendencies of capital” (Harvey, 2005, p. 138). During my career, culminating with ten years as an 

Assistant Deputy Minister, I witnessed successive governments (Social Credit, New Democrat, 

and Liberal) apply their particular brand of policy to issues that arose, including the decision to 

create Tumbler Ridge and the response to the ‘War in the Woods’ in Clayoquot Sound, which 

was just northwest of Tofino. My career exposed me to how legislation is drafted and how the 

regulations and policies that flow from them are developed. I supported Ministers from different 

political persuasions during Estimates’ debates. I saw public engagement processes that ranged 
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from window-dressing to well-designed, sincere efforts to hear an array of voices in a policy 

conflict. Late in my career, I had the good fortune to be assigned the lead on Aboriginal 

Relations for the Ministry of Children and Families as the BC Treaty process was being 

implemented.  

I mention these aspects of my career because doing the present research has brought me 

face to face with the ways in which government can have a powerful effect on communities. 

Sometimes the results are good and sometimes bad; sometimes the results are planned, other 

times accidental. In particular, this research has been a humbling reminder of how little I know 

about the experience of Indigeneity and how much there is to learn.  

More recently, having spent time as a community volunteer, I can see clearly how 

seemingly well-intentioned government policies have significant and, at times, unintended 

negative consequences for communities. Although, as a public servant, I was aware of the 

disjuncture that community groups felt in attempting to work with government, it wasn’t until I 

left the public service, moved to Gabriola and became involved in the community that I realized 

the degree of potential disconnect. Here I hope to use my government experience to reflect on 

the ways in which legislation, policies and programs impact communities and often miss the 

mark.  

Observing the efforts of Gabriolans to navigate in the complex waters of a “globalized”6 

world has fueled my desire to understand better the ways in which communities are seeking 

solutions that take them out of the frame of a helpless community looking for the state to fix 

things. While some certainly describe the situation as a binary of ‘oppressive, uncaring state’ and 

‘caring, committed community’, most Gabriolans seem to have discarded that way of thinking as 

 
6 I am referring to the advanced stage of globalization where trade, finances, and communication are 
compressed in time and space.  
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unproductive. Instead, they are struggling to redefine the appropriate relationship with 

government across all sectors in the community. And that community has been very successful 

on its own terms, for instance, building a state-of-the-art community health clinic, creating a 

community-operated public bus system7, and acquiring land for a community-owned Commons.  

 Reflecting on my public service career, I am deeply curious about how communities are 

grappling with the ruptures and disconnects that seem to occur with such regularity. One might 

conclude that the Gabriola initiatives described above are the natural end-product of the New 

Labour Third Way8 (Finlayson, 1999, pp. 271-72) and represent the state’s successful devolution 

of its responsibilities. Alternatively, one might speculate that it is a libertarian response by 

communities for whom government holds no thrall (Ward, 2004, pp. 67-68). But perhaps these 

binaries of ‘off-loading’ state versus ‘sovereignist’ citizens seizing back power are insufficient to 

express fully what I witnessed and continue to witness on Gabriola. Broadening my study of 

such problems by looking at two other quite different communities alongside Gabriola has also 

sharpened my understanding of what might be peculiarities of my home community and what 

might be more generalized patterns of community response. 

Retirement gave me the opportunity to pursue a passion for social and environmental 

justice through political action. I became deeply involved in the Gabriola community.9 Gabriola 

 
7 The clinic received a modest amount of one-time funding from the Health Authority long after it was 
built (Pete McMartin, Gabriola Island residents take health care in their own hands”, Vancouver Sun 
2012 
http://www.vancouversun.com/mcmartin+gabriola+island+residents+take+health+care+their+hands/6556
268/story.html). The bus service was run using only volunteers for three years until it could be shown to 
have sufficient ridership to warrant subsidization through a local tax referendum (Source: personal 
contact with members of the GERTIE board).  
 
8 The ‘third way’ was proposed as an alternative to a socialism based on income redistribution rather 
focusing on local capacity and decision making, building on social capital, environmental protection and 
encouragement of partnerships between the public and private sectors.  
 
9 I address the implications of my involvement as a researcher in the Chapter 4—Methodology. 
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has a robust civil society; there are over sixty formal and informal community organizations 

listed in the local telephone phone directory (2019) for a population of roughly 4000. Some of 

these organizations are formally structured non-profits and others are network organizations 

affiliated around a shared concern or objective. I noted a significant difference in how the formal 

and informal organizations approached authority. Formal organizations worked through 

established channels, and operated, more or less10, within a set of constraints about what they 

could or could not do. For instance, the Gabriola Land and Trails Trust (GaLTT) seeks approval 

from the Island Trust Fund (ITF) before undertaking work on one of their properties. Informal 

organizations, on the other hand, approach problems from the perspective of what needs doing? 

who is responsible for doing it? And, if they aren’t doing anything, should we be doing it?. In 

contrast to my experience in government -- where we tended to see government as having the 

answers or at the very least having the resources to find the answers -- the high degree of 

autonomous action was jarring, but in a very exhilarating way.  

Besides having an interest in social justice, I also would have described myself as an 

environmentalist. I walked to work, only using my car on the weekends, recycled religiously, 

didn’t buy processed food, grew a garden . . . the list could go on. For years, I sailed to remote 

locations on the BC coast with my family, seeing first-hand the impact of clear-cutting and 

questionable mining practices. In retrospect, I can see that my environmentalism was uncritical. 

Conducting research in communities that have been dependent on resource extraction, subject to 

judgmental external scrutiny, and sometimes torn apart over resource extraction, I now have a 

more nuanced attitude towards what it means to achieve environmental sustainability. Doing this 

 
10 The culture of Gabriola encourages a certain degree of iconoclasm which even formal organizations 
may indulge in.  
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work has caused me to examine my own beliefs and values, if not to change them, then at least to 

acknowledge where I stand and to be prepared to make room for alternative views.  

All this led me to wonder whether other communities have experienced this type of 

disjuncture, how they have responded, and with what outcomes. The result of that idea is the 

present project. I recognize that living on Gabriola has provided the type of immersion that I 

could not hope to replicate in studying Tofino and Tumbler Ridge. As a result, depictions of 

Gabriolans’ challenges and response strategies have a depth and richness not possible in my 

treatment of the other communities. But this is not a competitive endeavor where one community 

is understood to have it right. Tofino and Tumbler Ridge may be implementing some of the same 

strategies as Gabriola. By the same token, Gabriolans may not have pursued similar strategies as 

the other communities that could be to their advantage. The potential of this research is the 

opportunity to examine an array of responses, to understand them in the context of place, and to 

discern what might be transferable to other locales and under what conditions.   

Through this research, it is my intention to create a space where the voices of 

communities can surface, where I am able to hear those stories in the context of my own 

experiences but also with the awareness of my limitations. I hope the result will be a rich and 

nuanced expression of the ways in which communities have grappled with rupture. Through 

these stories, we can begin to understand the strategies that have proven effective in addressing 

rupture impacts and the conditions that makes those strategies possible.  

Structure and Content  

This dissertation tells the story of three places and their experience of rupture. It 

examines their unique histories and geographies, as well as social, economic and political 

organization in order to understand how each community responded to rupture and what lessons 
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can be learned. By comparing similarities and differences, I explore how different variables 

affected each community’s ability to respond to rupture and draw conclusions that may be 

helpful for other communities. This dissertation begins by grounding the reader in the existing 

literature and the methodology supporting the research. After that, the focus is on the three 

communities, individually and then comparatively. It concludes by examining what these 

community experiences can tell us about our relationships to what we imagine to be the 

economy, our understanding of governance, and our capacity to engage in the latter.  

Chapter 2 positions the issues facing the three communities within the context of the 

literature. Understanding the complex nature of the global economy is essential to evaluating the 

types of choices and and strategies for different actors. The chapter is organized in two sections: 

the first examines theories related to the impacts of advanced capitalism, and the amplification of 

those effects through globalized production networks. Then I examine the ascendance of neo-

liberal thought in the mid- to late 20th century, and the ways it shaped the discursive environment 

regarding the role of the market economy and the state. The second section is concerned with the 

variety of governance mechanisms and strategies available to respond to the crisis tendencies of 

capital. I examine governance regimes from the local to the global, and through the lens of 

different actors/actants including place, states and citizens. I conclude by examining narratives of 

citizens as rational economic actors motivated only by their economic interests, assessing the 

implications of that framing for self-governance, and drawing conclusions regarding the potential 

for autonomous action outside of that frame. These areas of investigation are interconnected and, 

as I will demonstrate, provide an opportunity to examine how economic and political systems 

have resulted in what Habermas describes as the “colonization of the lifeworld” (Krey, 2004). 
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I draw three main conclusions from the literature. First, the complexities of global 

production systems mirror an equally complex set of regulation strategies operating at multiple 

levels. These intersecting activities are unpredictable, mutating and changing with little warning. 

Second, one might say that economic liberalism has infected political liberalism. Rather than a 

liberalism focused on individual rights, liberty and equality before the law operating within a 

free market system, the focus has shifted to a preoccupation with “free market[s], free trade and 

entrepreneurial rationality” (Brown, 694). This has implications for how citizens imagine 

governing through the unpredictable economic landscape and the value they place on the role of 

the state. Last, the potential for increased self-governance must navigate through ideology, the 

barriers of social class, and uneven distributions of power. The theories explored in Chapter 2 

form the basis for evaluating the implications of each community’s experience and response to 

the impacts of global capital.  

Chapter 3 provides a context for understanding these communities’ responses to rupture 

by reviewing the economic history of resource extraction and the impacts on communities. I start 

by examining the notion that Canada as a whole is trapped in a ‘staples’ economy, a cycle that 

makes it repeatedly dependent on resource extraction, creates a core/periphery dialectic 

(including the peripheralization of Indigenous interests), and shapes attitude to place. This 

chapter examines developments at both the national and regional level and outlines the impact of 

the global economy on resource extraction communities, focusing on the BC experience. I also 

examine theories of the meanings of place to understand community members’ attachment to 

place over and above underlying economic interests. These theories illuminate the implications 

of the historical and contemporary economic development of these communities.  
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I draw two primary conclusions from this literature. First, despite evidence to the 

contrary, the image of Canada as a predominantly resource extraction economy continues to hold 

sway, and (a somewhat separate point) resource extraction continues to be a primary economic 

driver in many rural communities. This tension between the national significance of resource 

extraction and the significance for rural communities reinforces small communities’ sense of 

peripherality. Second, despite the significant negative social and health outcomes experienced by 

some rural resource-dependent communities, they also express high degrees of satisfaction with 

their social relationships and physical environment, with west coast locales as late as 2007  

reporting lower stress levels than other small rural settings and Canadians in general (Ommer, 

2007, pp. 47-48).  

The theories explored in Chapter 3 form the basis for evaluating the implications of each 

community’s experience and response to the impacts of global capital.  

Chapter 4 outlines the research methodology and its implementation and also addresses 

definitions and terminological issues that are relevant to the case studies (e.g., ‘Indigenous’ vs 

‘aboriginal’; ‘settler’ vs ‘occupier11’; etc.). This chapter addresses my rationale for choosing a 

phenomenological narrative approach and outlines the reasons for the data collection strategies. I 

also address how I balanced my deeper familiarity with Gabriola, with my more limited exposure 

to Tofino and Tumbler Ridge. I describe the additional steps I took to compensate for my limited 

field experience in those two communities. And, in a related vein, I take a critical look at my role 

in the Gabriola setting, examining how my familiarity with the community as a participant-

observer can be balanced with my purely observer role in the other two communities where I was 

 
11 Throughout this document I use the term ‘occupier’ rather than ‘settler’ to describe colonizers, the 
exceptions are where I am citing sources that use a specific terminology. The rationale for this decision is 
given in greater detail in Chapter 3.   
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only able to spend one week. In capturing the stories of the three communities, I build on their 

histories, statistical data, and the lived experience of residents shared through interviews and 

survey responses. I describe how the narrative aspects of the project have been analyzed using 

thematic and discourse analysis to capture common and unique attributes within and between the 

three communities.  

I acknowledge that while case studies can provide richness and depth in regard to the 

case being investigated, the results are not generalizable beyond the cases in question. However, 

the results of this work can be examined to determine the extent to which it enhances 

understanding of the questions raised, is broadly consistent with other knowledge or is useful in 

advancing knowledge (Patton).  

Chapters 5 to 7 each profile one of the case study communities. Each chapter includes:  

• a present-day description of the community, including physical and human 

geography and demography;  

• the history of the community leading up to the rupture events that concern the 

study;  

• a description of the rupture event(s) and how different actors perceived these 

incursions and their impacts;  

• a description of developments since the rupture;  

• prevalent attitudes towards the global economy;  

• governance responses in the context of the local impacts of globalization; and  

• future aspirations that interviewees and other evidence expressed themselves or 

referred to.  
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Chapter 8 draws on statistical and qualitative data to compare the commonalities and 

differences between the communities. The statistical profile looks at demographic variables such 

as gender, economic activity, income, education, and housing. The qualitative data focuses on 

attitudes towards place, the economy, governance, autonomous action, and relations with 

Indigenous populations.  

The comparisons point to a number of key findings. First, at a statistical level there are no 

categories where the results are common across all three communities. However, there are places 

where two communities are similar. For instance, both Gabriola and Tumbler Ridge experience 

statistically significantly high percentages of low-income children. Tofino and Gabriola both 

have populations with relatively high levels of educational attainment. Contrary to its popular 

reputation as a preserve for retirees and a comfortable counter-culture, Gabriola has the singular 

claim of having the poorest and oldest community members with a median age of 61.3, and a 

low income incidence of almost 25%, with over 38% of its children in low income families. (See 

Chapter 8.) Drawing on the qualitative data, we see all three communities experiencing 

significant housing challenges. And all three communities face economic challenges resulting 

from economic uncertainty (Tumbler Ridge and Gabriola), to unsustainable economic growth 

(Tofino) to demographic imbalances affecting workforce availability (Gabriola).  

To address these challenges each community has different attitudes to how governance is 

deployed and has adopted different governance strategies. Respondents in Tumbler Ridge 

emphasize the role of local and provincial governments and local businesses as the primary 

governance vehicles. Tofino respondents focus on local government, First Nations and citizens as 

the key actors. Respondents in Gabriola, on the other hand, are primarily concerned with civil 
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society – citizens, community organizations and local businesses—as the site of governance. Of 

all the communities, only Tofino sees First Nations as having a significant role to play.  

Chapter 9 examines the interface between the economy and governance, in particular 

probing communities’ perceptions of what the term ‘economy’ means and the challenges they 

experience in conceiving of the economy as more than a ‘market’ economy, and secondly 

exploring a tendency to conflate ‘governance’ with ‘government’. As described earlier, I propose 

a social theory of “simultaneity” to explain why communities appear to be tone deaf both to a 

full understanding of the economy and to their capacity for self-governance. Rather than simply 

being subjectified by an ideology that reinforces a singular conception of reality, simultaneity 

occurs when community members experience multiple intersecting systems concurrently, 

resulting in an inability to discern the competing component elements. This lack of discernment 

closes off avenues for moving out of ideology. This causes individuals to condense all signals 

from a diversity of sources, and the changes they represent, into signals presumed to emanate 

from just one source. This, in turn, obscures the range of choices and actions that community 

members believe are available to them. I conclude the chapter by exploring a range of 

governance modalities that could be investigated to reconnect individuals with agency and 

possibilities for self-government.  

Chapter 10 explores the possibilities for autonomous action or self-government. I set the 

stage by revisiting what the literature I considered tells us about the conditions that prompt or 

support individuals to take action and the challenges that inhibit people from doing so. Next, I 

explore three examples of self-government occurring at different scales in the three communities 

and examine the effectiveness and implications of the different approaches for communities 

attempting to navigate through rupture events. The approaches range from individual 
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autonomous action (Tumbler Ridge), to networked autonomous action (Gabriola), to structured 

autonomous action (Tofino). Each site demonstrates unique features that bear exploring. 

Gabriola points towards the importance of non-hierarchical social infrastructure. Tofino 

exemplifies efforts to create inclusive sites of social learning and develop intentional 

relationships with Indigenous communities. Tumbler Ridge demonstrates the importance of 

individual action. All three communities reveal the powerful role of place as a foundation of 

governance.  

Chapter 11 outlines what can be learned from the experiences of the different sites. 

Using Gibson-Graham’s concept of the ‘ethical local subject’12 as a lynchpin (2010, p. 10), I 

describe a set of interconnected actions to guide governance strategies. The first focuses on the 

importance of a strong knowledge foundation and the ability to co-create and share knowledge. 

The second explores the importance of relationship building across interests and classes. The 

third action probes the efficacy of our attachment to structure and proposes an alternative to 

structural governance. Next, I explore the attitudes that inhibit our ability to imagine possibilities 

outside of those preordained by the structures and by the only processes we assume are available 

to us. The fifth action is specific to community action in a settler-state context, and signals the 

potential of reconciliation as a tool, not only for mending fractured relationships with Indigenous 

peoples, but as a critical step in our own self-governance. Taken together, these lessons provide a 

road map we can use to move forward in an iterative process through which it is possible to 

transform ourselves, our relationships, our systems and our institutions.  

 
12 Broadly speaking, Gibson-Graham situate the ethical local subject in the context of knowledge (of 
one’s subjectivity, of internal and external forces, of what is missing, suppressed or excluded), and of 
action (grounded in freedom, cognizant of possibilities, and prepared to mobilize). I address this topic in 
more detail in Chapters 2 and 10. 



Globalization’s Ruptures and Responses 

 25 

 This research was fueled by two questions: 1) how did these communities respond to the 

externally generated ruptures that impacted them? and 2) what were the implications for local 

autonomy and sustainability?13 It is my hope that the chapters that follow contribute to the body 

of knowledge on the impacts of destabilizing events on rural resource-dependent communities 

and the evolution of local autonomy and sustainability, specifically by examining the attributes 

of emerging governance modalities, and of key actors in the economic and social life of the 

subject communities. The research findings may provide insight into the impact of external 

events and decisions and the qualities and strategies that enable communities to move beyond 

resistance towards transformative action. The analysis contributes to understanding the conduct 

of community-based movements in relation to existing governance structures and their operation 

within and outside those structures in the context of a complex interconnected world. The results 

build on or problematize aspects of existing theories, provide useful information for citizens, 

community groups, historians, policy makers and community development workers interested in 

navigating through the uncertainties of a global economy, and provide a foundation to understand 

how the findings in these small communities might apply in other settings.  

 

 

 
13 I use the Brundtland Report definition of sustainability as “development that meets the needs of the 
present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs”. Source: 
International Institute for Sustainable Development. https://www.iisd.org/topic/sustainable-development  
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Chapter 2—Theoretical Perspectives 

The aim of this research is to understand how communities subjected to externally 

generated rupture associated with globalization have responded to those incursions and the 

resulting implications for local autonomy and governance. Although I am primarily concerned 

with governance, understanding the complex nature of the global economy is essential to 

evaluating the types of choices and and strategies employed by different actors. I start with that 

perspective and then I examine the variety of governance mechanisms and strategies available to 

respond to the crisis tendencies of capital. These areas of investigation are interconnected and, as 

I will demonstrate, provide an opportunity to examine how economic and political systems have 

resulted in what Habermas describes as the “colonization of the lifeworld” (in Krey, 2004). The 

approach is interdisciplinary and includes political economy and human geography, as well as 

sociological and historical perspectives.  

The Current Economic and Political Context 

“the fibrous links shaping production systems have no linear, bounded and 

fixed character whatsoever; they continually shudder, shatter, mutate and 

evolve into new constellations of connections” (Dicken et al 104).  

As the above quote attests, the contemporary economic space is one of unpredictability. I 

examine this capricious economic landscape through the lens of geographer David Harvey’s 

work, in particular his assessment of capital’s need to seek new resources and markets 

continuously -- a process he describes as “accumulation by dispossession”-- and its cyclical 

impacts on localities. However, I supplement this with several rival views of the economy, 

though also originating in Marxist conceptions of capitalism, that take the emphasis off the 

inherent, underlying coherence or unity of the economy. One emphasizes the economy’s 
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institutionalized and regulated character: the French régulation approach. Since the ruptures that 

concern the case study communities directly involve specific extractive industries, I also 

introduce the cross-cutting concept of global production network or global commodity chain, an 

institutionalized economic structure that typically transects the jurisdictional boundaries that are 

central to the régulation approach. Global commodity chains (GCC) or global production 

networks (GPN) describe the relationships necessary in recent decades to produce, and to take 

product to market, in a context in which both trade and production operate across oceans and 

nation-state boundaries (Davis M. , 1978; Jessop; Raikes et al; and, Hughes & Reimer). Like the 

régulation approach, however, many GCC or GPN approaches do not work from the assumption 

that a wider national or global capitalism visibly coordinates the various chains or networks. 

Gibson-Graham approach provides a broader account of capitalism that retains the concept, but 

situates any apparent unity of that economic form in political strategies, rather than in a pre-

given or natural coherence. 

If one focuses on how the core of capitalist internal relations operate, Harvey draws on 

Marx in (initially) quite orthodox ways. He understands capitalism as a system of production and 

distribution based on private ownership of the means of production, and dependent on wage 

labour. Workers’ surplus labour (i.e., labour that exceeds what is necessary for workers to 

reproduce themselves) accrues as profit to the capitalist. Sustaining profit requires exploitation of 

workers through a variety of mechanisms aimed at keeping wages low, increasing productivity, 

or both. Workers, in addition to providing wage labour, must also be able to consume. Thus, the 

social relations between capitalist and workers are mediated through market transactions.  

However, what interests us here is much more the ways in which a capitalist economy 

presents itself to “islanded” economies such as the three case studies considered here. One of 
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Harvey’s key contributions to Marxist scholarship is to draw out and re-affirm heterodox 

Marxists, and Marxists from the global peripheries, who emphasize quite different elements of 

Marx’s conception of capitalism. Drawing on Marx, for instance, Harvey chronicles the 

processes associated with “primitive” accumulation carrying on after the initial formation of a 

working capitalist mode of production, including the following:  

• displacement of peasant populations in order to turn land into a commodity for 

private profit;  

• the conversion of common, collective and state property into exclusive private 

property rights and suppression of rights to the commons;  

• turning labour into a commodity and suppressing other forms of production and 

consumption; and, 

• appropriation of assets traditionally held in common, including natural resources.  

Harvey notes the state’s “monopoly of violence and definitions of legality” has pivotal 

roles in sustaining the processes of capital accumulation (Harvey, 2005, p. 145).  This theory of 

“accumulation by dispossession” chronicles the impacts of advanced capitalism in which 

“regional crises and highly localized place-based devaluations” become the necessary means by 

which capital can continue to expand without collapsing (2005, p. 151). I use this theory as a 

foundation on which to analyze the economic evolution of the case study communities and the 

strategies they employed to respond to rupture.  

Through this theory, we can begin to see the role capital played in driving westward 

expansion from Canada’s eastern provinces, and from both the coast and BC’s eastern border 

into the province’s interior, and the inevitable crises of accumulation that followed. And we also 

see the ongoing place of non-economic coercion and dispossession in capitalist accumulation, 
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rather than merely economic compulsion and exploitation. Geographical expansion provides the 

possibility of continued growth providing both raw materials, new labour pools and an expanded 

consumer base. Even if demand stagnates it is possible to achieve growth (i.e., accumulate) if 

input costs can be reduced. But capital must continually seek cheaper labour, lower cost 

materials, etc. (Harvey, 2005, p. 139), often achieved by exploiting labour and resources in 

underdeveloped economies. Industry implements rudimentary strategies to manage labour and 

material inputs to reduce the amount of time necessary to produce an output. To support industry 

competitiveness, federal and provincial governments create policies that prioritize industry’s 

access to natural resources held by the Crown and ensure a labour supply through policies aimed 

at making any kind of work more attractive than the alternative (for instance, the transition from 

the Unemployment Insurance program to an Employment Insurance program14).   

Historically, efforts to achieve surplus value were realized through processes such as 

Taylorism in the early 1900s, Fordism after WWII, and post-Fordism after 1970. These processes 

have resulted in new dynamics of deindustrialization, reindustrialization, and flexible 

specialization (Hayter R., 2003, p. 710). This shifting landscape has proven problematic for 

resource dependent peripheries forced to deal with industrial restructuring that often entails job 

loss. In the BC forest industry, for instance, job-shedding restructuring has occurred by 

employing more sophisticated machinery for logging and for primary processing (Hayter R. , 

2000, p. 709; Rajala, 1998, p. 223), and through intensified attention to logistics and supply 

 
14 Unemployment Insurance was introduced nationally in 1940 in response to the high unemployment 
rates of the Great Depression. The onset of WWII created full employment making it possible for 
employers and employees to contribute to the program which would not have been possible in the 1930s. 
The program entitled workers to draw benefits when laid off of work, thus ensuring workers could sustain 
themselves until jobs became available. UI became an important part of the seasonal resource sector 
economies of fishing and logging. In 1996 eligibility criteria was tightened and the program was renamed 
Employment Insurance. Source: https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/employment-
insurance   
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chain management in the interests of lean production15, just-in-time supply management and low 

inventory production  (Bonacich & Wilson; Brewer; Ciccantell & Smith; Lambert). Efforts to 

achieve surplus value have also been achieved by discounting or completely ignoring indirect 

costs such as the costs of effluent discharge on the environment, or destruction of fish habitat 

when logging or mining occurs too close to water bodies (Wynn, p. 14-16; Rajala, 1998, p. xxii - 

xxii). The latter destruction of ecosystems contributes to new waves of accumulation by 

dispossession. 

Increasing productivity through more exploitive work processes or through new 

technologies and new organization of work (bases for new waves of relative surplus value) 

assumes the existence of demand for consumption equal to or surpassing the new production 

capacities. The introduction of these new processes and strategies occasions the inevitable 

structural crisis of production exceeding demand resulting in over-production -- the signs of a 

cyclical downturn (Harvey, 2005, p. 142). Demand is suppressed (unless new international 

demand can be tapped) because the bulk of consumers are also workers. If fewer workers are 

required and/or wages remain stagnant (an effect of keeping production costs down either 

through suppressing wages or by introducing technology which requires fewer workers), then 

workers have less ability to consume above what is required for their own reproduction. The 

consequences for capital accumulation based on consumer demand can be significant and 

negative. 

 
15 Lean production involves workers having multiple skills and carrying out multiple functions in smaller 
production batches, allowing greater responsiveness to change in consumer demand. Lean production has 
its advocates and critics, but the major concern is that efficiencies are achieved not through refined 
business processes but by paying low wages  (Norcliffe & Bates, Implementing Lean Production in an 
Old Industrial Space: Restructuring at Corner Brook, Newfoundland, 1984-1994, 1997).  
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The converse of this process, a phase associated with a cyclical upturn, is when demand 

exceeds capacity. In both cases, capital must seek new resources elsewhere  (Harvey, 2005, p. 

142). The resulting crises—recessions—impact individuals and communities because efforts to 

reduce labour costs are borne locally as well as regionally and nationally. Not surprisingly, the 

ruptures in Tumbler Ridge, Tofino and Gabriola occurred during two periods of global recession: 

1981-83 and 1991–92 and in the case of Gabriola and Tumbler Ridge, resulted from the local 

effects of global over-production.  

The global recessions described above are commonly understood as the result of 

globalization, a term you will see throughout this dissertation. For the purposes of understanding 

the case study communities, I ask that the reader consider globalization as “a process (or a set of 

processes) that embodies a transformation in the spatial organization of social relations and 

transactions.” (Held, McGrew, Goldblatt, & Perraton, 1999, p. 483). These transformations may 

occur in modes and relationships of production, patterns of consumption, and communicative 

processes. Globalization entails a set of economic, cultural and population interdependencies and 

has positive as well as negative consequences (Peterson Institute for International Economics, 

2019).  

Currently, most scholars and journalists understand globalization as the logical trajectory 

of a fully realized capital economy. This understanding can obscure how regional economies 

developed over time by assuming that all non-local interests represent the advance of global 

capital. For instance, as the Tofino chapter mentions, the lucrative maritime sea otter trade in the 

late 1700’s attracted traders from Britain, Spain, and the United States, who traded their cargo in 

China, Boston and Europe. But it also involved highly localized trade and alliance building with 

and between First Nations. Did this represent efforts at globalization, an imperialist effort at 
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transnational market development, or the development of a more extensive local economy? 

Forcing a choice in this matter may be the most flawed response. 

The term ‘globalization’ is often used along with the term ‘neoliberalism’ (Bowles P. , 

2011, p. 67). In some of the case study interview and survey responses, respondents often made 

this connection. But it is important to understand each term in its own right. In its present form, 

for instance, the term ‘neoliberalism’ is contested and often used pejoratively to denote policies 

that favour privatization of public goods, deregulation of the market, free trade, a limited role for 

the state devoted to acting in the interests of economic objectives, and an emphasis on individual 

rights over common rights.  

For instance, McNally describes a contemporary neoliberalism that imagines that 

individual self-interests could be harmonized without relying on the state; that national wealth 

could be enhanced through the “economic interdependence” of individual self-serving actions; 

and that those actions would be broadly beneficial to the whole of society (xii). But even across 

the history of liberal political theory, this approach has been contested, and continues to be. At its 

foundation, economic liberalism aspired to free market capitalism, but even from its earliest 

conception, it struggled with the right and necessary role for the state. Theorists like Adam Smith 

had strong concerns about the “values and practices associated with merchants and 

manufacturers,” worrying that they would “replac[e] the classical goal of a state operating 

according to public interest and public virtue with a polity ravaged by the pursuit of private 

interest”  (McNally, 2016, p. xiv). This debate resurfaced in the 1930s with the high 

unemployment and widespread poverty of the Great Depression and centred on finding a middle 

way between a complete free market ideology that imagined a very limited role for the state and 

an economy designed and overseen by the state. Keynesian economics, which proposed 
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government play a role in stimulating demand through government expenditures and reduced 

taxes, emerged as the necessary antidote. It was intended to serve both “the common good and 

the interests of ordinary people” and envisioned a democracy in which “the people were 

sovereign and government was, by definition, on their side” (Wolin, 2008, pp. xxii-xxiii). By the 

1970s, Keynesian policies were falling out of favour, to be replaced over the next 40 years by a 

neoliberalism that favoured unimpeded market access, and a focus on a leaner state that had as 

its primary function creating an environment conducive to attracting capital.   

There are a variety of ways to understand the complex relationships inherent in global 

capital. We can understand them at the jurisdictional level (as régulation theory does) which 

helps us understand how particular jurisdictions shape institutions to manage their economies, or 

at a trans-boundary level, such as global commodity chains (GCC) or global production networks 

(GPN) (Jessop, 1990). From a régulationist perspective, stability does not result from a single 

institutional agent acting intentionally; rather, it results from acts that are at times 

intuitive/reactive and at other times intentional, involving multiple institutionalized actors—

capital, labour, society and the state -- in relation to one another.  

One of the values of studying GCCs and GPNs is that they expose the processes and 

linkages that connect the periphery to the core. These approaches help us to understand how 

contemporary capitalism works in the context of globalization, by understanding the roles played 

by various actors (the state, the corporation, the consumer). The limitation of most of these 

theories is that they deal predominantly with structures and processes; the primary focus is either 

production (most often as labour) or consumption giving little direct insight into the roles of 

social infrastructure.  One exception to this pattern is GPN, which explicitly considers the 

embeddedness of economic institutions in social contexts. However, régulation theory that 
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focuses on the social structure of accumulation emphasizes relative social and economic stability 

as a precondition for rapid accumulation (Jessop, 1990, p. 181). Jessop notes the “partial, 

temporary and unstable” nature of expanded social reproduction (Jessop, p. 155) and the 

importance of understanding its role in sustained accumulation. 

Another conceptual debate is whether power should be conceived of as an asset that can 

be held as a possession, or as a relationship between two or more actors. Building on a 

conception of power as relational, William Carroll uses a different analytical framework drawing 

on Weber’s action-theory, as well as the work of Antonio Gramsci. At the same time, he confirms 

Marx’s analysis of “corporate power as a system of class power” (p. 2). Drawing on Gramsci, he 

illuminates how “power is both concentrated in the state and dispersed throughout the 

organizations of civil society” (p. 41).  Carroll uses Weber’s definition of power as “‘the 

probability that one actor within a social relationship will be in a position to carry out his own 

will despite resistance’” (2004, p. 2) and has examined this influence and control extensively in 

the Canadian corporate context. He notes that corporate power generally takes two forms: power 

over what gets produced and how; and “the cultural/political power to shape social 

consciousness and policy in the long-term interest of corporate capital” (p. v). Carroll observes 

that corporate power can be used to create or reinforce systemic inequities to its advantage, 

allowing economic elites to “frame agendas, make decisions, and secure compliance”. Through 

his discussion of class, elites, state, and civil society, he also explores how this is done. (I discuss 

class in greater detail later in this chapter.) 

Gibson-Graham admonishes us from taking a reductionist approach to the economy as 

the singular province of capital or as an inherently unified and internally connected entity. 

Gibson-Graham argues that the reductive act is “a violent act of naming that erases from view 
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the heterogeneous complexity of the economy” (1996, p. 11). We are reminded that the capital or 

market economy is dependent on, not only the state, but the social and household economies 

embedded in civil society (p. 18). Still, the role of the state and the spaces it occupies must be 

understood to properly examine the context in which these subordinated economies operate. 

Typically, the economy is understood in terms of the market and the paid workplace. We 

are concerned with the policies and strategies that underpin economic growth, investment, and 

job creation. The health of the economy is often described through metrics related to balance of 

trade and gross domestic product (GDP). This monochromatic view limits our ability to 

understand the complex political and social interrelationships that are required to sustain the 

capital economy.  

As I mentioned in Chapter 1, if interviewees in the case study communities understood 

the economy as a single, all-encompassing field of intervention, I therefore needed a theoretical 

framework to explore how this singularly reified notion of ‘economy’ came to be: I could not 

assume that their observations simply corresponded to the reality. The taxonomy I developed for 

interviewing them on the question of the economy – capital, political, social and household 

‘economies’—was drawn primarily from Burchell, Gordon and Miller’s examination of 

Foucault’s governmentality (1991), Jessop (1990) and Wolch and Dear (1989). Burchell et al 

examine the evolution of the separate concept of governance from the 18th century where 

‘economy’ was still rooted in the household and formed the basis of governance. La Mothe Le 

Vayer describes three types of government: self-government (morality), the art of governing a 

family (economy), and the ‘science’ of ruling a state  (Burchell, Gordon, & Miller, 1991, p. 92). 

The ancient sense of the “economy”, vested in the family, is concerned with social reproduction 

and is enacted as a form of husbandry in which the household’s survival depends on its ability to 
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produce, manage and conserve resources. I was attracted to this depiction because it provided a 

way of understanding the Arcadian ideals expressed by many Gabriola respondents. Below, when 

we turn to the question of the role of the citizen confronted by state and capital, but not confined 

to either, I pick up these distinctions – government, governance, and governmentality – and 

unpack their varied meanings.  

With increased globalization and the need for capital to seek resources further afield, this 

more comprehensive concept of economy has faded, replaced instead with a singular focus on 

market economy relationships and processes. To provide a more contemporary framing, I drew 

on the social structures of accumulation school of régulation theory concerned with the conflicts 

between capital and democracy (Jessop, 1990), specifically the work of D. M. Gordon. Gordon 

proposes a suite of “institutional complexes necessary to address the inherent conflicts of a 

capitalist economy.  Two areas of analysis seemed particularly relevant to the problem under 

study: the “capital-labour accord”—the ways in which capital and labour work together to 

achieve relative stability—and the “capital-citizen accord” reflecting the political sphere of 

action (Jessop, 1990, p. 182).  

Wolch and Dear, coming from a human geography perspective, describe advanced 

capitalist societies as having three spheres of social life: the economic (industry), the political 

(the state), and the social (civil society) which operate simultaneously in space and time (1989, p. 

6). These spheres while operating somewhat autonomously, also have a high degree of overlap. 

According to Wolch and Dear all three spheres are involved in the process of reproduction  and 

the effectiveness of a particular sphere depends on “specific local conditions, including the 

power of the human agents associated with each sphere” (Wolch & Dear, 1989, p. 8). They 
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understand reproduction to refer to “the wide range of social relations and social practices . . . 

which serve to protect and maintain, the basic structure of capitalist society” (1989, p. 4).  

To round the analysis out, I drew on Marxist feminist theories of ‘reproductive labour’, 

which I understand to include both the household and also civil society and state activities 

necessary to support reproduction (Fortunati, 1995; Federici, 2004). The unpaid reproductive 

labourer operates disproportionately in the household, providing an essential supplement to the 

commodified means of subsistence that wages for labour must cover if working families are to 

survive. The role of unpaid reproductive labour is starkly evident in Tumbler Ridge.  

With these theories in mind, I divided the economy into domains: capital, political (the 

state), social (civil society) and household as a way to explore the case study communities’ in 

more depth. To be clear, these domains cannot be understood as discrete entities. As a society, 

citizens engage in and influence these institutions, and are in turn shaped by them. This 

taxonomy, rather than separating the economy from governance, understands them to be 

interconnected, allowing me to explore the degree to which research participants understood the 

interdependencies. 

These theories help us to understand some of the visible and invisible processes and 

relations at play in rural, resource extraction-dependent communities. For instance, Gabriola and 

Tofino provide ample evidence of the impacts of the forest industry’s attempts to be more 

competitive internationally through the introduction of sophisticated equipment and machinery, 

and more effective responses to public challenges to forest practices such as clear-cutting, and 

the attendant negative environmental impacts including ecosystem and habitat damage. 

Tofino/Clayoquot Sound exposes multiple actors and relations at various scales, particularly the 

intersecting interests of the corporation that operates nationally or globally, the provincial and 
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federal governments, local government and First Nations. Gabriola provides a strong example of 

a forest company’s efforts to practice corporate social responsibility in response to exogenous 

and endogenous pressures and why these can fail despite significant community support. 

Tumbler Ridge is a textbook example of a community caught in a cyclical downturn. 

Restructuring, in response to market downturn, triggered disastrous job loss and significant 

population decline. Tumbler Ridge also provides insight into the role of the state in stimulating 

economic growth through direct investment in infrastructure even though coal extraction in that 

area was on the margin of profitability, relying on a fleeting window of opportunity that 

exceptionally high commodity pricing provided.  

As these examples show, resource-dependent communities are engaged in a complex set 

of relationships that may not be visible, easy to comprehend or to manage. From a local 

perspective, many of the forces at work appear to be happening ‘behind the backs’ of 

communities. By paying attention to “governance structures, institutional frameworks and 

territorial embeddedness” (Dicken, Kelly, Olds, & Yeung, p. 107), we can help communities to 

understand the multiple processes and relationships at play, providing them with the tools to 

understand what is happening to them, and what they can realistically hope to achieve locally 

and influence globally.  

Governance—Context, Challenges and Possibilities 

A major rationale for attending to governance is to build into this dissertation’s 

conceptual framework the basis for analyzing economic structure and trends as things that not 

only “happen to” people, but also as things to which people respond and which they shape, 

singly and collectively. In the interview and survey responses, and consistent with my thesis as 

described above, Tumbler Ridge and Tofino informants tended to perceive the state as the 
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primary or exclusive locus of governance. To appreciate why this is so, and why this might be a 

limitation to their capacities for collective action, it is important to understand the contemporary 

political landscape at the time of the interviews, and how that context impacts individual’s 

perceptions of the governance options available to them. In this regard, I set out five lines of 

inquiry. First, I examine the current postcolonial, capitalist political environment to understand 

how it may influence attitudes to governance. In this, I draw primarily on Habermas, Brown and 

Wolin. Once we sketch some of these complexities of the political landscape, Althusser, 

Foucault, Marx, Giddens and Weber provide insights into barriers to full political expression. I 

use these to understand community responses to the political environment. Drawing on Wolin, 

Magnusson and Carroll, I look at the array of governance modalities available to citizens. I then 

briefly examine mainly settler accounts of Indigenous governance experiences, assuming they 

point to non-Euro-settler conceptions that could profoundly affect neighbouring economic and 

governance activities. Here I draw on work by Weaver, Harris, Clayton and Morgan. Finally, I 

look at the possibilities for creating the ‘demotic’ citizen (Wolin), shifting citizens from 

“submissive subjects…into active citizens” and converting politics from the “preserve of the 

privileged and powerful into a public domain” (p. 276; see more below).    

The Contemporary Political Landscape 

A significant challenge may be not only to figure out how best to engage the ‘economy’ 

as a complex interplay of disparate, yet interdependent, elements, but also to contend with the 

state in its various representations, and to act beyond the state. Even as we reevaluate our 

concept of economy, we must also examine our relationship with the state, and therefore our 

concepts of government and governance.   
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Multiple threads in contemporary scholarship encourage us to look beyond the state for 

contexts of such political action, and to protect the integrity of these non-state settings.  

Sociologist Jürgen Habermas argues that the value-rationality of political and economic systems 

supersedes the interests and needs of the people these systems are purported to serve in their 

ordinary lives—an effect he refers to as the “colonization of the life-world” (Carroll & Sarker, 

2016, pp. 10, 35-36).  In his view, people are unable to discern their real interests from the 

interests available to them through political and economic systems. Habermas is concerned with 

creating a theoretical construct to understand the impact of late-stage capitalism on the “life-

world”—that is the everyday expression of culture, society and personality through individual, 

family and social interactions. The case study communities provide an opportunity to examine 

people’s perceptions of the role, not only of the state and capital economy, but also the ‘life-

world’ as represented through the social and household economies. These insights establish a 

framework for understanding the strategies each community employed in responding to rupture.   

Habermas’ work recognizes that colonization (in this specialized, metaphorical sense) is 

an internal process of capitalism “deepening the intrusion of the capitalist system, (including its 

hierarchical state) into the lifeworld that vitalizes meaningful human existence and ultimately 

offers the basis for a democratic way of life” (p. 36 in Carroll & Sarker). The capital system with 

its logic of money and power is uncoupled from lifeworld. According to Carroll, Habermas 

imagines a lifeworld decolonization that expands “democratic social control over markets and 

bureaucracies”, and a critical examination of “normative bases of authority” (p. 36 quoting Ray). 

Carroll understands this, not as a passive activity, but rather as an assertive undertaking that has 

the ability “to democratize society while challenging the power of capital, the state and 
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nondemocratic survivals of precapitalist formations . . .  in human relations” (p. 37). To achieve 

this “democratized” state, it is important to understand the obstacles that stand in the way.   

Brown examines whether the contested field of ‘democracy’ still has meaning “as a term 

of aspiration” (206, p. 691). She looks at how neo-liberal and neo-conservative ideologies 

subvert the meaning of democracy to achieve ends that that are ultimately undemocratic, marked 

by class divisions, corruption, and control vested in elites creating an underlying dynamic of 

power and powerlessness. Her concern is less with the egregious examples of the denaturing of 

democratic institutions  

than with the hollowing out of a democratic political culture and the production of the 

undemocratic citizen. This is the citizen who loves and wants neither freedom nor 

equality, even of a liberal sort; the citizen who expects neither truth nor accountability in 

governance and state actions; the citizen who is not distressed by exorbitant 

concentrations of political and economic power, routine abrogations of the rule of law, or 

distinctly undemocratic formulations of national purpose at home and abroad (p. 692).  

 
Glimmers of these attitudes appear in the case studies through the voice of individuals who 

imagine the only form of political action is through formal governance institutions and that 

decisions made are preordained and outside of their influence.  

Brown is particularly concerned with the ideological infection of political liberalism by 

an economic liberalism that translates tenets of “free market, free trade and entrepreneurial 

rationality” into normative laws, social and economic policy (p. 694), redefining the role of the 

state in market terms and turning citizens into “rational economic actors in every sphere of life” 

(p. 694). As a consequence, individual autonomy is reduced to the ability to care for oneself and 
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governance is judged by market criteria of productivity and profitability. The result is a stripping 

away of commitment to political democracy. In Brown’s view, when “[c]itizenship [is] reduced 

to self-care, …[it] undermin[es]…active citizenry and an already thin concept of a public good” 

(p. 695) leading to “the devaluation of political autonomy, the transformation of political 

problems into individual problems with market solutions16, the production of the consumer-

citizen as available to a heavy degree of governance and authority, and the legitimation of 

statism” (p. 703).  

White et al. suggest that this contemporary form of statism undermines our ability to 

address the relationship between individual freedom and the broader community good, 

recognizing that “our lives are intimately and intrinsically connected with the lives—and 

freedoms—of others” (2016, p. 7). Citizenship, thus reduced, is about “the cultivation of self-

governing autonomous subjects” (Eisenstadt, 2016, p. 31), encouraging us to be not only 

responsible for ourselves, but primarily concerned with ourselves, with the result that while we 

may feel ‘empowered,’ the inequalities in which we are immersed are unaffected. Therefore, it is 

important when considering the possibilities of autonomous action to heed Brown’s concern for 

the “public good” (p. 695) and to consider in whose interests we are acting: our own or the 

common good.  

In response to these interwoven political and economic systems and their incursions into 

the ‘life-world’, several theorists suggest we avoid defaulting to the state as the ultimate arbiter 

or the ultimate authority, but instead understand the state as an entity that needs to be engaged in 

its own right, and in relation to other entities, and that also must be regulated (Rosenau; Jessop; 

 
16 Brown’s emphasis on market solutions reflects the American tendency to seek market solutions to 
achieve public goods such as health care but it also reflects a political trend in western democracies to see 
a greater role for market solutions as part of a neo-liberal policy platform.   
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Bridge; Magnusson & Walker; Evans; Gale; Gale & M'Gonigle; and, Weiss). While for some this 

may appear as a given, it has particular saliency for communities that imagine the state as the 

locus for change. For instance, Magnusson and Walker assert that our desire for a ‘single way 

forward’ is the basic problem to defining a political economy that accurately reflects the 

challenges that face us.  “Working out effective political practices, in Canada as elsewhere, 

requires a clear recognition of the extent to which we remain caught within old categories that 

pervert our understanding of the possibilities for political action. It also depends on opening our 

ears and eyes to what people are actually doing to emancipate themselves” (p. 40). The authors 

ask us to reconceive politics in a way “that would de-centre the state as the subject of political 

analysis, the object of political struggle, and the basic category of political understanding” (p. 

40).   Rather than viewing the state as a monolithic entity, Harvey asks us to examine its 

interactions at a variety of scales and particularly to understand how states engage with civil 

society, specifically to consider “the ad hoc but more flexible organizational forms that can be 

built within civil society” (2005, p. 174).  

That said, civil society, rather than being a unified homogenous entity, is also 

heterogeneous, made up of competing interests, capacities and positions (Bridge, 2009, p. 1218). 

Communities experiencing the negative impacts of the movement of global capital -- like 

Gabriola with Weldwood or Tumbler Ridge with coal production—may be torn apart, reduced to 

factions only able to resist rather than engage in transformative change (Dunsmoor-Farley, 

2013).  

The State – Manifestations and Predicaments 

Having set the stage for a conception of political action that exceeds the state, occurring 

in other regions or realms of social life, we can now circle back to the state itself, and see it with 
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new eyes. My purpose here is less to generate a theoretical approach to the state in general, than 

it is to establish some of the strange new forms and manifestations of the state in recent decades. 

Further, my purpose is to point to some of the most prominent aspects of the state that present 

themselves in the experience of “islanded” communities such as Tofino, Gabriola, and Tumbler 

Ridge.  The state represents one of the key institutional agents in responding to global capital, 

particularly its role in the ruptures experienced by resource dependent peripheries. The ‘state’ in 

this research is a holding place, domain, or field for a variety of representations—the Province of 

BC, the Islands Trust, the Regional District of Nanaimo, the District Municipalities of Tumbler 

Ridge and Tofino, the federal government, and potentially, specific First Nations in regard to 

their unceded territories, treaty rights and governance aspirations. In this discussion, I am 

concerned with the state as a container for governance.  

Governance occurs at multiple scales and loci and across various interests—the state is 

only one domain of governance addressing the complex questions that communities face. States 

may respond through legislation, policies that provide incentives or penalties, or direct financial 

investment. Corporations may seek new markets or resources, modify work processes, invest in 

infrastructure and technology, or moderate their behaviour to meet external stakeholder 

expectations. Civil regulation encompasses the various ways in which civil society attempts to 

control or influence corporate behaviour and includes a number of ‘political consumerism’  

(Micheletti, 2004, p. 115) strategies such as boycotts, “non-state, market driven governance 

systems” (Cashore, p. 17)17, shareholder activism, and legal challenges all of which take aim at 

corporate reputation (Gunningham; O'Faircheallaigh; and Micheletti). In response to these 

 
17 For instance, the Forest Stewardship Council which follows the production and distribution chain from 
logging to consumer product and evaluates sustainability. But Klein, in addition to Cashore, cautions 
corporations should not be the authors of the standards to which they must conform and that only 
“political solutions” have a hope of being effective (p. 442).  
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consumerist strategies, and sometimes independently, corporations implement policies intended 

to exhibit corporate social responsibility (CSR). Certainly, certain government agencies, 

corporate actors, civil society organizations and individual citizens may all seek stability and 

sustainability. However, their motivations may be deeply at odds in these and most other 

respects. Attempts to address the negative impacts of rupture may consequently appear largely 

uncoordinated and incoherent, pitting actors against one another and promoting “an autonomous 

view of the modern state”. The result may be that many solutions proposed are state-centric and 

do not directly deal with “the messy question of social power” (Gale & M'Gonigle, 2000, p. 

207). It is through a deeper understanding of the concept of governance that we can begin to 

grapple with the question of social power. The term governance covers not only a range of 

potential modalities, strategies, and regimes, but a complex set of relationships that, similar to 

the mechanisms of global capital, are themselves often oblique and difficult to understand and 

differentiate, obscuring avenues of social power.  

Earlier I described a tendency in the case study communities to conflate ‘government’ 

with ‘governance’ and to see the economy in the singular sense of the ‘capital economy’. It is at 

the intersection of these two tendencies that citizens’ attitudes to their own autonomy are forged. 

In the following discussion, I examine how global capital has shaped the functions of the state, as 

well as shaping citizens’ attitudes towards the state. I then look at implications for governance 

within and outside of the state.  

The state enacts its authority, and is acted upon, at various scales. Liberal institutionalist 

understandings of the state conceive of it as a site of authority, operating at multiple registers 

within a market economy, with powers to shape how resources are allocated, how inputs like 

technology and infrastructure are used, and how income is distributed (Howlett, Netherton, & 
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and Ramesh, 1999, p. 3). A Marxist geographer like Harvey will generally suggest that the state 

attempts to manage the economy “externally”, in the context of various class and institutional 

actors as well as multiple international actors (other states, corporations, and international 

institutions) to enable accumulation while retaining stability of a whole capitalist society 

(Harvey, 2005, p. 151). And Cutler, a Gramscian legal scholar, observes the influence of non-

state actors—including firms and advocacy groups—on international law, resulting in 

international and non-state law (for instance, the World Trade Organization or private law 

structures) superseding state law and forcing the state “to act more and more like a market 

player” (1999, p. 254).  

In different ways, Wellstead, Brown and Wolin foreground the implications of the state 

acting as a market player. Wellstead, drawing on Jessop, describes the contemporary state as a 

‘competitive’ one, because of a shift from policies designed to bolster extraction at the periphery, 

to ones focused primarily on shifting from a commodity-based economy, to ones based on 

knowledge. For instances of the latter, he mentions regulations aimed at facilitating market 

flexibility and mobility, foreign exchange liberalization and deregulation, promoting the global 

reach of national level industries, and encouraging “place-based competition in an attempt to fix 

mobile capital within the state’s own economic spaces and thereby enhancing interurban, 

interregional, or international competitiveness” (Wellstead, 2007, pp. 17-8 quoting Jessop). And 

Brown notes how, as a ‘competitive’ entity, the state is identified with “entrepreneurial and 

managerial functions” modeled on the firm, rather than with the interests of the citizenry (2006, 

p. 706). Extending Brown’s concerns about the role of the state being defined in narrow market 

terms, Wolin describes the contemporary state as a merger of political and corporate interests, an 

‘inverted totalitarianism’ in which economics dominates politics, rather than being subordinate to 
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it (2008). This understanding of the state has resulted in ongoing conflict between “democratic 

egalitarianism and an economic system that has rapidly evolved into [an] inegalitarian regime . . . 

[condensing] culture, politics and economy into a seamless whole, a totality” (Wolin, p. 269). 

Nonetheless, there are limits to state power including physical capacity limitations, 

societal resistance to the state’s legitimacy to act, and the actions of other nation-states and 

powerful non-state actors (Howlett, Netherton, & and Ramesh, 1999, p. 319). The state itself 

may require regulation (Jessop, 1990, p. 200), but its relevance must not be underestimated 

(Howlett, Netherton, & and Ramesh, 1999, p. 319). The state, once confined to its minimum 

functions as understood by neo-liberalism, may be perceived as delegitimized except amongst 

neo-liberals, and as having been hollowed out or in other ways reduced. It is often characterized 

in popular culture either as monolithic, hegemonic and ruthless; or as powerless and ineffective. 

While these characterizations have some elements of truth, they may obscure rather than 

illuminate the complexity and legitimacy of the state as one actor among many.  

The inevitable crises of global capital occur at the regional18 level, below the level of the 

nation-state  (Harvey, 2005, p. 151) and, in the Canadian context, often involve “competing 

nationalisms and regionalisms”19 (Howlett, Netherton, & and Ramesh, 1999, p. 322). And it is at 

this regional level that we see most clearly the contestation of different voices, some local and 

some representing distant state and corporate authorities, at times coming into direct conflict 

with each other. The nation-state, defined by its geopolitical boundaries, is increasingly 

challenged to “mediate between global capital and local communities” effectively (Magnusson & 

 
18 Drawing on Thrift, I understand ‘regional’ as a physical place of production and state formations 
providing “settings for interaction”. Giddens describes these settings as ‘locales’ (p. 391).  
19 A current example is the Canadian federal government’s insistence on building a pipeline between 
Alberta and British Columbia, pitting Alberta’s interests in moving diluted bitumen to coast ports, against 
British Columbia’s interests in protecting the environmental integrity of the coastline.  



Globalization’s Ruptures and Responses 

 48 

Walker, 1988, p. 53), thus leaving provincial and local governments and community 

organizations to respond to the impacts. Because resistance to globalization and its inevitable 

ruptures occurs on many levels (e.g., local, regional, global) and the targets of these struggles are 

diffuse— each creating its own dynamic—traditional state regulatory responses are increasingly 

irrelevant. We are cautioned against assuming that “the only stable form of government is a state 

that can make and enforce its own policies, and contain politics within its own bounds” 

(Magnusson and Walker, p. 54). The risk in privileging the state as the singular representation of 

democracy in particular reduces the potential for the local expression of democracy to what can 

be managed from afar (Magnusson & Shaw, 2003, pp. 252-3). Nonetheless, it must be 

acknowledged that the state and its institutions, imprinted on territory, can exercise a statist logic 

of hierarchy, coerciveness, sovereignty and legalism which seeps beyond the state, reinforcing a 

knowledge/power dialectic that comes from above (de la Torre & Ince, 2016). It is in this context 

that the role of the citizen – and collectively, citizens -- must be examined. 

Citizens—Challenges to Self-governance 

Several factors interfere with citizens’ engagement in governance, including confusion 

about the distinction between ‘governance’ and ‘government’, what it means to govern and to be 

governed, who has the authority to govern, and how different governance functions fit together. 

Governance is a process and set of strategies that societies or organizations employ to “guide or 

steer” their affairs (Paquet, p. 75). It is enacted throughout society from the individuals who 

govern their own conduct to the corporations, civil society organizations, or state entities 

(Paquet). Government is the structure through which we govern and, for the purposes of this 

work, is understood as the structures of the state (elected representatives, Cabinet and the 

bureaucracies which they direct). The conflation of ‘government’ with ‘governance’ results in a 
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limited, statist view in which ultimate authority to govern rests with the state alone and can be 

dispensed to recognized entities beyond the state itself—for instance, corporations and non-profit 

societies. In the latter case, the individual’s voice in governance is mediated through their status 

and voice in organizations and institutions as members, shareholders, and voters.  

Foucault’s concept of governmentality is a third term that describes the interplay of 

“institutions, procedures, analyses and reflections, the calculations and tactics that allow the 

exercise of this very specific albeit complex form of power, which has as its target populations, 

as its principal form of knowledge political economy, and as its essential technical means 

apparatuses of security” (1991, p. 102). Wolin makes an important additional argument: that this 

is an ensemble increasingly penetrated by corporate interests. Drawing on Foucault’s 

governmentality to examine the evolution of the meaning of ‘govern’ and ‘governor’, we can see 

that it is not a singular occupation vested in one central authority, although that authority may 

exist, but governance occurs throughout, or internal to, society (we in society govern our own 

behaviour, our families and households, our collective and corporate enterprises). Governance is, 

in this respect, multiple, plural and immanent, if analyzed through the optic of governmentality. 

Any discussion of state governance must consider how other levels of governance fit within the 

larger framework of governmentality and are interconnected, often invisibly.  

The contemporary embrace of a governance paradigm emphasizing the responsibility of 

individuals and civil society organizations is seen by some theorists as a neoliberal “state-driven 

process of restructuring not only the state itself but also the range of formalized organizations 

across society” noting that even “non-state structure and relations are overwhelmingly shaped in 

a statist image” (de la Torre & Ince, 2016, pp. 52, 57). Araujo’s critique of ‘governance’—as a 

term made popular by the World Bank referring to the “role of decision-making taken on by non-
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governmental organizations”—sees governance as a mechanism for establishing and overseeing 

“systems of norms and mores across populations” (2016, p. 93), in other words, a pervasive 

ideology of governance. Any understanding of communities’ efforts to govern themselves must 

be evaluated against this backdrop. To what degree do individuals understand their own 

subjectivity? To what degree do they feel they have a voice in the decisions affecting them and 

can actively participate in implementing change? 

The production of the governed citizen can be understood by beginning with Althusser’s 

theory of ideology, which he describes as “the system of the ideas and representations which 

dominate the mind of a man [sic] or a social group” (p. 149), in the service of “the reproduction 

of the conditions of production” (p. 123). In the Marxist tradition, Althusser describes the state as 

“explicitly conceived as a repressive apparatus” (p. 131) which achieves its domination of the 

proletariat by the ruling classes through laws (force) and ideology in a form described as 

“political democracy . . . the dictatorship of the bourgeoisie” (p. 133). Althusser sets out to tease 

out these apparatuses (which he distinguishes from state power itself) and distinguishes two 

sorts: repressive state apparatuses (RSAs) such as police, courts, prisons, armies, government, 

etc., and ideological state apparatuses (ISAs), such as religious institutions, educational facilities, 

the family, the legal system, the political system, trade unions, communications, and cultural 

institutions. He notes that while the RSAs operate in the “public” domain, the ISAs operate in the 

“private” realm. The former operates by violence; the latter by ideology and, secondarily, by 

repression (pp. 137-8). He emphasizes that ideologies, rather than being born in the ideological 

state apparatus, arise from actors’ experience of “often bitter forms of class struggle” (p. 140).  

Althusser argues that “there is no ideology except by the subject and for subjects”. This 

suggests that Althusser sees the agent as having knowledge of the “conditions of reproduction of 
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the society of which he or she is a member” (Giddens, p. 5) which means that agency is enacted 

within ideology. It is not simply a question of being subject to some greater force, a strictly 

“structural” argument which is how Althusser is commonly read, but of also being an author of 

that force while at the same time being authored by it. Put simply, “‘man is an ideological animal 

by nature’” (p. 160), and it is in the knowledge of our ideological nature that we exercise our 

agency. Althusser’s task was to make clear the invisible ways in which we are steeped in 

ideology as a field of material structure, not to suggest that individuals are unaware that 

ideological forces are at play, but rather to illuminate those forces. Clearly, Althusser sees that 

agents have power, but his objective is to illuminate the challenges that stand in the way of 

being/becoming ‘knowledgeable’. (These challenges are incidentally consistent with Anthony 

Giddens’ depictions of the constraints on knowledge, in particular, one’s access to knowledge 

(1979).  

Althusser proposes two further theses about the structure and functioning of ideology. 

First that “[i]deology represents the imaginary relationship of individuals to their real conditions 

of existence” (p. 153) and, second, that “[i]deology has a material existence” (p. 155). These two 

theses are interrelated: the individual believes in an imaginary, idealized reality as opposed to the 

existing reality, and that belief system is expressed through the actions of the individual and of 

collectivities. In the first thesis, Althusser concludes that “[w]hat is represented in ideology is 

therefore not the system of the real relations which govern the existence of individuals, but the 

imaginary relation of those individuals to the real relations in which they live” (p. 155) and the 

implications are that there is no ‘author’ of the ideology nor ‘alienated character’. In his second 

thesis on the material existence of ideology, Althusser asserts that “an ideology always exists in 

an apparatus, and its practice, or practices” (p. 155). The first thesis posits an almost ethereal, co-
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created ideology imbued with normative ideals; the second thesis focuses on the structures in 

which ideology exists. These two theses are interrelated: the individual believes in an imaginary, 

idealized reality as opposed to the existing reality, and that belief system has a material 

existence. In this way, by being immanent in an apparatus, the ideology is made immanent in the 

subject. From there the subject holding conscious beliefs must act in accordance with those 

beliefs and “must therefore inscribe his own ideas as a free subject in the actions of his material 

practice” (p. 157). Althusser shows how the subject is “interpellated” into ideology and at the 

same time exhibits or can exhibit agency. He describes the lull of succumbing to the ideology 

with its “absolute guarantee that everything really is so, and that on condition that the subjects 

recognize what they are and behave accordingly, everything will be all right” (p. 169). This is a 

cautionary tale of how we become obedient subjects. More explicitly, it addresses how as free 

subjects, that is subjects who are “author[s] of and responsible for” our own actions, we create 

and participate in systems which strip us of authority in order that we can accept subjection (p. 

169). This suite of theories illuminates the challenges and limitations that individuals in the case 

study communities may face in attempting to address the impacts of rupture. 

Althusser was primarily concerned with the reproduction of domination. Giddens, rather 

than expressing concern about domination, instead chose to address the issue of power in social 

agency. Paraphrasing a concept of Steven Lukes, he notes “[p]ower in social theory…is centrally 

involved with human agency; a person or party who wields power could ‘have acted otherwise’, 

and the person or party over whom power is wielded, the concept implies, would have acted 

overwise [sic] if power had not been exercised”. According to Giddens, this implies a “relative 

autonomy and dependence between the parties concerned” (1979, p. 76). This raises the question 

of the individual’s ability to act, in terms of both the actor having choice (‘could have acted 
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otherwise’) and the (bounded) capacity of the actor to exercise that choice. According to 

Giddens, power relations are always two-way: “Power relations are relations of autonomy and 

dependence, but even the most autonomous agent is in some degree dependent, and the most 

dependent actor or party in a relationship retains some autonomy” (p. 93). Agency is thus 

understood as existing in a web of interdependencies and always, but not simply, as a matter of 

choice. In his structuration theory, Gidden’s “emphasizes the interplay of structure and 

agency . . . and recognizes the significance of spatial organization in the structuration of social 

relations” (Chouinard, 1997, p. 367).  

The ability to engage and to act is not equally available to all. That is, while all 

individuals may have choice (Giddens) and can choose to take responsibility (Magnusson), 

social stratification (such as social class) may affect both the reality of those choices and the 

individual’s perception of their ability to exercise choice.  

Although some theorists disagree about what social class entails, most contemporary 

theorists acknowledge that class continues to be a critical factor in understanding the impacts of 

global capital. Marxist theorists locate class in the relation of groups of people to the means of 

production and thus to other groups. In particular, the ownership of private property is the crucial 

means by which the capital class through their control of the means of production, exploit wage 

labour to produce surplus value (profit). Those who do not control the means of production are 

therefore not only in a subjugated relationship to those who do, but are also in a “contradictory 

and antagonistic relationship with one another” (Marx K. , 1998 in Levine) and must, by virtue 

of this subjugation and this conflict, engage in class struggle.  

While the present research was not designed to capture class subjugation or to emphasize 

it, examining the role class plays may be helpful in understanding the choices that individuals 
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make in response to rupture events. For instance, one might understand Tumbler Ridge as a 

predominantly working-class site where control of the means of production is held by a small 

minority. If Tofino and Gabriola have different class profiles, will that be evident in their 

responses to rupture?  

As we will see in the case study communities, ownership of the means of production is 

limited to a few, but those who provide their labour are not uniformly disadvantaged in their 

ability to influence or effect the means of production. To explore this aspect of class relations, I 

turn to Weber who, rather than focusing on class conflict, understands class in terms of “life 

chances—the chances an individual has for sharing in the economic and sociocultural goods of a 

society, such as income and education”. Weber defines class according to “exchange relations or 

market situation” (Levine, 1998, p. 5). In this way, Weberians  imagine that the objective 

formation of class as a product of “the structure of ownership and work” is further defined by 

one’s “subjective self-identity of . . . class”. In the latter case, people cleave to a subjective 

understanding of their position and align themselves with others who think likewise to organize 

themselves in status groupings. Ultimately, Weber sees social stratification arising from an 

uneven distribution of economic, social and political power. And although he concurs with Marx 

on the importance of economic power, Weber believes social and political power cannot derive 

solely from economic power, but rather from how people coalesce as status groupings (i.e., 

people with similar interests and lifestyles). For Weber, the way material property is distributed 

leads to “specific life chances” (Weber, 1998, p. 44).  

For Giddens, Weber goes further than Marx by analyzing the way in which those without 

property can use the market to “provide for the differential mobilization of market advantages” 

(1998, p. 115). But Giddens contends that Weber’s approach to “class or ‘class situation’ cannot 
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serve as a foundation for a class structure theory for several reasons. First, the phenomenon of 

market relations depends on production—one cannot have market relations without relations of 

production (p. 116); and second, understanding modern capitalism as a “‘rational’ organization of 

resources” does not account for the unfettered nature of capitalism and its tendency to create 

tensions and ruptures (p. 116). Nonetheless, Giddens recognizes Weber’s important contribution 

in developing a complementary theory to Marx’s ‘relations of production’. Weber enables us to 

understand the nuance which exists within similar class categories that result in individuals of 

similar circumstances having different “life chances”.  

Giddens insists that Marx’s class theory, based on systems of production and class 

conflict as a means to analyze and achieve social transformation, can also serve as a platform for 

Weber’s theories of market relation. Giddens expresses this as follows: in a capitalist society, 

‘class’ represents a “system of exploitative domination” through an “alignment of economy and 

polity, sanctioned by the state…[which] involves…. the existence of a protective insulation that 

separates economic from political life—that neutralizes conflicts in industry by declaring them 

‘non-political’” (Giddens, 1998, p.117; emphasis added).  Giddens believes that Weber’s ‘class 

society’ allows for a more nuanced understanding of Marx’s ‘relations of production’ by 

distinguishing four distinct aspects of production: division of labour (e.g., assembly line 

workers); organization of labour (e.g., management); linkages between labour, the organization 

and commodity markets; and production and distribution (p. 116). These distinctions of a range 

of relations of production make it possible to understand why two apparently similar individuals 

may experience different ‘life chances’.  

Second, class position, regardless of its visibility, results in an uneven distribution of 

economic, social, and political power; consequently, class must be considered when trying to 
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understand how the case study communities attempt to govern through rupture events. In terms 

of governance, class plays a critical role in determining who has voice and influence. Expressed 

from a social determinants of health perspective, for instance, class may translate as degrees of 

life control, self-determination, and self-governance (Aalhus, 2018; World Health Organization, 

2020), each of which impacts health outcomes.  

Governing through Rupture 

In light of the uneven distribution of power described above, how can individuals acting 

collectively conceive of governing through rupture? I assert that this will require an examination 

of our assumptions about the limitations of our own agency. Magnusson proposes that we shift to 

understanding politics as the act of forming judgments about what is to be done, rather than 

expecting the state as an institution to be responsible (2015). By seeing politics in this way, we 

remove artificial constraints to how we govern ourselves and open a political space to resolve 

those differences that cannot be addressed through existing rules.20 Politics, for Magnusson, is 

not defined by political parties and elections, nor is the state the “container for politics”. Rather 

politics is available to each of us and is evidenced daily from the smallest, singular acts of 

responsibility to global strategic action ranging from a singular locality to “a global hyperspace 

that we have barely begun to conceptualize” (1992, p. 113).  

In a similar vein, Wolin sets the task of self-governance as one of reviving democracy by 

giving voice to the demos through the democratization of the self (2008, p. 289) to produce what 

Gibson-Graham would describe as the “ethical local subject” (2010, p.4.). By “local”, here, 

 
20 In a complementary way, Ingram encourages us to see democratic politics  as an “unfinished and 
conflictual” process through which people can demand that institutions “become more democratic”; The 
foundation of Ingram’s analysis is “the universal principle of equal freedom” which he applies in the 
global but can also be understood in the context of the local, by understanding the local as the 
‘continuously global’ (Dicken, Kelly, Olds, & Yeung, 2001; Ingram, 2013) 
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Gibson-Graham mean “place as a site of becoming” (Gibson-Graham, 2006, p. xxvii). But what 

does it mean to be an ‘ethical’ local subject? Gibson-Graham describe three broad fields of 

action– knowledge, discernment, and responsibility. The ethical local subject is one who seeks to 

understand not only the constraints they face but also how those constraints are experienced or 

not experienced by others. This requires actively seeking what is missing, blocked or ignored, 

and implies a degree of curiosity about the circumstances of others but also about truth claims 

and universal prescriptions. Discernment is essential to the ethical application of knowledge. The 

ethical actor must recognize the limitations and possibilities inherent in their own subjectivities, 

exercise vigilance for the impacts of their own practices on others, and recognize the possibilities 

inherent in contingency, divergence, unpredictability, and incoherence. Knowledge and 

discernment form the foundation for action situated in the context of the common good rather 

than individual self-interest. To be ethical this action must be grounded in responsibility, first by 

understanding ones “freedom to act . . . as the core of a politics of possibility” (Gibson-Graham, 

2006, p. xxvi), and second, by acting, not only as an individual, but in ways that build on, 

enhance, and mobilize local capacities.  

There are barriers to achieving the ‘democratized’ self or the ‘ethical local subject’. This 

study is centrally concerned with the ways that the subject communities have attempted to 

govern through rupture. A critical issue is to understand the strategies communities employ in the 

face of the uneven distribution of power.  In this discussion, I draw on Foucault and (again) 

Giddens to examine conceptualization of the ‘knowledgeable agent’, the factors which affect the 

agents’ ability to act autonomously and the potential for action within an ideological frame. 

These concepts are central to understanding how people in the case study communities 

understood their ‘voice’ and their ability to enact change. A key component of Giddens’ 
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structuration theory is the concept that “every social actor knows a great deal about the 

conditions of reproduction of the society of which he or she is a member” (Giddens, 1979, p. 5). 

He emphasizes that “institutions do not just work ‘behind the backs’ of social actors . . . [and 

that] [e]very competent member of every society knows a great deal about the institutions of that 

society”, thus his admonition that actors are not “cultural dopes” (p. 71). Giddens asserts that “all 

social actors, no matter how lowly, have some degree of penetration of the social forms which 

oppress them” (p. 72). He makes his case for the ‘knowledgeable actor’ with caveats: knowledge 

is not equally available or accessible; each actor’s knowledge exists in the context of his/her 

lived experience and is not generalizable; and there are limits to what can be known (p. 73). In 

light of this, there may be constraints on the choice of actions envisioned. For as Foucault notes, 

knowledge can be privileged; therefore, we must question the ways that “knowledge circulates 

and functions, its relations to power” (1982, p. 781). 

The state plays a role in the way in which knowledge is available to us, both within and 

beyond the state. Foucault describes the state’s power as both individualizing and totalizing  

(Foucault, 1982, p. 782), employing a “very sophisticated structure, in which individuals can be 

integrated, under one condition: that this individuality would be shaped in a new form and 

submitted to a set of very specific patterns” (p. 783). Thus the individual is subjectified through 

domination or dependence, or by his/her own conscience or self-knowledge (p. 781). The former 

subjectification, domination, is likely to be more overt and thus resistible; the latter – dependence 

-- is, by its nature, invisible. In either case, the individual faces considerable challenges, seeking 

to penetrate and shift oppressive systems through anti-authority struggles.  

Foucault’s exploration of power suggests that certain common features are at play in such 

struggles. First, these contestations against authority are not limited to one place or one form of 
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politics or government. Second, they are rooted in resisting the locus of power as opposed to 

being about a difference in belief or point of view. Third, people do not look for the ultimate 

source of power, only the source of power that confronts them. Foucault describes these 

engagements with the ‘immediate’ enemy as “anarchistic struggles” (p. 780), which I would 

interpret to mean individual resistance to categorization and subjectivization by intentionally 

subverting the prevailing way of being. Fourth, these struggles seek to claim legitimacy for the 

individual resisting the pressures to conform. Fifth, those engaged resist privileged knowledge, 

secrecy, manipulation and “mystifying representations imposed on people” (p. 781). And finally, 

they contest categorization, classification and generalization about who they are (pp. 780-81).  

If we turn back to Althusser, the objective of resistance is to attack a form of power 

designed to subjectify the individual or a social group in a fixed way in the service of “the 

reproduction of the conditions of production” (Althusser, p. 149, p. 123). And as noted above, 

agency is an implicit condition in order for power relations to exist. But clearly not all people 

resist; we all know people who unquestioningly accept their lot in life, who do not question 

decisions made which affect their lives, or who resent those incursions but believe there is 

nothing they can do. So, the question arises: is this due to a lack of knowledge, intentional 

choice, or a perceived or actual inability to influence or create change?  

Closer to the immediate themes of this dissertation, Sinclair and Ommer illuminate the 

more subtle ways that communities express power. In their bi-coastal study of BC and 

Newfoundland communities, they describe “power as the capacity to create (and to some degree 

control) an outcome of behaviour”. They observe power as flowing from social relationships and 

the way in which individuals are able to apply available resources; they also describe individual 

agency as resulting from the mobilization of power (2006, p. 17). They note that the acceptance 
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of change “should not be seen as passive, because it is action, demonstrates choice and decision, 

and may be part of a long-term strategy for changing the situation; it also provides evidence that 

some options do exist” (p. 19).  

In light of the above discussion, it appears that two conflicting realities must be 

reconciled: first, that individuals can choose to act; and, second, that they exist within the context 

of ideology (or ideologies) and social stratifications. This suggests an underlying and constant 

tension between individuals’ lived experience and the ideological structures within which they 

exist, and raises the question about the circumstances and conditions which make it possible for 

individuals to act collectively outside of ideology and the dominant discourse, in the face of the 

“disorder, difference and flexibility . . . inherent . . . [in] the emergent political economy” 

(Cooke, 1996, p. 476).  

The Engaged Citizen—Moving Beyond the Rational Economic Actor 

The preceding discussion highlights systemic challenges people face when they are 

subjectified through ideology and social class to understand themselves as functionaries in the 

service of reproducing systems of reproduction. Several theorists describe the results: Brown 

introduces us to the ‘undemocratic citizen’  (2006, p. 692), indifferent to freedom or equality and 

dismissive of the state; Eisenstadt (2016, p. 31) describes autonomous citizens primarily 

responsible for and concerned with themselves; and Hedges (in Wolin) describes citizens bathed 

in a sea of worry and uncertainty (2008, p. xxvii). Faced with a barrage of existential threats 

from wars to climate catastrophes (Beck, 2010, p. 4), citizens turn inward, seeking security. As 

Chris Hedges notes, “Hobbes had it right: when citizens are insecure and at the same time driven 

by competitive aspirations, they yearn for political stability rather than civic engagement, 

protection rather than political involvement” (Wolin, 2008, p. xxvii). Wolin further describes a 
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“political environment…so hostile to the norms that govern ordinary life, so destructive of 

commonality, that for many citizens it requires an act of uncommon courage to become engaged” 

(Wolin, p. 276).  

Given the above, what conditions would need to be in place to increase the likelihood of 

citizen engagement? An essential component of this research is to examine how citizens, as 

autonomous agents, in the context of the locale, have responded to the divisive ruptures in their 

communities. Do they perceive that they have ‘voice’ in the decisions that affect them? Do they 

see themselves as able to take actions that will affect outcomes? Do they understand their needs 

within the context of the needs of others? Several theorists suggest it is a question of self-

government—how citizens work within their communities to identify what they value, to set 

priorities, and to engage with one another to find solutions to the pressing issues they face—

essentially how they ‘take responsibility’ and ‘exercise judgment’ (Magnusson and Walker; 

Mathie and Gaventa; and Gale and M’Gonigle21). It is in this context that it is particularly 

significant that Wolin calls for a ‘demotic’ politics which envisions a citizen who is active rather 

than submissive and engaged in a politics that has moved truly into the public domain (p. 276) (I 

address this in more depth later in this chapter).  

Wolin’s demotic politics imagines the citizen as an agent of action and locates the 

achievement of a “democratic political consciousness…[as] most likely to be nurtured in local, 

small-scale settings” (pp. 290-91). To imagine the demotic politics described above, a first step 

would be to distinguish between the aspirational concept of democracy and its actual application. 

Wolin observes the scarcity of real democracies both historically and at present. The democratic 

landscape may be evaluated across a number of factors, such as citizens’ ability to participate in 

 
21 See also Boettke, Peter (2010) “Is the only form of ‘reasonable regulation’ self regulation?: Lessons 
from Lin Ostrom on regulating the commons and cultivating citizens” Public Choice 143: 283-291.  
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electoral and party activities, their views on citizenship, their ability to meaningfully influence 

public policy, and the avenues available to them to become informed citizens (Finnish National 

Election Studies, 2016). Wolin asserts that we who live in liberal democracies have the 

superficial trademarks of democracy—freedom of speech, the vote, the right to protest—while 

the running of government rests in the hands of a privileged elite with the skills, resources and 

time to impose their will on the multitude, who must focus on just getting by (Wolin, p. 277). 

According to Wolin, what currently passes for democracy differs from an aspirational democracy 

that would  encourage citizens “to join in common endeavors, not as a flagellating form of self-

denial but as the means of taking care of a specific and concrete part of the world and of its life-

forms” (p. 287). For Wolin, what is at stake is “not only the natural environment but institutional 

and especially democratic institutions that, too, need tending” (p. 288).  

The task of overhauling the institution of democracy seems daunting; however, several 

theorists describe the incremental opportunities that exist at the edge of things. Cutler, for 

instance, describes how change is possible “at the points of disjuncture and asymmetry and at the 

interstices of social relations” (p. 258) and believes that this is the work of civil society. Araujo 

describes change as occurring in the “abyss”, or in the “interstices of the dominant power 

structure” (White, Spring, & de Souza, 2016, p. 9). For their part, taking up themes about extra-

state political action already outlined in this chapter, Magnusson and Walker encourage us to 

‘decentre’ the state (Magnusson, 1992) and rather than using these abyssal and interstitial spaces 

to create another state, instead “occupying myriad spaces in order to create other possibilities” 

(Araujo, 2016, p. 81).  

For his part, Wolin asks us to make use of “fugitive democracy” to build “sites for a 

democratic revival” (p. 287). This could be read as acting in spaces unoccupied or under-
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occupied by the state. But could we also imagine the possibility of acting in any sphere where it 

is necessary to secure the wellbeing of ourselves and community members, whether or not that 

sphere is state? Wolin’s self-democratization requires that citizens shift from “political passivity” 

and “creat[e] themselves, coming-into-being by virtue of their own actions” (p. 289). A further 

question is the rhythm or tempo at which such democratization can occur. As Magnusson and 

Walker observe, people tend to undervalue the incrementalism that such actions represent and to 

imagine that actions have to be ‘revolutionary’ to be effective (1988, p. 57). Wolin notes that 

“[t]ransformation is not a rarity but happens all the time” (p. 289). These theorists gesture toward 

a space in which citizens are political actors, where, rather than engaging in grand revolutionary 

undertakings, they act whenever the possibility occurs.  

From Citizen to Citizens: The Bases of Collective Movement in Small Places 

And yet how do we enact a democracy that not only reflects the will of a people but is 

grounded in responsibility for one another rather than atomized self-interest? This takes us back 

to Magnusson and Walker’s entreaty that citizens “take responsibility and exercise judgement” 

(Magnusson, 1992). Furthermore, while organizations and institutions at a variety of scales can 

play a role in addressing systemic change, can individuals living in small communities envision 

creating meaningful change collectively other than by participating in processes implemented by 

various ‘authorities’? In examining the idea of self-governance, it is imperative that we not 

imagine it solely as the atomistic purview of the individual. Clearly, individual action is an 

element of achieving change, but the potential for change exists in the ability to harness the 

energy of individuals towards a common objective—essentially to engage in a social movement.  

Carroll and Sarker see social movements as “potential agencies of deep democratization” 

in the face of the erosion of “liberal-democratic values and institutions” (2016, p. 10). However, 
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they warn against the assumption that all social movements will be concerned with the common 

good (for instance, consider the elements of the environmental movement which pit 

environmental interests against local economic interests) (p. 47). Moreover, care must be taken 

not to privilege social movements as the sole purview of the disenfranchised and dispossessed. 

Such movements can also be a tool of hegemony—in that way neo-liberalism is a movement, 

one supported by corporate capital and aligned state and media interests and has, to this point, 

overpowered movements from below. Magnusson reminds us that both capitalism and the 

modern state are movements that emerged out of political struggle and are no more natural in 

their authority or authenticity than any other movement and with the potential to be just as 

transitory (p. 22). He suggests that, rather than thinking of “the state, or the market or patriarchy” 

as fixed entities, we see them instead as movements—not institutions frozen in time, but 

constantly changing and shifting (Magnusson, 1992, p. 111).  

The case study communities may not be sites of social movements; however, the 

‘lifeworld’ of their community members is permeated by the interaction of myriad social 

movements as well as social structures and other social institutions. For some, this may be below 

the level of consciousness – expressed as an acceptance of ‘the way things are’—for others, it 

forms the basis for resistance or reframing. This raises interesting possibilities and dilemmas for 

the case study communities: to what degree are they aware of the influence of dominant social 

movements? Do they feel their interests are aligned with social movements or in conflict with 

them? What actions do they feel they can take in the face of powerful forces?  

There is some debate as to whether achieving social change requires that we approach the 

issue from the broadest societal perspective (Carroll, p. 24) or whether it can be achieved by a 

multiplicity of local actions addressing the larger social good. Foucault reminds us of the 
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significance of dispersed struggles in response to what he understood as the web-like, untethered 

nature of power (in Carroll, p. 24). Several lessons pertinent to small communities emerge: first, 

there are no limitations to the potential for sites to be enacted in resistance to power; second, 

these efforts, because they are flexible and experimental,22 allow them to challenge the normative 

power structures and social practices; third, they provide a potential site for addressing “complex 

unity” where a multiplicity of interests and perspectives can be brought together; and fourth, they 

conceive of action as emerging from civil society and not being routed through the state (Carroll, 

p. 24).  

Undertaking these “demotic” strategies (again invoking Wolin) can appear daunting to 

small communities whose primary focus is to survive the next rupture event. The ways to occupy 

‘interstitial’ spaces and practice ‘fugitive’ democracy may not be evident for individuals in small 

communities experiencing the complex interconnections between core and periphery, consumer 

and producer, the local and the global, and the natural and the manufactured world. Nor may they 

be fully aware of the multiple ways in which governance occurs or how they might engage in 

autonomous action. Communities find themselves at the nexus of powerful interests both 

exogenous—corporations, states, ENGOs—and endogenous—local government, and various 

community interests including Indigenous. Thus, communities experiencing disjuncture are not 

always harmonious environments (Burawoy, p. 521; Marchak et al, p. 147); indeed, they are 

often ground zero where the contestation of various voices happens.  

So, accepting that we are willing swimmers in a sea of ideology, where do we situate the 

potential to examine our attachment to systems that do not appear to address our common needs 

effectively, whether it is the market economy or what we accept as ‘democracy’? Perhaps it is 

 
22 Jessop also notes how social movements can act as “useful fields of social experimentation in 
pioneering possible structural forms, norms, and strategies . . .” (203-04). 
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through Wolin’s call for demotic political action in which he locates the achievement of a 

“democratic political consciousness…[as] most likely to be nurtured in local, small-scale 

settings” (p. 290-91). Wolin sees local democracy as a bridge between the state and its 

constituencies, notwithstanding that some issues will require state action. He notes that this 

bridging effect can also extend “beyond the local when it can empathize” (p. 289, emphasis 

added). This is especially significant for case study communities that may imagine themselves on 

the periphery; it opens the possibility of understanding other communities as sharing a similar 

experience despite differences in geography or demographics. Shared experiences open 

possibilities for shared knowledge and learning, and even collaboration.  

It is with this in mind that I examine the implications of the case study communities’ 

relations with nearby Indigenous communities. Indigenous governance aspirations do, and will, 

continue to impact the case study communities. Therefore, local self-governance strategies will 

need to be developed with an awareness of their autonomous and distinctive evolution and an 

openness to building new relations with Indigenous neighbours without preconditions. This 

element of the chapter can only serve as a place-holder for a more in-depth treatment that would 

follow a far deeper exchange with First Nations members and their allies, something beyond the 

scope of the present dissertation.  However, some literatures that examine this question have a 

necessary bearing on the kinds of collective action that are possible in small, “islanded” 

communities like those settler communities considered here.  

Understanding Indigenous Experiences 

Indigenous aspirations of governance—anchored in place through colonial policies -- 

coexist with non-Indigenous ambitions. Locality and indigeneity underscore layers of complexity 
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that both individuals and formal and informal governance structures navigate, whether 

knowingly or not.  

I examine selected accounts of Indigenous perspectives towards governance, recognizing 

that colonialist renditions of governance will not illuminate Indigenous aspirations and those 

aspirations may have significant implications for non-Indigenous communities’ attempts to 

govern through rupture. Many Indigenous communities around the world are deeply engaged on 

issues of governance —not as an abstract concern but as one essential to their survival. For 

example, Ecuador and Bolivia—countries that have experienced the negative effects of 

unfettered resource extraction—have both attempted to articulate what quality of life would look 

like outside of the “modern Eurocentric tradition,” drawing on Indigenous traditions articulated 

as Buen Vivir and Vivir Bien, loosely translated as ‘living well’ (Gudynas, p. 441-2)23. These 

conceptions of well-being rest on community—understood to include non-human Nature—as the 

essential foundation and are grounded in Indigenous law and customs. Although the case study 

communities vary in their appreciation of the potential impact of Indigenous governance 

aspirations, the effects of this underlying reality on the patterns outlined in the case studies may 

be significant. Understanding distinctively Indigenous perspectives may also be important to the 

choices the case study communities make going forward.   

I mention Indigeneity in the BC context in some depth because Indigenous communities 

will play an increasingly significant role in economic development decisions in BC (Gale, 2001, 

 
23 There are Indigenous traditions in South American which lack “concepts like development or progress”. Buen 
Vivir is the term used in Ecuador while Vivir Bien is used in Bolivia. Both countries have adopted these concepts 
into their constitutions, Ecuador in 2008 and Bolivia in 2009. While these constitutional changes are still in place, 
both countries are experiencing political turmoil. There have been allegations of government corruption in Ecuador, 
while in Bolivia, after a contested election in which conservative opponents of the government alleged extensive 
electoral fraud on the part of his government, Morales resigned and went into exile. 
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-12166905  
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2020/03/23/the-fall-of-evo-morales 
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p. 210). BC First Nations have contested Crown claims to large swathes of land that are potential 

rich sources for resource extraction but colonialism continues to be embedded in public policies 

and practices (Braun, 2002). The three case study communities are either directly impacted by 

the treaty process (the case in Gabriola and Tofino) or potentially impacted (the case in Tumbler 

Ridge). The treaty process, including historical treaties, implies that parties to treaties are 

engaged in a relationship where elements of governance have been or will be determined—for 

example, the rights to land and the conditions under which those rights can be exercised. 

Understanding non-Indigenous perspectives of nearby Indigenous people’s interests must be 

framed within an appreciation of historic Indigenous representations.  

I examine these representations from the perspective of three sets of overlapping and, at 

times, conflicting narrative arcs: one of invisibility and homogeneity, where the ‘one’ represents 

all; one of marginalization and victimization, in which Indigenous people become the product of 

a predicted historical trajectory of erasure; and one of aggrandizement  of the “ecological Indian” 

at one with the universe (Clayton D. , 2000, p. xxi). Each of these narratives freezes Indigenous 

populations in time and place and severely limits our ability to understand the multiplicity of 

potential futures, thus it is important to understand how the case study communities ‘see’ 

Indigenous peoples.  

Some of the earliest occupier relations with Indigenous populations appear to have been 

more positive than the relations that followed, with assistance extended to early explorers, new 

‘settlers’, and merchants. (Clayton D. , 2000; Innis, 1995)24. However, with the strengthening of 

colonial intentions to acquire territory, the relationship changed more clearly and aggressively to 

 
24 This has important exceptions in which violence and contempt led the opening of relations, and it also brackets 
the onset of catastrophic epidemic disease upon European arrival, which in many – not all -- cases occurred without 
hostile intent on either side. 
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one dedicated to extinguishing Indigenous rights and sovereignty over their territories (Clayton 

D. p. 236-7, 2000; Harris, 2002, p. xxviii - xxii).  Undeniably, many aspects of colonial 

relationships with Indigenous peoples had, and continue to have, deleterious effects. Economic 

development in the colonial and wider imperial context was often based on the assumption of 

colonialist superiority, in which Indigenous prior relations and claims on territory were seen to 

have no legal grounding. Thus, many colonizers, and certainly many colonial state and economic 

structures, saw Indigenous territory as terra nullius or “empty land” that was not being put to its 

highest and best uses (Weaver, p. 4; Harris). Indigenous populations were made invisible to 

colonizers through policies which forbade the traditional potlatch, banished Indigenous people to 

‘reserves’, required that they had passes to leave reserves, and enshrined Indigenous legal status 

as a condition of non-enfranchisement. Indigenous peoples only became visible when they 

engaged in resistance. British legal conventions were imposed without reference to local 

Indigenous law and custom. The underlying assumptions were that Indigenous populations did 

not appreciate land as an exchange commodity (Weaver; Harris). With the empty land 

assumption came the concept of improvement—essentially that land not used for some specific 

Eurocentric purpose was idle or wasted, and ought to be ‘improved’ and that “land distribution 

should be open to all improvers” (Weaver, 2003, p. 349). Once the supposedly empty land had 

been emptied of Indigenous people, Indigenous populations were established in a segregated 

spaces—reserves—“surrounded by clusters of permissions and inhibitions” and largely unseen 

by occupiers (Harris, 2002, p. xxi).  

BC was distinguished from the rest of Canada and its American neighbours in allotting 

much smaller amounts of land for Indigenous peoples. Under pressures of western settler 

expansion, BC rejected the principles of the Royal Proclamation of 1763 which set aside large 
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portions of the North American interior for Indigenous use recognizing that those territories had 

never been ceded to the Crown (Hall, 2019). Treaties 1 to 11 granted between 160 and 640 acres 

for a family of five. Subsequent BC treaties averaged 20 acres per family (University of British 

Columbia, 2009). As a result, BC’s Indigenous populations could not sustain themselves on 

reserve— indeed, this reflected their original intent: a form of assimilation by which “small 

reserves…would force Native labour into the job market, there to mingle with other labour and 

become civilized” (Harris, xxviii). At the root of these actions was a colonialist policy devoted to 

displacing some people in favour of the interests of another group.  

Another aspect of invisibility occurred by generalizing all Indigenous interests as unified 

and all Indigenous populations as one. As noted earlier, First Nation interests in BC are not only 

diverse—198 distinct First Nations,25 by one Canadian government measure, with unique 

cultures and traditions using 30 distinct languages and 60 dialects—but also Indigenous peoples 

who have lived for generations in urban centres, including Métis populations, each with their 

own distinct cultural and political interests (Government of Canada, 2010).  

Innis noted the irony that not only the very survival of the earliest non-Indigenous 

peoples to Canada, but the development of a coherent system of exploration and trading 

depended on the local knowledge and skills of the Indigenous population (pp. 12-13). Over time, 

the Indigenous population no longer provided what capital required, as occupiers acquired the 

necessary survival skills and won support from France, Britain and the US, including 

investments in more sophisticated transportation infrastructure.  
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Early contact on Vancouver Island (circa 1770) initially focused on trade with Europeans 

and Americans. State-sanctioned efforts at colonization did not begin until the mid-1800s 

(Horsfield & Kennedy; and, Clayton). From 1770 to 1871 (when British Columbia joined 

Confederation), trade took place between various imperial nations—Britain, Spain, and 

America— and the Indigenous populations. There was intense competition between British and 

American traders for all of the Oregon Territory to 1843 (Horsfield & Kennedy, pp. 55-72), as 

well as between Indigenous groups vying for territory and trade relations on Vancouver Island26 

(Clayton D. , 2000, p. xviii). Clayton notes that historically the relationship with Indigenous 

groups was dynamic, in that “colonial power was contested and subverted” (p. xv) even in the 

face of uneven power and externally imposed rule. This resistance continues. Clayton suggests 

that these realities have implications and argue against applying a totalizing lens of 

‘colonialism’. 

From mutuality to invisibility and marginality, the relationship slowly began to shift with 

a series of Supreme Court decisions starting with Calder (1973), Sparrow (1990) and 

Delgamuukw (1997) (Bora Laskin Law Library, 2020), and the establishment of the BC Treaty 

Commission in 1992 and the implementation of modern treaty negotiations between BC, Canada 

and the First Nations Summit. Currently 59 First Nations are engaged in the treaty process 

including the McLeod Lake Band, Tse'Khene Nation (People of the Rocks) in the Tumbler Ridge 

area, the Nuu-chah-nulth Nations27 (Tofino area), and the Snuneymuxw Nation (Nanaimo and 

Gabriola area28)29. Through this process, the state’s relationship to First Nations people may 

 
26 Clayton is primarily concerned with the Nuu-Chah-Nulth.  
27 There are fourteen nations that make up the Nuu-chah-nulth Treaty Society.  
28 In both Gabriola and Tumbler Ridge there is a overlap of territorial interests.  
29 Even though all three case study communities are covered by existing treaties (Treaty 8 and the 
Douglas Treaties) First Nations in those areas have made claims through the BC Treaty process.  
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change significantly. With the Province’s initiation of a formal treaty process, fears that 

Indigenous populations would “be pushed off the map altogether” are being replaced by an 

emerging paradigm that recognizes Indigenous rights to maintain “established ways of life or 

facilitate[e] self-realization in various forms” (Hayter R. , 2000, p. 33). Hayter’s observations are 

twenty years old. In recent years, Indigenous Nations and scholars increasingly debate whether 

modern or historic treaties can be contexts for such flourishing, or whether they must always 

entail a diminishment and confinement of Indigenous identities (see, for example, Coulthard, 

2014).   

In contrast to a residual ‘get over it’ attitude, another aspect of non-Indigenous ‘occupier’ 

discourse about contemporary Indigenous issues is guilt for past actions. While there are ample 

reasons for such regrets, one of the consequences is a tendency for liberal occupier populations 

to generalize Indigenous people as victims and to look for all-encompassing remedies such as 

truth and reconciliation commissions and treaty negotiations. There is a danger that people do not 

understand the depth and complexity of what may be required to rebuild relationships, instead 

imagining that having established a commission or negotiated a treaty will be sufficient to 

remedy the impacts of 150 years of colonial policy and that doing so will move occupiers out of 

a place of moral discomfort.   

Meanwhile, activist First Nations are increasingly achieving rights and recognition 

through the courts, including international courts. Alongside common-law and constitutional 

provisions on Indigenous rights in Canadian domestic law, Indigenous nations are turning more 

and more to the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples’ (UNDRIP) and 

elsewhere for protections in international law. Occupier focus on the treaty process becomes 

obsessed with “evidence of Native settlement and territorial continuity” as the grounding 
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principle for building more just relations.  That principle underpins the requirement to reconcile 

past injustices that far exceed the preemption of land. In addition, occupier preoccupation with 

territory causes imaginaries that fix Indigenous people within specified territories, and also leads 

settlers like myself to concoct the “ecological Indian”, a sub-variant of humanity mystically at 

one with the universe (Clayton D. , 2000, p. xix). As a result, Indigenous people are forced to 

assert their moral and political rights to unceded land as the primary vehicle with which to assert 

autonomy (Clayton D. , 2000, p. 241). The analysis therefore resolves into a dichotomy between 

the ‘colonized’ Indian and the ‘ecological’ Indian. In view of the above, Clifford admonishes us 

to understand our relationships with Indigenous peoples not as a simple binary of 

colonizer/colonized, and to understand their identity not “as an archaic survival but as an 

ongoing process, politically contested and historically unfinished” (1988, p. 9). Moreover, the 

treaty process and truth and reconciliation initiatives happen alongside the colonial state policies 

and embedded racism that continue to define these relationships. It is within this context that 

relationships between the case study communities and nearby Indigenous communities evolve. 

Occupier communities might well imagine First Nations’ treaty negotiations and 

government-to-government relations as the lynchpin to creating an environment of meaningful 

local input across the broader community. But the process of negotiating multiple interests is 

complex, time-consuming and will not be a panacea for the challenges Indigenous and occupier 

communities face. It would be unwise to assume that First Nations’ interests and occupier 

community interests are the same, or that First Nations have any obligation to engage with local 

occupier governments. Similarly, one cannot assume that First Nations approaches to forestry or 

mining are aligned with ENGO or corporate objectives for forestry or mining. While industry 

and First Nation interests are at times in diametrical opposition (McAllister, 2007, p. 78), 
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industry and Indigenous interests could align against local non-Indigenous community interests, 

and in some cases have done so.  

Equally crucially, British Columbia is distinct from much of the rest of Canada in how 

few Indigenous territories are covered by treaty: fourteen small Douglas Purchase treaties on 

Vancouver Island (1850-1854), and Treaty 8 (1899) in northeastern BC (Morgan, 2016, p. 183). 

Only Québec now resembles this situation, albeit in a radically different legal and historical 

context. The 1876 introduction of the Indian Act created the legal context in which a reserve 

system was established throughout BC that dispossessed and displaced First Nations peoples 

without consent (Morgan, 2016, p. 183). It took one hundred years through the Calder decision 

(1973) and the entrenchment of Section 35 in the Canadian Constitution before “the existence 

and sui generis, or distinctive nature, of Aboriginal rights” was recognized nationally (Morgan, 

2016, p. 183), drawing heavily on BC case law. This, along with the Delgamuukw decision30, 

created the environment in which the province decided to enter into treaty negotiations in 1992, 

after more than a century of refusal (Beaudoin, 2019). This process reinforces continuing 

perceptions of “emptiness” or unoccupied territory: “Land that is not populated or utilized 

actively for resource exploitation is still relegated as empty—as terra nullius—within the 

institutions of the settler state” (Morgan, 2016, p. 185). Ultimately, this informs the drawing of 

boundaries, the defining of space, the attribution of political status attached to space, all in the 

favour of occupier society. However, the 2014 Tsilhqot’in Supreme Court decision made it clear 

that the doctrine of terra nullius did not apply to Canada in legal terms. This affirmed Indigenous 

collective title over large territories rather than specific sites (Mandell Pinder LLP, 2014). This 

 
30 A Supreme Court of Canada decision in 1997 found that the Province of BC had no right to extinguish 
Aboriginal title and recognized oral history as a legitimate form of evidence.  
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has implications for future economic and resource development independent of the BC Treaty 

process.  

Both Indigenous and non-Indigenous scholars now criticize the treaty process. Some see 

modern treaties as transforming Indigenous title into free-hold or other likewise impaired forms 

of property in exchange for extinguishing some unique rights. Some view treaties as 

“’certificates of conquest’”…“forcing Indigenous peoples to adopt formalized and 

bureaucratized colonial negotiating mechanisms… therefore furthering inherent incongruence 

with Indigenous worldviews” (Morgan, 2016, p. 189). Indigenous scholar Taiaiake Alfred 

describes the treaty process as “morally bankrupt and driven by the twin objectives of placating 

natural resource industry lobbies and the coercive imposition of the federal and provincial 

governments’ shared assimilationist agenda” (2000). The late Arthur Manuel rejected modern 

treaty negotiations, which require First Nations to give up rights in exchange for treaties, instead 

emphasizing that “self-determination is the international remedy for colonialization” and noting 

that “as long as indigenous people in Canada control just 0.2 per cent of the land base, aboriginal 

poverty will never be addressed” (Patterson, 2018).  

Non-Indigenous communities are generally ignorant of both the historic underpinnings of 

their relationship with Indigenous communities and the existence of modern treaty negotiations, 

a fact that sustains the unquestioned assumption about occupier rights on Indigenous territories 

(Morgan, 2016, p. 184). Morgan suggests that the immediate task is to begin a process of 

decolonization with an emphasis on “reshaping relations with land and to one another, with the 

overarching end goal of respect for autonomy”. This will require challenging our ways of 

thinking that have resulted in the “institutions that support current conditions” (2016, p. 197).  
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Importantly for the purposes of this chapter, she also notes that settlers’ conceptions of 

terms like ‘direct democracy’ and ‘decentralization’ are infused with an uncritical acceptance of 

these terms as neutral rather than underpinned by colonial experiences. She asks us to consider 

“Eurocentric tendencies to co-opt and deductively view Indigenous stands for "Nationhood” as 

“opportunities to engage more deeply with state- and capital-sanctioned institutions” (Morgan, 

2016, pp. 197-8). Further, she suggests that we not overlay our “perceptions of autonomy, 

solidarity, leadership, and strategy onto Indigenous movements” (2016, p. 194).  

But there is an inherent danger in the uncritical acceptance of such terminology. As later 

chapters will demonstrate, the case study communities’ reactions to Indigenous claims to 

‘Nationhood’ and ‘autonomy’ vary widely. Clearly, the Indigenous assertion of ‘nationhood’, at 

its best, lays claim to a geographic territory, shared ethnicity, language and culture, and the right 

to govern. However, it does not guarantee the capacity to act as an independent nation or 

sovereign political state. This may be Morgan’s point; however, in the absence of shared 

definition of terms like ‘nationhood’ and ‘autonomy’, non-Indigenous community members only 

have their own experience to draw on.  

The case study communities do not exist in isolation from Indigenous interests and they 

will face many challenges in navigating a complex set of intersecting and competing interests. To 

achieve any degree of success, communities will need to understand the impacts of their own 

colonial histories and contemporary colonial practices on their present-day experiences and 

aspirations, and to increase their knowledge about treaties as one potential tool among others to 

achieve right relations. They will also need not to assume that individual Indigenous interests 

and priorities are shared, nor to make assumptions that broader Indigenous aspirations and 

attitudes to autonomy will align with non-Indigenous aspirations.  



Globalization’s Ruptures and Responses 

 77 

Demotic Possibilities 

In light of the complex economic and political environment, and the potential for conflict 

between parties interested in self-governance, what conditions would need to be met to create 

effective, local governance strategies?  Achieving the ‘autonomous local’ requires shifting state 

powers31 to enable local sovereignty or taking autonomous action in parallel with the state. The 

concept of agency is central to the exercise of autonomy and shapes individuals’ responses to the 

impacts of global capital. Individual self-governance is one piece of the puzzle, but the 

individual can also participate in other forms of governance at many scales, involving many 

different actors in different contexts (for instance, the formal political system, corporate 

governance, governance of civil society organizations, and social movements and networks).  

Paquet describes a shift in Canadian governance regimes from an “anti-democratic, 

centralizing, homogenizing, and hierarchical regime ruled by elites [to] a more communitarian, 

non-centralizing, and distributed governance regime” (p. 80).  For Paquet, the latter represents 

“continuous self-reorganization through social learning” (p. 77). Several theorists (Paquet, 

Kanter, and Ostrom) have proposed an innovative governance regime in which problems are 

understood to be interconnected, thus governance and organizational constructs will be more 

organic and less concerned with structure. They will be built on non-hierarchical, self-organizing 

units, held together by networks and encompassing complex systems. They will have tolerance 

for both chaos and order, be relatively unstructured, and ultimately adaptive. Power will be 

dispersed and distributed to the lowest most local level in proximity to the citizen, reflecting the 

 
31 Although outside the scope of this dissertation, there is certainly room for examining the ways in which 
the state is expressed locally, in particular in regard to local Indigenous/occupier relations. For instance, 
the Crown (expressed federally and provincially) is understood to have the authority to address land claim 
issues with Indigenous nations. Local governments, as charter or corporate formations, have far less direct 
formal standing in these discussions. Could specific authorities be delegated to local governments to 
enable the development of formal relations with Indigenous nations?    
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diminishing role of institutions and the increasing role of citizens (Paquet, p. 86). These 

modalities of governance, in addition to guiding and steering, will be about teaching/learning and 

reciprocal negotiation of partnerships. You will see examples of these types of learning 

organizations in the case study communities.  

Appealing as this vision of governance may be, it is unclear how it might address the 

imbalances related to gender, class, race and culture. Devolving power to the local level without 

consideration of these factors will simply create or reinforce elites which, rather than being 

remote from the locale, will be embedded in it. Unquestionably, this work needs to be done but 

the doing of it must begin at the level of the citizen, involving various ‘expertises’ from the local 

or traditional knowledge possessed by citizens to more formal knowledge, and starting on the 

ground in affected communities involving everyone who has a stake in the issue . And despite 

being grounded in more non-hierarchical, self-organizing units, we cannot preclude the 

possibility of “fierce controversies, strong grievances, prejudices, animosities, or nasty tactics” 

but decisions can be moderated by reasoning and past experience (Wolin, pp. 289-90) and 

establishing a set values, beliefs and practices that “nurture equality, cooperation, and freedom” 

(Wolin, p. 260), to ensure the trust necessary for authentic politics be built (p. 266). This is not to 

say that existing institutions cannot operate in this fashion, for as Paquet notes “the institutions 

closest to the citizen are those likely to be the closest approximation to organic institutions, that 

is, to institutions that are likely to emerge ‘undesigned’, to emerge from the sheer pressure of 

well-articulated needs, and likely to require minimal yearly redesigning” (Paquet, p. 86).   

In addition to a site of interaction, the local is also understood by several theorists as a 

space for autonomous action and the expression of collective will, based on valuing and drawing 

on local knowledge and know-how, as well as creating space for local discourse. At the same 
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time, local knowledge should not be understood to be infallible, sufficient, or shared across the 

community. The focus must be on “what is equally good for all” as opposed to what is in the 

majority interest (Habermas J. , 1984). Therefore, I suggest that we examine the underpinnings 

of local knowledge carefully. If, for instance, it is built on a foundation of assumptions based on 

the primacy of a particular social class (i.e., those with privilege), the inherent rightness of a 

particular position, or taken for granted community norms, will local knowledge necessarily be 

useful in addressing political and economic systems that fail to speak to the interests and needs 

of all the people these systems are purported to serve? Creating these discursive spaces is not a 

straightforward undertaking.   

The literature reviewed in this section situates the case study communities’ experiences 

within a broader political context. If economic liberalism has successfully infected political 

liberalism, as Brown and Wolin assert, the governance options available to communities may be 

understood in a very narrow way. If citizens see the state as the only vehicle for addressing the 

problems facing their communities, and, simultaneously, see the state to be unequal to the task, 

the stage is set for disillusion, cynicism, and hopelessness. To achieve Wolin’s ‘democratized’ 

citizen, it is imperative to understand how ideology and the uneven distribution of power can 

result in citizens’ participating in their own subjectification, and to understand the array of 

strategies available to transform from passive subject to engaged actor. Lessons from the 

Indigenous experience of subjectification could be viewed as a bellwether for considering how 

we might define the ethical local subject going forward.     

Conclusions 

I am concerned with the way individuals in community might conceive of governance in 

the complex space of the contemporary political economy. The different literatures examined in 
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this chapter help us to understand the experience of rupture within the dominant political and 

economic systems and amid the specific periods and settings of rupture. This research draws on 

the lived experiences and the perceptions of those in the case study communities, including those 

who study it. From the outset, I recognized the need to examine those experiences from a variety 

of perspectives. If I was to appreciate how communities responded to the impacts of rupture 

events, I would first need to investigate how they comprehended the concept of economy, the 

ways it could be influenced or shaped, and by what entities. I would also need to explore their 

experience of economic rupture compared with the experiences of other communities.  

Secondly, I wanted to know people’s perceptions of how governance occurs, who 

governs, through what mechanisms, and given each community’s strong attachment to place, 

how the locale shapes their attitudes towards governance and how those attitudes might coexist 

with Indigenous aspirations. Furthermore, because I am concerned with local autonomy and self-

governance, I needed to examine people’s responses through theories regarding choice, 

autonomy, power, and ideology.  

The theories on regulating the crisis tendencies of capital illuminated the complexity of 

an unpredictable capital system for which there is no central regulatory mechanism, and it 

underscored the challenges that communities face in attempting to navigate this complexity. It 

also made me aware that ‘community’ needs to be understood, not as a convergence of interests 

(citizens; and state, corporate and community actors), but as a representation of multiple 

interests, each with different capacities and resources. A key part of the research is to understand 

how the research communities envision addressing the ruptures occurring in their communities. 

Doing this requires determining the degree to which the research communities understood not 

only the complexity described above, but also the role that individuals and local state and non-
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state entities play in maneuvering through complexity. Did the research communities understand 

the multiplicity of interests, and who did they think would have the authority to respond to the 

impacts of rupture?  

An examination of the various strategies that corporate and state actors have implemented 

in particular eras to address the crisis tendencies of capital — such as Taylorism, Fordism, and 

flexible specialization and accompanying regulation, deregulation and incentives — raises 

questions about the degree to which these processes shape the economies of the case study 

communities and the  implications of those strategies on the overall social and economic 

wellbeing of the community. It also raises questions as to how, or whether, these interventions 

were complementary, reactionary, coherent, or contradictory.  

Another research consideration involved the communities understanding of the processes 

of global production, which speaks to the degree to which people imagine they have autonomy or 

the ability to act to address local impacts. Do people see globalization as monolithic and 

inevitable, or are they able to discern specific qualities or attributes of globalization, and in so 

doing, to use those attributes to advantage local conditions? Most importantly, how do 

perceptions of globalization affect attitudes towards governance? The literature describes the 

tensions between those who propose free market capitalism, unimpeded by the state except to the 

degree that it can create an environment conducive to attracting capital, and those who propose 

the state act to curb and remedy the most egregious excesses of free market capitalism. Were 

those perspectives present in the case study communities and how did they impact the ways 

communities imagined addressing local impacts? It is within this complex set of intersecting and 

sometimes conflicting economic interests that communities must steer a course: that is, govern 

themselves.  
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The field of governance is also complex, comprising an array of actors with both 

complementary and competing interests, playing out in at multiple scales and locations. And in 

the BC context, there is the added complexity of Indigenous governance aspirations which will 

play out alongside the case study communities’ governance efforts. Furthermore, as several 

theorists point out, there is no global or central authority in charge or capable of governing in the 

broader interests of the human community. Instead, a multiplicity of governance regimes and 

strategies often respond to perceived immediate or near-term crises, frequently pitting actors 

against one another. In the absence of a global central authority, and in the face of the 

multiplicity of uncoordinated governance activities, the state is generally considered to be the 

site for solutions. But, as Gale & M’Gonigle point out, state-centric solutions may fail to deal 

with “the messy question of social power” (2000, p. 207).  

Rather than viewing the inconstancy and uncertainty of the state as problematic, 

communities might rather use this ambiguity as an opening for redefined relationships. However, 

doing so requires not only a shift in attitudes about the role of the state and government, but also 

the development of capacities to engage and to act. If social power implies that citizens can or 

should have a voice in decisions that affect them, are we making an unfounded assumption that 

the state acts in the interests of its citizens as opposed to other, narrower interests? And if the 

state is not acting in the interests of citizens, can citizen voice emerge as the effective counter-

argument to elite power? Is there a nexus where multiple interests can be moderated to balance 

those of the powerful with those of the less powerful? For the case study communities, the 

complexities of governance must be examined through the eyes of individuals dealing with the 

impacts of rupture to determine to what degree they appreciate that complexity, how they 
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imagine governance occurring, including their own autonomy and agency, and an evaluation of 

what demotic politics means.  
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Chapter 3—Understanding These Spaces: an Examination of History and Place 

 I have already suggested in the final sections of Chapter 2 that the history and place of 

each of these case studies – both their past, their present, and their struggles for the future – 

requires a thorough engagement with the first peoples on these lands, people who retain ties and 

authority over the land to this day.  I have also suggested why a deeper engagement with this 

reality is not undertaken here.  

Second to the above context, a central foundational fact of settler life in each of these 

communities is that each has an economy that originally centred on resource extraction. This 

chapter provides a context for understanding these communities’ responses to rupture by 

considering the economic history of resource extraction. I do this by examining the notion that 

Canada as a whole is trapped in a ‘staples’ economy, a cycle that makes it repeatedly dependent 

on resource extraction, creates a core/periphery dialectic (including the peripheralization of 

Indigenous interests), and shapes attitude to place. I draw on Innis, Hayter, Leadbeater, 

Wellstead, Davis and Hutton, and Howlett et al for perspectives at the Canadian level; I also turn 

to Horsfield and Kennedy, Rajala, Wynn, Takeda, Halseth, and Mills and Tufts for the regional 

context. I then examine the impact of the global economy on resource extraction communities, 

focusing on the BC experience through the work of Norcliffe, Norcliffe and Bates, Ommer, 

Sinclair, McCallister, Marchak et al, Halseth and Sullivan, Markey et al, and Aalhus.  

The perspectives outlined above are central to appreciating present-day economic and 

social challenges in Tofino, Gabriola and Tumbler Ridge and each affected the ways the subject 

communities responded to rupture.   
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A Historical Perspective of Economic Development in Canada 

Theorists in the Innisian tradition analyze Canada as a ‘staples’ economy, that is as one 

dependent on primary resource extraction and primary manufacturing activities “such as lumber, 

pulp-and-paper mills, and fish processing plants, in which resources are major inputs to the 

production process” (Hayter, 2000, p. 25; compare Bowles, 1982;  and Innis, 1995). In addition, 

an Innisian staples economy requires repeated large-scale investments in technology to access 

and move resources (e.g., transportation and communication infrastructure), a reliance on exports 

of resources to external markets, and a peripheral, dependent relationship on external financial 

centres32. Moving beyond a staples economy to a diversified (as opposed to primary) 

manufacturing economy is inhibited by geography, including weather and seasonality, and a 

relatively small population (Innis, 1995, pp. 3-21; Halseth & Sullivan, 2002).  

In a critical variant of the theory, Mel Watkins describes a ‘staples trap’—a cycle in 

which demand from the external core pushes the boundaries for resource exploration faster than 

population growth (Hayter, 2000, p. 31 quoting Watkins). As a result, there is never sufficient 

population to create a domestic consumption demand to support a secondary manufacturing 

economy, and both the need to finance staples-oriented infrastructure and an entrenched 

collective pro-staples mentality constantly draw the communities to seek new staples when old 

ones fail. Getting out of the ‘staples trap’ is inhibited by ‘dependency’ and ‘truncated 

development’. Communities that have historically relied on demand for resources are vulnerable 

to market shifts, but the unpredictability of these shifts makes it difficult for small communities 

to focus on future planning while, at the same time, maintaining readiness to respond to the 

 
32 Other attributes include an historic linkage between the state and private enterprise and the emergence 
of a political/corporate elite, the establishment of political boundaries and governance regimes (Innis, 
p. 21) and land allocations that favour elite interests (Rajala, 1998, xviii).  
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needs of the dominant industry in the event of a market rebound.  This is particularly challenging 

given that the dominant industry is the source of tax and royalty revenue necessary to sustain the 

community (Halseth, Markey, Ryser, Hanlon, & Skinner, 2017, pp. 3-4).   

A significant aspect of staples theory is the tension between core and periphery, the 

former driving demand and providing the primary source of financing. The historical trajectory 

of the core/periphery relationship has shifted over time from one of a global “core”, represented 

by an imperial “motherland” (Britain predominantly), to other exogenous cores (the US or Japan, 

for instance), to endogenous cores such as large metropolitan centres like Toronto or Vancouver. 

In contemporary terms, the core/periphery dialectic is articulated as one in which corporate and 

political control is exercised from the “metropolis” with the hinterland in a “tributary and 

subordinate” role, and profits and resource rents flow to owners located in the metropolis 

(Leadbeater, 2014, pp. 90-92).  

Conventional staples theory may no longer sufficiently explain Canada’s resource 

extraction economy. The shift can be observed on several fronts: a declining percentage of GDP 

from resource extraction; Canadian companies acting as resource capitalists in other countries; 

and increasing concerns about resource depletion and climate change. In a study of provincial 

GDP from 1911 to 1991, Howlett explodes the myth of Canada as a predominantly staples 

economy, noting that past dependence on the primary sector economy (i.e., resource extraction) 

had begun to shift strongly towards the tertiary (service sector) economy (2016). The situation in 

BC (shown in Table 1) is illustrative in the direction of the shift, though it also exhibits some 

distinctive features: 

 1911  1951  1991 

Primary   27.31% 13.61% 6.39% 
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 1911  1951  1991 

Secondary   19.37% 23.37% 18.75% 

Tertiary   53.32% 63.01% 74.86% 

 
Table 1: Sectoral Pattern of Labour Force Participation in the British Columbia Economy - 1911–
1991  

Source:  (Howlett, 2016, p. 436) 
 
Moreover, Howlett points out that BC “has always been unique in Canada due not to its 

“dependence” on resources, but to the very large component of the labour force employed in the 

service sector” (2016, p. 436, emphasis added) reflecting the large role of transportation 

activities.  

Although the service sector is growing at a faster rate than the resource sector and 

successive governments—federally and provincially—have made attempts at economic 

diversification, the reality of geography, climate and a relatively small population continues to 

challenge the potential for expansion in the periphery, despite government investments in 

infrastructure to support development and growth ( for example see Halseth & Sullivan, 2002). 

(Mills & Tufts, 2019). As of 2007, the natural resource sector was showing declines in resource 

sector employment nationally (Wellstead, p. 12). One group of BC-based authors suggested at 

the time that this signals a post-staples economy (Davis & Hutton; Hayter & Barnes; and 

Wellstead).  

Despite what appears to be a significant decline in the resource extraction sector at the 

national level in Canada, Mills and Tufts emphasize the importance of staples theory at a 

regional level (2019). The challenge for small resource extraction-dependent communities is to 

figure out the viability of continuing to count on resource extraction (in particular, traditionally 
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extracted resources such as timber and ore) as their primary economic driver, when it is not the 

primary driver for the jurisdictions in which they operate.  

A second pressure for communities relying on renewable resources is sustainability. 

Although to early coastal explorers and settlers, BC’s resources appeared limitless (Horsfield & 

Kennedy. See chapters 9 & 10), by the early 20th century, experts were already raising concerns 

about the sustainability of the forestry resource (Wynn, p. 14). In 1909, the federal government 

established the Commission of Conservation to provide advice on the conservation of natural and 

human resources, with a mandate to address the wise management of resources for the benefit of 

all Canadians (Smith P. J., 2015). At the same time, the Province of BC appointed the Royal 

Commission of Inquiry on Timber and Forestry (the Fulton Commission) (Government of British 

Columbia ).  By 1942, British Columbia’s chief forester, C. D. Orchard, admitted that “[w]e have 

nothing like the timber resources we once thought we had” (quoted in Wynn, p. 14). Moreover, 

resource extraction practices treated resources not directly extracted like rivers, lakes and 

streams without commercial fisheries attached, as secondary to resources like timber and ore 

(Marchak, Aycock, & Herbert, p. 3). They were treated as conduits for generation of 

hydroelectric power, moving materials, or discharging effluents. ‘Development’ was widely 

considered ‘natural’, and the natural world was seen as an obstacle to be overcome by 

technology (Wynn, p. 16). Although BC continues to exploit natural resources, increasingly 

growth in the extractive sector is hampered by public concern about the sustainability of resource 

extraction practices, and competition from other peripheries that can produce similar products for 

less money.  

The colonial histories of Tofino and Gabriola are certainly based on resource extraction: 

harvesting otter pelts and seal skins, fishing, and logging in Tofino; fishing, farming, forestry and 
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mining on Gabriola. More recently, coal mining dominated in Tumbler Ridge. Today, each of the 

case study communities appears to be in a different place along the continuum from a staples to a 

post-staples economy. Tumbler Ridge continues to have the attributes of a staples economy with 

its ongoing primary reliance on mining (despite its efforts to diversify), dependence on 

exogenous financial cores, and reliance on transportation and communication infrastructure. 

Tofino, on the other hand, may be an example of a transition economy where resource extraction 

continues to be important but is balanced by a burgeoning tourism industry. Indeed, if we 

consider employment data, both Gabriola and Tofino may be clear examples of a post-staples 

economy, in that as of 2016, resource extraction represented respectively only 5.1%33 and 5.3% 

of employment (Statistics Canada).  

The evolution of the post-staples economy, as Hutton, Wellstead, and Howlett imagine it, 

can be explained by several developments that Innis, writing in the early-mid 20th century, could 

not have anticipated. The first of these unforeseen developments is the explosion of information 

technology capacity. Information transfer and financial transactions can occur at a keystroke. Not 

only can planning decisions be made half a world away, they can be relayed almost instantly, 

compressing both communicative time and space. This is certainly consistent with the core-

periphery dialectic in which resource rich peripheries are beholden to distant cores as markets, 

sources of finance, and ultimately decision-making -- presently at hyper-speed. But it can also be 

seen as a tool of regional liberation where local resource and non-resource businesses can now 

also access distant markets and create and access different financial models for business 

development (consider crowd sourcing, for instance).  

 
33 On Gabriola the percentage of employment from resource extraction in 2016 was up by 2.1% over 
2011. This may be due to an increase of the number of people working in resource extraction off island.  
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The second shift is also related to the idea of core-periphery. Innis’s theory positions 

Canada as a peripheral nation dependent on distant cores such as Britain, the US and, in BC’s 

case, Asia. But as noted earlier, it appears that Canada itself (or at least its major population 

centres) has become a core: consider that Canadian mining companies represent “33 percent of 

the world’s larger mineral exploration companies” (North, Clark, & Patron, p. 7) and are very 

active in Latin America (Deneault and Sacher; North; Veltmeyer; and Mills and Tufts). Thus, the 

wealth of such multinational Canadian companies is built on resources extracted elsewhere34. 

The cost of that extraction falls in large part on the local economies where extraction is taking 

place, similar to Canada’s historic position as a “new” world resource periphery. A third 

consideration is increasing public attention to environmental degradation and the associated 

concerns about climate change that pits resource extraction against environmental justice. 

Despite a prevalent popular narrative about the importance of resource extraction to BC’s 

economy, at present such activity35 represents a small portion of BC’s GDP—roughly 6.8% -- 

occurring mostly in small rural communities where resource extraction may be the only viable 

economic activity (BC Stats, 2018). Considerable emphasis is placed on economic 

diversification, in particular, into the service sector, as a panacea to the problems of the resource 

economy (Wellstead, p. 17; and Hayter, p. 25-29;) but diversification is generally dependent on 

access to markets, transportation infrastructure and proximity to other supply chain actors. 

Despite the service sector being the “largest and fastest-growing sector of the national and 

 
34 See also Corporate Mapping Project, a multi-researcher partnership grant funded by Canada's SSHRC, and co-led 
by the University of Victoria's William K. Carroll and Shannon Daub of the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives 
(BC Branch) https://www.corporatemapping.ca/. 
35 The Statistics Canada description of resource extraction includes agriculture, forestry, fishing, hunting, mining, 
quarrying, and oil and gas extraction.  
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provincial economies” (Davis C. H., 1989, p. 10), resource dependent communities with small 

populations are hard-pressed to expand into the service sector. 

Finally, and perhaps most significantly, is the likelihood that Indigenous land claims will 

be settled in one way or another. Canada’s early economic development was enabled by the 

support of Indigenous populations—initially sharing knowledge that made it possible for 

newcomers to survive the harsh conditions, and subsequently assisting in the development of 

trade routes and commodity production based on their extensive geographic and ecological 

knowledge (Innis, 1995, p.3). British Columbia’s development from earliest times was marked 

by the lack of formal treaties with First Nations in most of the Province’s territory. By the time 

BC joined Confederation in 1871, the imperial and Canadian governments had negotiated many 

treaties with Indigenous populations in the newly created Canadian provinces. Except for Treaty 

8 in northeastern British Columbia and the Douglas Treaties on southern Vancouver Island and 

some surrounding islands, there were no treaties negotiated in BC—a state of affairs that was to 

continue until the late 1990s with the signing of the Nisga’a Treaty36. Because of unresolved 

treaty claims, assumptions about Crown land and private property ownership are being, and will 

continue to be, tested in British Columbia. All the case study communities are located in 

territories where there are existing treaties or where First Nations are engaged in the modern-day 

treaty negotiations. Tumbler Ridge is in Treaty 8 territory, negotiated in 1899. Gabriola, although 

not in the original Douglas Treaty area (Victoria, Port Hardy, Nanaimo and environs), is the site 

 
36 One of the reasons for this is the diversity of unique First Nation interests in BC as compared to other 
parts of Canada. There are 198 distinct First Nations in BC, a result of the province’s size and geographic 
challenges (e.g., several mountain ranges and an extensive coastal island archipelago). BC First Nations 
represent one-third of all First Nations in Canada. They have unique cultures and traditions as represented 
by their 30 distinct languages and 60 dialects. Source: Province of British Columbia, 
http://www.welcomebc.ca/Live/about-bc/people/first-nations.aspx  https://www.aadnc-
aandc.gc.ca/eng/1100100021009/1314809450456 
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of lands that the federal and provincial governments hold to address contemporary negotiations 

arising from breaches of the Douglas Treaty. Tofino is located in territory currently under 

negotiation between the Nuu-chah-nulth and the provincial and federal governments. The 

resolution of the latter two negotiations may have significant impact on non-Indigenous 

communities occupying what Indigenous populations currently describe as ‘unceded lands’.  

Place—a Geographic Relational Analysis 

Beyond the material reality of centre/margin relationships, the local experience of rupture 

reinforces dichotomized perceptions of place in which some places are understood as central 

sites of power (the core) and others as sites to be utilized as required by the core (the periphery). 

This dichotomization obscures the relational complexity that exists within networks of 

production and raises the question as to whether communities caught up in crisis can shift from 

the binary of core/periphery to a more robust expression of place that contextualizes the 

‘autonomous’ local  within the context of the global (Wolch & Dear, 1989, p. 13). Another 

consideration is the degree to which each research community has moved away from its historic 

dependence on resource extraction and whether that affects its perception of peripherality. Are 

these residual effects or are there other factors at play? For instance, are these dichotomized 

perceptions reinforced by how individuals perceive and value place?  In turning to this 

interpretive literature, I am not arguing that these depictions are inaccurate as such, but rather 

that they create an additional, restrictive discursive environment, from which it is difficult for 

communities to imagine their locale as a legitimate foundation on which to build, autonomous 

from some outside core. 

Peripherality is shaped by, and shapes, individuals’ perceptions and attachments to place. 

Tuan examines how we infuse meaning by expressing our understanding of a place symbolically 
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through its spiritual qualities, or ‘personality’ traits, or things that have to do with our sensual 

appreciation of it. Tuan distinguishes between two types of place: those that act as ‘public 

symbols’, immediately “yield[ing] their meaning to the eye … by command[ing] attention and 

even awe,” and those that “are known only after prolonged experience” and act as ‘fields of care’ 

evoking affection (p. 447). Unlike public symbols, which are relatively easy to identify, fields of 

care do not come with that degree of visibility: “they can be known in essence only from within” 

(1996, pp. 447 - 448). Tuan describes fields of care as “networks of interpersonal concern” where 

“people are emotionally bound to their material environment, and … they are conscious of its 

identity and spatial limit” (p. 451). We become emotionally bound to place through repetitive 

experience and through all our senses, but Tuan observes a “progressive decline in the sense of 

place.” The latter is fueled by the demise of our appreciation of place as a ‘religious’ experience, 

the “loosening of local networks of human concern”, and “the loss of intimate contact with the 

physical setting” (p. 453). In the case study communities, however, a sense of place continues to 

hold a powerful sway but for very different reasons. 

As is often the case, binaries of rural/urban serve to draw our attention to difference and 

reinforce what sets us apart. Tuan suggests that our “affective ties with our material 

environment” (p. 98) colour our attitudes towards local events and how we perceive the world 

outside of our locale, in that we value what is at the centre of our world more than we value what 

is at the centre of someone else’s world. These attitudes will be evident in the case study 

communities’ deep affective attachments to place and their tendency to see their particular place 

as unique. Massey separately cautions us about seeing place simply as an idealized location in 

space — as “a source of stability and an unproblematical identity” — noting that places also can 
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have multiple identities and are not singularly defined by their history or their boundaries (Bird 

et al pp. 63-4).  

In the context of the above discussions, place can therefore be understood not as a 

simplistic expression of a single set of coordinates on a map, but rather as the intersection of the 

social and natural worlds, one that is imbued with multiple co-existing values and beliefs and 

embedded in multiple co-existing structures and institutions.  

As outlined earlier, Canada’s rural history has been one of extracting the most accessible 

resources to the point of depletion or economic abandonment, then moving to the next site, 

accompanied by the typical boom/bust cycle of “discovery, exploitation and exhaustion” 

(Norcliffe, 1993, p. 4). This dynamic is commonly said to be generated from exogenous cores 

(the “metropolitan” approach to the problem) but then to result in locally experienced crisis 

(Wolch & Dear, 1989, p. 11). Community efforts to recover from these cycles are constricted by 

depictions of these communities as being peripheral to the sites of power, a perspective that is 

reinforced in scholarly depictions of centre and margin (Innis, p. 4), central and marginal work 

world (Norcliffe, p. 8), or heartland and hinterland (Norcliffe, p. 8). Many resource dependent 

communities are geographically remote from core economies and must “negotiate the 

imperatives of [production] flexibility and neoliberalism from vulnerable, dependent positions on 

geographic margins” (Hayter R. , 2003, p. 706).  

This relationship is further complicated by the emergence of environmental social 

movements and Indigenous resistance and resurgence, intersecting with industry and trade 

interests, thus creating contested frames and value systems. While this conflict between interests 

is not unique to BC, it played out on the international stage during the ‘War in the Woods’—the 

protests against clearcutting in the Clayoquot Sound and other locations on the west coast of 
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Vancouver Island in the late 1980s and 1990s. These struggles resulted in a conflict that was not 

simply local versus extra-local, but also intra-local, with local interests pitted against one 

another. Given the complexity and elusiveness of these multiple relationships, it is perhaps not 

surprising that many commentaries striving for easy understanding depict the tensions as a 

simplistic dichotomy between cores and peripheries.  

Like Hayter and others, I do not want to reduce the discussion of cores and peripheries to 

a crude dichotomization. However, those living in resource communities experience this as a real 

and meaningful divide. Perceptions among these communities’ members about their own 

peripherality are not without grounds: resource dependent communities often face restrictions 

that core interests impose, often described as ‘decisions made elsewhere’. These restrictions can 

profoundly impact the local.  

In resource-dependent communities, the resulting conflicts are frequently cast as “jobs 

versus the environment”, pitting workers against environmentalists, and Indigenous interests 

against ‘occupier’ interests, the latter seen as representing the intrusion of the core. This division 

between interests can also be understood along regional, gender and class interests and identities 

(Keil, p. 31; Doyle et al, p. 254; Mutz, p. xxxi; and, Dunk, p. 160). And it extends to geographic 

valorization where environmentalists conceive of peripheral space as a source of pristine beauty 

requiring protection, while firms (and often resource-based communities themselves) see the 

periphery as a source of commodities in the global marketplace (Magnusson & Shaw, 2003, p. 

257 referring to Clayoquot Sound; Braun, 2004, p. 28).  

Even accepting the inadequacy of the core/periphery depiction, geographic isolation 

continues to be a reality in BC, even with the advances in transportation and communications 

technology. Consider, for instance, that both Tofino and Tumbler Ridge are the ‘end of the road’ 



Globalization’s Ruptures and Responses 

 96 

(or more correctly, in Tumbler Ridge’s case, ‘off the beaten track’) and Gabriola is an island. In a 

sense, all three communities are ‘islanded’, making it possible for them to imagine themselves as 

exceptional and different from their urban counterparts, or even their near neighbours who are 

better connected to major transportation corridors. Holding on to this way of thinking blinds us 

to the possibility that cores can exist within peripheries and that there may no longer be a clear 

distinction between the two. While infrastructure and resources may be fixed in place, money 

capital can move at the speed of light. The result in communities is a telescoping effect where 

cores and peripheries are compressed in some ways into one space—global commodity traders 

coexist with seasonal forestry workers and sometimes are one and the same person. Thus, the 

demarcation between where cores end and peripheries start may be less clear than before.  

Yet the physical experience of peripherality is felt in very tangible ways—for example, 

higher food and gas prices in the periphery, and limited access to all but basic services. And it is 

important to note that the core/periphery relation is not one that is externally imposed on small 

communities: they take part in creating and reinforcing this polarity. Nor is peripheralization – in 

an extended sense -- limited to rural communities; large urban centres just as much as rural 

communities experience race, class, and gender peripheralization internally.  

The preceding discussion suggests some of the complex dynamics related to collective 

social conceptions of “islanded” places in a globalizing economy. It also sets the stage for 

understanding the current economic and political contexts of the three communities and their 

experience of rupture.   

The Experience of Rupture 

As outlined above, the case study communities exist in the intersection of an historic staples 

economy and a periodically “mutating” contemporary economy. I examine the impact of this 
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constantly shifting environment from the perspective of the studied communities, and although 

this is not the primary focus of my research, I also gesture at some of the likely implications, 

both for the evolving Indigenous Nations and interests adjacent to these communities and for 

occupier-Indigenous relations. I have focused on these dual perspectives for two reasons: first, 

communities are locales where “the changing relationship between the requirements of private 

production for profit and the spatial surface” meet (Massey, 2003, p. 63) but that ‘spatial surface’ 

is not an uncontested one—Indigenous populations are demanding recognition of unceded land 

rights. Second, while historically Indigenous people have been invisible or marginalized in the 

transactions occurring around them, they are widely expected to become increasingly important 

actors going forward, as discussed earlier.  

A key consideration for using the research outlined in this dissertation is whether the 

impacts of rupture on the case study communities (as defined above) are similar to, or instead 

significantly different than, those that other rural communities experience. To assess this, I have 

reviewed a number of profiles of comparable small communities. The findings are summarized 

below.  

These studies suggest that the indicators of rupture’s impacts on communities are 

significant, including job loss, job insecurity, lowered safety standards, the segmentation and 

bifurcation of labour markets, increased cyclicity, and the consequential impact on labour supply 

(Davis, M., 1978, pp. 226-7). In the world of resource extraction, this plays out as the relation 

between the core (the centre of finance, productive-consumption and general consumption) and 

the periphery (the source of resources). The result is a dual labour market forming in much of 

Canada’s hinterland (Hayter & Barnes in Norcliffe, p.8) evidenced by “seasonal and part-time 

jobs with informal work, household work, black market work, and welfare” (Norcliffe, 1993, pp. 
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8-9). This translates into a labour market “with more good and bad jobs and fewer intermediate 

jobs—The good jobs are highly concentrated in the large urban cores and the ‘[b]ad’ jobs are 

concentrated in four nonstandard forms of work . . . part-time, short-term, self-employed, and 

temporary work” (Norcliffe, 1993, p. 10)37. Norcliffe and Bates describe how families, in the 

face of uncertainty, have had to depend on alternative economic activities such as barter and 

exchange, and subsistence gardening (Ommer, 2007, p. 47).  

This plays out strikingly in the case studies analyzed here. Norcliffe and Bates found that 

residents of resource-extractive communities could no longer expect full-time permanent 

employment, forcing young people to migrate to seek employment, and creating an overall 

increase in the proportion of elderly amongst the remaining population (Norcliffe & Bates, p. 

58). Rupture can also cause deep rifts in communities as positions polarize around the right 

course of action. This was evident during the ‘War in the Woods’: Tofinoites were divided about 

the direction of their local economy–stay with resource extraction or shift to a tourism economy. 

This had a significant impact on Tofino’s relationship with neighbouring Ucluelet, an economy 

predominantly dependent on resource extraction. The research showed that the cleavage between 

Tofino and Ucluelet, fell along class lines with Ucluelet residents described as “salt of the earth” 

working class and Tofinoites as artists and professionals. Gabriolans, though not faced with job 

loss, found themselves in a polarized debate about the use of the Weldwood lands.  

As recent events once again have demonstrated in the oil and gas sector, Canada 

continues to experience cyclicity in its resource sector. The local impacts can be fierce. Tumbler 

Ridge is illustrative. Federal and provincial funding helped build the town in the belief that 

Japanese demand for coal would remain stable, but the market for coal dropped dramatically 

 
37 It is important to acknowledge that this impact is not limited to rural communities. 
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shortly thereafter.38 Cyclicity causes changes in labour supply; the traditional focus on income 

and unemployment as a measure of labour demand fails to recognize that the “processes of 

industrial restructuring in a country with a vast hinterland such as Canada also have an important 

effect on labour supply during certain phases of the business cycle” (Norcliffe, 1993, p. 3). For 

instance, recessions may occasion layoffs while booms may require recruitment of labour from 

outside of the locale. Communities experience these cyclical demands in terms of shutdowns and 

layoffs, and in some cases acute population declines (e.g., Tumbler Ridge’s population declined 

by 66% between 1986 and 2015). Shutdowns and layoffs are the highly visible effects of crises 

in resource dependent communities, but the impacts extend well beyond the workforce.  

Beyond Norcliffe, two major Canadian studies provide particular insight into the 

community impact of the painful transition to a post-Fordist39 regime: Coasts Under Stress, a bi-

coastal (Newfoundland and BC) study of restructuring addresses forestry, mining and gas 

(Sinclair & Ommer; and Ommer); and Shifting Foundations in a Mature Staples Industry: a 

Political Economic History of Canadian Mineral Policy, a study of mining (McAllister). The 

negative impacts of neoliberal transition in these towns, as identified in these studies, include the 

following: the general tendency for population declines due to emigration; financial insecurity40; 

and adverse health outcomes such as “negative psychosocial effects, including increased 

depression, dysfunctional family relations, and alcohol and drug abuse” (Ommer, 2006, pp. 40-1, 

43). In spite of these damaging impacts, the Ommer studies found that people on both coasts 

expressed “a high level of satisfaction with their communities.… They valued the social 

 
38 Scott warns against authoritarian states engaging in social engineering without reference to the local 
social terrain.  
39 Post-Fordist labour and production processes emphasize the use of digital technology including the use 
of digital labour.  
40 BC has the largest gap between rich and poor households in the country (Ommer, p. 40). 
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relationships and qualities associated with the physical environment of their communities” (p. 

41) and considerably lower stress levels were reported in the four west coast communities (12 

percent compared to 26 percent reported by Canadians at large)41. Ommer’s survey respondents 

indicated that environmental factors played a key role in mitigating stress. Two contradictory 

impacts appear to be at play: the negative economic and health impacts; and the contrasting 

reported satisfaction with community life and relatively lower stress levels compared to urban 

populations.  

Ommer notes that governments are seduced into promoting resource projects by the 

possibility of large capital investments and significant increases in short term employment 

(Ommer, 2006, p. 34). But non-renewable resource extraction on both coasts has been marked by 

the following: 1) conflation of business and political interests; 2) government willingness to 

grant concessions and incentives to potential developers; 3) downplaying of potential safety risks 

and environmental risks; 4) adverse environmental and social impacts (Ommer, 2006, p. 34); and 

5) a lack of security and control resulting from “outside ownership of an unpredictable industry” 

(McAllister, 2007, pp. 79-80). Yet McAllister also notes that community economic 

diversification efforts rarely succeed; they depend on state support and financial investment and 

being located close to “clusters of regions that have demonstrated a potential for diversification 

and are located along major transportation routes” (p. 82; see also Wolfe; Henderson; and, 

Storper & Walker). To the extent this is so, communities lacking these attributes – such as the 

three “islanded”42 communities studied here -- will have much less chance of economic 

diversification. 

 
41 This is consistent with other studies that “. . . show lower levels of stress for smaller communities, 
relative to urban centres” (Ommer, p. 42). 
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Whether in good times or bad, a resource extraction economy poses significant impacts 

on community health. Mining provides an insightful example. Historically mining companies 

have determined not only the nature of the work setting, but also the living conditions in those 

communities, playing a role in the social and political life of the community (McAllister, p. 75). 

Markey, Cresswell et al note the negative consequences of long-distance labour commuting43 

(LDLC) on both the home and host communities in resource extractive operations. Nonetheless, 

the Tumbler Ridge interviews reveal that some workers have a positive experience of LDLC, a 

positivity which appears to depend on their overall mental health and stable life circumstances. 

For those who do not fit the latter profile, negative impacts include mental health and substance 

use problems, as well as reduced community engagement (Markey, Halseth, & Manson, 2012). 

Cresswell et al note that those left behind are predominantly women, children, and seniors, 

drawing our attention to the “spatio-temporal relations of paid and unpaid work” and resulting in 

an increased burden on reproductive labour and civil society (2016, p. 1798).  

These impacts can be viewed through a “social determinants of health” lens which 

examines the factors that influence the health of populations (World Health Organization, 2020) . 

Markey et al and Cresswell et al describe the more frequently observed social determinants of 

health associated with economic and social conditions such as income and employment. 

However, the World Health Organization (WHO) includes in its definition of health “[t]he extent 

to which an individual or a group is able to realize aspirations and satisfy needs, and to change or 

cope with the environment” (2020).  A study by the Northern Health Authority examining the 

impacts of resource extraction and development in rural and northern communities points to 

negative impacts on the less frequently cited determinants of life control, self-determination, and 

 
43 Increasingly, mining companies are recruiting labour from distant locations and employing shift 
patterns involving long hours and rotation schedules (for example, 12-day rotations of 12-hour days). 
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self-governance (Aalhus, 2018). Aalhus points out that ‘life control’ is linked to positive health 

outcomes and notes the link between community health and higher levels of self-governance and 

control over decision-making, noting the significance of ‘self-determination’ as a determinant of 

health among Indigenous peoples (p. 21). Is it possible that Ommer’s earlier observations about 

the generally higher life satisfaction despite challenging circumstances experienced in some 

communities is related to the degree that people experience ‘life control’ and the potential for 

self-determination? 

In this point, we see a matter that is both political and public-health related and applicable 

to urban as well as rural communities. Instead of imagining local people as resources and 

architects of their own futures, communities are treated “as suppliers of labour rather than as 

pools of citizens whose futures, and the futures of whose children and grandchildren, are at stake 

in the dwindling resource” (Marchak, Aycock, & Herbert, 1999, p. 15). Given this tendency, 

equal attention needs to be paid to examining ways to strengthen the potential for self-

governance in order to bolster local community capacity to transcend the crises they face. A 

robust governance capacity is required to address the above challenges.  

In Summary 

The literature reviewed in this section provides a context to understand the evolution of 

the case study communities’ economies and cultures. Each community’s history of resource 

extraction shaped residents’ attitudes to place. This was particularly so in the tendency among 

these residents to understand place as a peripheral zone, a place external to the key sites of 

decision-making. Contemporarily, global production processes have resulted in market 

competition spread across a global field, a pattern that generally reinforces the sense of 

peripherality in resource-extractive settings. In response, local economic restructuring is 
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occurring at an increased pace. The unpredictability of global markets results in boom/bust 

cycles. The subsequent swings between prosperity and an array of negative social impacts are 

difficult to plan for. Above, I wrote that community members may tend to default to the state as 

the primary site of governance, and if so, that this fact deserves more attention. If that is the case, 

what would a more comprehensive understanding of governance entail?  

The spatial sites of formal governance institutions—ranging from the local to the 

regional, provincial, national and international—also frame conceptions of autonomy and agency 

and provide a space to hold the global and local in balance. The core/periphery dialectic places 

an emphasis on regional interests in opposition to extra-regional interests. If the core/periphery 

dialectic continues to hold sway in rural communities, does it serve the community in addressing 

externally generated problems? Or does it reinforce a sense of uniqueness and isolation at the 

expense of seeing commonalities across large and small communities? In the context of 

peripherality, is it possible to hold to an attachment to place in which we tend Tuan’s ‘fields of 

care’(447) and at the same time imagine those ‘fields of care’, not as separate from, but as linked 

to other ‘fields of care’? The risk of preoccupation with the local, rather than acting as a 

grounding attachment with the potential to bridge across other localities, may simply result in a 

sense of local preciousness that focuses concerns inwards and makes communities isolated 

islands. This Balkanization of concerns may hinder individual communities from understanding 

common or even instructively parallel interests.  

It is with these considerations in mind that we approach the case study communities. 
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Chapter 4—Methodology 

This research is intended to capture the stories of three communities, building on their 

histories, statistical data, and the lived experience of residents. This chapter describes the 

rationale for this particular methodological mix and how it was implemented. I start by 

grounding the discussion in the research question, aims and objectives, and by defining key 

terms used throughout the dissertation. Next, I explain how the methods and data collection 

strategies chosen were necessary to achieve the research aims and objectives. I then go on to 

discuss data analysis, reliability and validity, and address some of the methodological challenges 

inherent in this type of research.  

It is important to understand that my present thesis – that communities’ responses to 

rupture events are inhibited by a lack of awareness of the complex interrelationships of the 

economy’s components resulting in preoccupation with the capital economy and the state as the 

primary site of governance—did not drive the research behind this work. Rather, the thesis 

emerged from conducting and examining interview and survey data. This approach evolved from 

my earlier Weldwood research, which took a grounded theory approach. While my current 

research cannot claim grounded theory credentials44, it is closely informed by grounded theory 

methodology in its approach to coding, categorization and theory generation. Noting Glaser and 

Strauss’s admonition that “[p]otential theoretical sensitivity is lost when the sociologist commits 

himself exclusively to one specific preconceived theory” (1967, p. 46), I started by identifying 

themes and concepts emerging from the interviews and surveys and applying a critical discourse 

analysis lens. Only after immersing myself in the data was I able to develop my thesis.  

 
44 Grounded theory does not start with a hypothesis, rather with an open-ended question. New data 
sources are identified as data analyzed exposes gaps. The literature review follows the examination and 
categorization of the responses to the open-ended question. Theory emerges from from the coding and 
categorization of data from a saturated sample.  
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A second important point relates to rupture. I identified a specific rupture in each 

community to ground the discussion in a common experience, however, the communities’ 

experiences of those particular ruptures should be understood as a technique for grounding the 

discussion of rupture more generally. These communities, are experiencing, and will continue to 

experience rupture.   

Research Question, Aims and Objectives 

The unpredictable nature of global capital makes it difficult for communities to 

comprehend how they are affected and to figure out how to respond to the inevitable ruptures 

attending capital’s movement. The purpose of this research is to fill in some of the missing 

pieces to the puzzle by digging deeper into under-theorized areas: in particular, understanding the 

forces that inhibit citizens and communities from engaging in transformative actions; and, 

specifically understanding how citizens imagine and enact governance.  

The central research question is this:  

How are communities responding to externally generated ruptures and how do they 

govern themselves in response?  

To address this question, I pursue several lines of inquiry:  

• the historical context in each location leading up to rupture to set the stage for 

understanding what came after;  

• the nature and impact of the rupture in each location;  

• the evolution of community responses to rupture from the time of event to the present;  

• the role of place in the context of contested spaces;  

• the effect of community responses to rupture on economic, political and social spaces; 

and, 
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• the perspectives of key actors: local government staff and elected officials, individuals 

involved in community health and wellbeing, business owners, community organizations, 

people involved in resource extraction, local newspapers, libraries, local and adjacent 

Indigenous communities, and those resident in the community during the period of 

rupture. 

In pursuing these lines of inquiry, I also offered opportunities for community learning 

consistent with my intention to conduct transformative research.  

Constitutive and Operational Definitions 

Several terms are central to contextualizing the research—rupture, globalization, 

community and civil society, autonomy, and rural. In the process of conducting the research, I 

identified other terms that needed to be defined, specifically, how we describe Indigenous and 

non-Indigenous perspectives, what we mean when we use the terms ‘economy’, and ‘community 

health and wellbeing’. I have defined the following terms to limit ambiguity and to help focus 

my approach.  

Rupture  

My focus is on externally generated ruptures. Drawing on Braudel, I use the term rupture 

to describe pattern discontinuities (208) in established relationships such that the conditions 

which follow the break are discontinuous with the conditions which proceeded the break and are 

perceived by subject community members to be disruptive or harmful to community wellbeing.  

Community and Civil Society 

This study is concerned with place-based communities defined as “a spatial concentration 

of. . . subjects endowed with rights and capacities for proactivity” (Cooke, 1996, p. 488), and as 
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an intersection of social relations “meeting and weaving together at a particular locus” (Massey, 

2003, p. 322).  

Civil society describes the various community associations, organizations, and networks 

through which citizens attempt to respond to diverse issues collectively and individually outside 

of the formal structures of state (Steinmetz, 2005, p. 238; see also Veltmeyer; O'Faircheallaigh 

and Ali; and, Urry).  

Autonomy  

I adopt Ingram’s definition of autonomy as “a demand for individual and collective self-

legislation” (2013, p. 15) with attributes of “freedom [and] self-determination” (p. 78) and 

understand it in contrast to governance which is externally imposed (heteronomy) and which 

impels the subject to act in a certain way (Palmquist, 2010). 

Rural 

In the context of literature which focuses on ‘cores and peripheries’ and ‘centres and 

margins’, there is little to illuminate what ‘rural’ means other than not being ‘urban’. In looking 

for a term to describe the case study communities that distinguishes their unique geographic 

location and the implications for development, I chose definitions from Statistics Canada which 

exemplify the struggle implicit in trying to describe something that is not a large metropolitan or 

a regional centre. Their solution is to describe population centres on a continuum. A population 

centre is “an area of at least 1,000 and a density of 400 or more people per square kilometre” 

(Statistics Canada, 2016). There are three groupings for population centres: small (1,000 to 

29,999 people); medium (30,000 to 99,999); and large (100,000 and over). Settings that do not 

meet these criteria are properly known as rural. So, for instance, Gabriola has a population of 
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403345 and a density of approximately 59 people per square kilometre, while Tofino has a density 

of 183 people per square kilometre. Although the District of Tumbler Ridge (1559 sq. km.) has a 

density of 1.27 people/sq.km, most people live in the compact townsite, making the actual 

density around 487/sq. km. Tofino and Gabriola would be considered as rural areas, whereas 

Tumbler Ridge, while a rural area, is organized to perform as a small population centre.  

Economy 

In Chapters 1 and 2, I described my rationale for developing an heuristic to conceptualize 

different elements of the economy as a range of economic, social and political practices. To help 

people to understand the economy as a complex system of relationships and processes, I asked 

them to consider four domains: the capital economy, the political economy, the social economy, 

and the household economy. I provided the following examples to help interviewees understand 

the distinctions between each perspective:  

• The capital economy: for instance, production, distribution, trade and consumption of 

goods and services. 

• The political economy: for instance, government programs and services such as 

Employment Insurance; investments such as industry subsidies and tax relief; physical 

infrastructure investments such as roads and communications; social infrastructure 

investments such as health and education; and regulatory activities. 

• The social economy: including civil society entities and activities such as community 

organizations, volunteerism, exchange and barter systems. 

• The household economy: for instance, unpaid work like care for children and other family 

members; food production for personal consumption; and maintaining a household. 

 
45 BC Stats—Designated Places: 2016 Population and Dwellings 
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These categorizations served their purpose in the research; however, they bear some further 

delineation. My reference to the ‘capital economy’ refers to what some might describe as the 

‘capitalist’ or ‘market’ economy. As these are ideologically laden terms, I wanted something 

more neutral for my interviews and surveys. In describing the ‘capital’ economy, I wanted to 

depict a sphere largely dependent on private capital investment, but to avoid the implication that 

everything in this sphere is simply driven by the ‘market’ or by the interests of capitalists. Things 

are more complicated. I wanted to leave room to understand the interdependence between the 

four domains: the term, ‘capital economy’ leaves things open. Similarly, I used the term ‘political 

economy, to describe what others might call the state or public sector. I wanted to emphasize this 

domain as integral to the economy,  and at the same time, to avoid an oversimplified division 

between public and private sectors. I recognize that the term usually refers to a field of study or 

analytical approach, but I judged that, with the inclusion of examples, the interview and survey 

subjects would understand that I was using the term to describe a particular domain of activities. 

My use of the terms ‘social’ and ‘household’ economies is more conventional; however, my 

focus on the ‘household economy’ emphasizes what the household is able to or required to 

generate from within. Clearly none of these domains operates in isolation of the other: citizens 

operate in each of these domains simulateneously, for instance, as workers, voters, volunteers, 

consumers, and producers.  

Indigenous and Non-Indigenous Perspectives 

Carbon-dated archeological evidence shows that British Columbia has a history of human 

population going back at least 10,000 years (Government of BC, 2018); oral histories suggest a 

much longer history. I refer to the descendants of those peoples as ‘Indigenous’ or original 

occupants. I have chosen the term ‘Indigenous’ as the most encompassing way of describing 
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people who may identify as First Nations, Métis, Inuit, Aboriginal, Indian or native. Parallel to 

this, I refer to those people who do not identify as Indigenous as ‘non-Indigenous’. Some of the 

literature I have drawn on describes European colonizers as ‘settlers’ however; I struggle with 

that terminology because it suggests that Indigenous people who lived here prior to European 

contact were not ‘settled’ in their territories, effectively disconnecting them from the land by 

applying a Euro-normative interpretation to the idea of ‘settlement’. Secondly, if the term 

‘settler’ is understood to describe the first Europeans to live permanently in this land, are 

subsequent generations ‘settlers’ or simply ‘occupiers’ of the land? My solution is to refer to non-

Indigenous peoples who occupy appropriated land as ‘occupiers’. The exceptions are where 

Indigenous people are using specific terms to describe themselves, or where interviewees or the 

literature use a different term. 

Community Health and Wellbeing 

I define health and wellbeing as “a state of complete physical, mental and social 

wellbeing” that is dependent on individuals or groups being able to “identify and to realize 

aspirations; satisfy needs; and change or cope with the environment” (Hasselback, 2017).   

Methods 

The research involves a multi-sited case study based on Gabriola Island, Tofino and 

Tumbler Ridge using a transformative (Kincheloe and McClaren in Palys and Atchison, p.44), 

ethnographic approach involving: 

• individual interviews with those who experienced rupture and/or are involved in activities 

to move beyond rupture;  

• a survey to capture information about attitudes and values; 
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•  historical and geographical information from documentary sources including published 

literature and archival sources such as administrative and historical documents and local 

newspaper articles; 

• Statistical data from the 2016 Census; and  

• knowledge-exchange activities such as presentations to community groups with 

opportunities for discussion.  

The result is analytical insight into narrative accounts of transition, describing each 

community’s experience of rupture and recovery efforts.  

Multi-sited Case Study—Why These Communities? 

Several considerations informed my choice of communities. First, there would need to be 

enough commonalities between the chosen communities (for instance, experience of rupture) to 

allow for comparison – the independent variable. Second, they would need to have some distinct 

differences (such as the type of resource extraction, or the geographic location of the 

community) that could serve as dependent variables. The three communities chosen serve these 

purposes well. First, their isolation provides an initial principle for differentiating exogenous and 

endogenous effects. Gabriola, although near Nanaimo, is an island accessible only by ferry, 

private boat, or seaplane. Both Tumbler Ridge and Tofino are at the end of a road—effectively 

‘islanded’. This means I can control for external influences to a greater degree than possible if, 

for instance, the community was geographically contiguous with another community. Second, 

aside from their singular commonality of experiencing rupture, these communities diverge on a 

number of fronts, providing a number of categorical variables for comparison46:  

 
46 I am not suggesting causality; rather, I want to create a robust understanding of how variables played 
out in different contexts.  
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• They each have their own unique history leading up to the rupture and following it; 

• They occupy vastly different geographies—Tofino is a coastal community, Gabriola is an 

island in the Salish Sea, and Tumbler Ridge is an interior community in the northwestern 

foothills of the Rockies; 

• Two of the sites are or were forestry communities, while the third, Tumbler Ridge, is a 

mining community; 

• They have different governance structures: two of the communities are district 

municipalities, but the third, Gabriola Island, is governed through the Islands Trust and 

the Regional District of Nanaimo; and  

• Local First Nations were deeply involved in the aftermath of rupture in Tofino but were 

invisible in the other two sites in the eyes of the non-Indigenous population.  

The variety of unique and common attributes of the three communities provides 

“information-rich cases” (Patton, 2002, p. 46), allowing many different avenues to be explored. 

For instance, was there a different experience of rupture depending on the nature of the resource 

(i.e., mining versus forestry)? What impact did the involvement or lack of involvement of 

Indigenous communities have? What effect did the difference in geographies play? What can we 

learn from the differing roles played by the state?  

The case study approach enables me to develop a contextual description of each 

community illuminating the unique and common ways in which each of these locations was 

impacted by and responded to the ruptures associated with globalization. To develop these 

descriptions, in addition to conducting in-depth interviews and implementing community 

surveys, I examined each community’s unique historical and geographical grounding. History is 

important to understanding the present and the possibilities for the future (Braudel, p. 91). From 
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a geographical perspective, I include the physical environment as an actor because I am 

interested in how people have related to their surroundings (topology)— “all those seemingly 

primitive relationships with the soil, the vegetation, the animal population” (Braudel, 206 

quoting Lucien Lefebvre). Obviously, trees, mountains, buildings and streets don’t talk but they 

can help us to understand how “processes, development, and activities . . . are embedded in the 

landscape” (Lawson, 2011, p. 306). As well, I want to understand how people experience place 

within the broader context of region (chorology) and the cultural norms that have evolved to 

explain those relationships.  

Transformative Research 

Transformative research provides a vehicle for participants to see their own knowledge 

and experience as having the potential to contribute to change. An essential component of this 

research is the exploration of the autonomous local, thus it made sense to design the research to 

provide opportunities for engagement and knowledge exchange with the broader community. For 

instance, on Gabriola I facilitated two events—one in collaboration with the Gabriola Library 

and the other with Sustainable Gabriola. At the library event, I gave a lecture exploring the 

shifting concept of the ‘social’ drawing on Nikolas Rose’s Foucauldian examination of the “death 

of the social” and neo-liberalism’s autonomous, self-interested actor and querying whether these 

concerns applied equally in urban and rural settings. I conducted a similar discussion with 

Sustainable Gabriola, asking people to consider the autonomous local as a site of resistance. In 

both instances, I drew on emerging findings from the Gabriola data analysis to understand the 

meanings people gave to the concept of local autonomy. I made similar offers to work with the 

Clayoquot Biosphere Trust (Tofino) to workshop emerging research findings; however, the 

Trust’s heavy work program made it impossible to schedule. My ability to extend the same offer 
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to Tumbler Ridge is hampered by lack of resources to cover the cost of returning to the 

community although video-conferencing may be an alternative. All participants were offered a 

copy of the completed dissertation (every interviewee requested a copy).  

Perhaps the most potentially transformative aspect of this research was the act of asking 

open-ended questions about aspects of day to day life—the economy, the health of the 

community, aspirations for the future. Many interviewees noted that when the question about the 

economy was first asked, they felt they did not have much to say; several people remarked that 

they were not ‘authorities’. Encouraging people to speak from their own experience and to see 

that experience as valid resulted in people expressing both surprise at what they ‘knew’ and 

appreciation that their perspective was worth something.  

A Phenomenological Narrative Approach 

The phenomenological narrative approach allows me to explore “the perpetually 

unresolved tensions and differences, subtle shifts in structures of feeling, all of which stand to 

alter the terms of debate and political action, even under the most difficult and dire of 

conditions” (Harvey & Williams, 1995, p. 79). The Gabriola research is grounded on fieldwork 

started in 2011 examining the impact of Weldwood of Canada on the community and continued 

over six years. I engaged as a participant, a participant-observer and an observer in a multitude of 

settings and situations gathering data which would ultimately inform this study. I spent one week 

each in Tumbler Ridge and Tofino during which time I conducted formal interviews and 

observed interactions in as many settings as was possible in the limited time available. Rather 

than relying on my role as an observer, I supplemented my observations with data from a variety 

of other sources including contemporary and historical publications and documents. To address 

the challenge of familiarity with Gabriola I attempted to look at the community as though it were 
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‘anthropologically strange’ by questioning the taken for granted and viewing my analysis of 

meaning as an act of ‘reflexive interpretation’ (Seale, p. 509). The Gabriola research setting 

involved a more direct participant-observer role given my extensive involvement in the 

community47 and I was frequently challenged to question my assumptions by going back to the 

data to seek disconfirming cases. My approach in Tofino and Tumbler Ridge focused on 

gathering narrative accounts of community members’ experiences captured at a point in time. I 

attempted to enrich my understanding of those experiences through secondary documentary 

sources such as Council minutes, government reports, newspaper articles and by following 

community Facebook posts.  

A phenomenological narrative approach provides a window on people’s experience of 

rupture. Through hearing the perspectives of people who lived through the recessions of the 80s 

and 90s as well as those who came to the subject communities later, we can better understand the 

impacts of recession, the degree of awareness of the impacts of global capital, and the strategies 

that communities developed to respond to the inherent ruptures. Implicit in this approach is 

understanding the concept of local knowledge within the context of contested spaces.  

I have chosen ethnography as a way of capturing community members’ stories as they 

grapple with “disturbance and shocks” (Braudel, 1980, p. 89) and ultimately to convey a story 

not just of individuals but of each community. The research captures a wide range of voices and 

perspectives from community members, community organizations, Indigenous perspectives, and 

state authorities. I have captured the voices of as many people as possible who lived through the 

disruptions in the 1980s (Tumbler Ridge) and the 1990s (Gabriola and Tofino) as well as those 

whose voices are sometimes missed—for instance, women, Indigenous voices within the subject 

 
47 I was involved in the creation of the Sustainable Gabriola network and continue to participate in 
monthly meetings, and I was involved in the Village Vision initiative.  
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communities, or those displaced by the effects of rupture. The culmination is a “multi-voiced 

narrative” and an examination of the stories that emerge at critical turning points (Lawson, 2011, 

p. 385).  

To develop an ethnography of place, I examine social relationships within the context of 

their surroundings (Braudel). I draw on Actor Network Theory (ANT) which examines relational 

networks that include attention to geography, “territorial embeddedness” (Dicken, Kelly, Olds, & 

Yeung, 2001, p. 92), and human and non-human actors (including elements of the physical world 

such as “animals, plants, soil, air, water etc.” (p. 106). Massey cautions against seeing place as 

singular, fixed, bounded, and self-defined, a perspective that reinforces the dichotomies of 

core/periphery, inside/outside, and them/us. Massey describes place as a construct of “a 

particular constellation of relations, articulated together at a particular locus” (1993, p. 66). 

Massey’s theory requires that we understand place as arising from the historical interaction of 

actors with the ability to impose their will on the natural world, but also to be acted on by their 

environment. I am interested in understanding people’s “knowledge relation” with nature (Smith 

& O’Keefe, p. 286) and whether actors in the case studies “. . . affective ties with [their] material 

environment” (Tuan, 1996, p. 98) coloured their attitudes towards rupture and influenced their 

approach to recovery.  

Research Design and Implementation 

A case study approach allows me to examine communities’ categorical commonalities 

and differences, creating a nuanced understanding of how the different features and factors at 

play in each community affected economic and social health outcomes. I use existing theories as 

a springboard to understand the complex web of relationships that underpin a globalized 

economy and apply empirical methods to examine meanings that individuals and groups give to 
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what is going on around them. This is not a theory neutral endeavour: the choice of literature 

reviewed, how I have posed the research question, and the methods I have chosen, predispose the 

research in a particular direction. Recognizing that my theoretical grounding, values and beliefs 

lead me in certain directions, I have paid close attention to disconfirming cases and evidence that 

contradicts my hypotheses.  

Because of the distinctive variants of geography, governance and the nature of the 

resource, the results have broad applicability to other communities involved in resource 

extraction and impacted by rupture. I am interested in the stories these communities have to tell, 

stories that are revealed through the history and geography of each location as well as the stories 

of individual actors. The result is descriptions over time and space.  

The research program involves four components: an historical and geographic overview; 

baseline descriptive and statistical data; a community survey; and interviews with key actors in 

each of the communities.  

Historical and Geographical Overview 

To understand the impact of rupture and each community’s response, it is necessary to 

understand its history leading up to rupture as well as how the physical place shaped the 

evolution of the community. This information was gathered through interviews with research 

subjects present during the period of rupture, and secondary documentary sources including peer-

reviewed and grey literature. The results are articulated through a description of the physical 

space (area covered, natural resources and attributes, physical challenges related to the 

geography, etc.); a description of community evolution including population make-up and 

growth, economic development, governance, civil society organizations; and an analysis of 

recent changes since the time of rupture.  
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Baseline Descriptive and Statistical Data 

Baseline data was captured from Stats Canada and BC Stats, and through local 

organizations, to help identify changes in the community from the time of rupture to the present. 

Data collected included population statistics including age, education, and indigeneity; economic 

statistics including labour force participation and economic activities; and social determinants 

including income and housing.  

Interviews and Surveys 

Qualitative data was captured primarily through interviews and surveys in each 

community. Consistent with my inductive, theory-generating approach, I used purposive or non-

probability sampling to identify potential interview candidates with a view to capturing 

maximum representativeness. I developed a quota sampling frame to capture perspectives along 

two axes: interviewees representing the research categories, and demographic representativeness. 

Specific research categories included individuals present during the period of rupture; 

individuals involved in community institutions such as local government, state agencies, 

business owners, community organizations; individuals engaged in resource extraction and 

persons representing Indigenous perspectives and interests (see Table 2). I took care to ensure 

that my sample was representative of the population distribution in terms of gender, age, 

Indigenous status, education, employment status and occupation. 
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Research Categories  Demographic Attributes 

• Representing different perspectives:  

• Local government  

• State agencies 

• Community organizations 

• Business owners 

• Working in resource extraction 

• Residing in community at time of 

rupture 

• Gender 

• Age  

• Indigenous Status 

• Education 

• Employment Status 

• Occupation 

Table 2: Quota Sampling Matrix  

 

Site 2016 Population48  
(19 and over) 

Interview 
Sample 

Per Capita 

Gabriola 3628   26 1:139 

Tumbler Ridge 1492   13 1:115 

Tofino 1622   10 1:162 

TOTAL 6742   49 1:138 

Table 3: Comparative Interview Sample by Community 

Sample size for each community was determined based on the total adult population49 

with an objective of achieving a sample of approximately one interview for every 140 adults (see 

Table 3). I set this objective based on the sample I was able to achieve on Gabriola. To ensure 

sample coverage of all categories and by demographic attributes it was necessary to recruit more 

 
48 2005 census statistics were used to develop the samples; however, representativeness is based on 2016 
census statistics which became available in 2017. 
49 Only 2011 census statistics were available at the time of recruitment.  
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interview candidates than required. Candidates were selected from the initial recruitment roster 

to achieve maximum representation across research categories and demographic attributes. 

To recruit interview candidates, I used networks developed through my academic and 

public sector career to contact community members. For instance, I have links to government 

officials involved in the development of Tumbler Ridge, and First Nations officials 

knowledgeable about the subject communities who referred me to the appropriate resources 

locally. As well, I reached out to local organizations such as local governments, museums and 

historical societies, chambers of commerce, and local social service organizations by postal mail, 

email and telephone. As I built my list of potential interviewees, I invited them to reach out to 

their networks (snowball technique) to identify other potential candidates. I assessed the 

representativeness of my sample as I went along by looking for missing or underrepresented 

categories and seeking additional cases to address any deficiencies with the aim of achieving 

sample saturation.  

Recruitment was relatively easy in Gabriola and Tumbler Ridge but proved to be very 

challenging in Tofino. The Executive Director of the Clayoquot Biosphere Trust described 

‘research fatigue’ resulting from the multiple research requests the community receives each 

year. In addition, as compared to Tumbler Ridge and even Gabriola, Tofino is experiencing 

economic growth volumes and patterns that make participation in research activities challenging. 

Also, motivation to participate in the research may be higher in the sites where there are 

perceived benefits that might accrue from being involved. Tofino, given its economic situation, 

may have little incentive to participate in this type of research, compared to Gabriola and 

Tumbler Ridge.  
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As indicated in Table 4 below, I also had a challenge getting proportional gender 

representation in Tofino and Tumbler Ridge. All three communities have a roughly even split 

between males and females (less than a 4% variance). The under-representation of men in 

Tumbler Ridge might be explained by the significant number of men engaged in long-distance 

labour commuting and thus not available to participate. The lower proportion of male 

interviewees in Tofino may also be a factor of the small sample size.  

 

 Gabriola Tofino Tumbler Ridge 

Population #   % Sample 
    % 

# % Sample     
    % 

# % Sample 
% 

Total  4025   1932   1985   

Male 1925 47.8%  50% 1000 51.5%  40% 1030 52.2% 38.5% 

Female 2100 52.2%  50% 940 48.5%  60% 940 47.8% 61.5% 

Table 4: Sample Distribution by Gender  

Source: Statistics Canada, 2017 

As Table 5 demonstrates, with minor exceptions, I was able to recruit interviewees in 

each of the categories necessary to achieve a robust picture of the community. The two 

exceptions were representation from the Tofino Library and Indigenous representation on 

Gabriola. The Tofino library is a small branch library with the main branch located in Port 

Alberni. The managing librarian indicated that his Tofino staff were not familiar enough with the 

community, having only been there for a year, to be of any help. In regard to Indigenous 

representation on Gabriola, there are no current Snuneymuxw residents on Gabriola. Although 

the Snuneymuxw Band Economic Development Officer expressed willingness to participate in 
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the research, the Band was in the midst of finalizing a treaty settlement with the federal 

government. As a result, I was unable to secure an interview within the available time.  

 

 Gabriola   Tofino Tumbler Ridge 
 # % # % # % 

Total Sample* 26  10  13  

Local Government 
(elected & staff) 
 

3 11.5% 2 20.0% 3 23.0% 

Health Care 1 3.8% 1 10.0% 1 7.7% 

Business Owners 7 27.0% 4 40.0% 5 38.5% 

Community 
Organizations 
 

8 31.0% 3 30.0% 1 7.7% 

Involved in Resource 
Extraction 
 

2 7.7% 1 10.0% 3 23.0% 

Newspaper 1 3.8% 1 10.0% 1 7.7% 

Library 1 3.8% 0 0.0% 1 7.7% 

Resident  
during rupture 
 

7 27.0% 4 40.0% 4 30.7% 

Indigenous 0  0% 1 10.0% 3 23.0% 

*Note: Each individual may occupy several categories. 

Table 5: Distribution by Research Category  

 

These categories do not directly address the issue of class - for instance, the proportion of 

people who are working class versus the entrepreneurial and professional/white collar class. I 

chose not to ask interviewees and survey respondents to provide information on their income 

levels for two reasons. First, in my experience, survey completion rates are often reduced when 

income information is asked: either the individual chooses not to complete the survey or does not 

answer the income question. Second, I was hopeful that the interview responses, and to a lesser 
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degree the survey responses, would provide qualitative information that spoke to class. In 

Tumbler Ridge and Gabriola, there were considerable ambiguities in class categorizations. For 

instance, in Tumbler Ridge, when the mines close the local government becomes the largest 

employer, providing jobs to some of those displaced from mining jobs. Government jobs might 

be considered ‘white collar’ but many of the people I interviewed in these ‘white collar’ jobs 

came from ‘blue collar’ backgrounds. Similarly, the municipal counsellor I interviewed was a 

retired miner. My insights into class in the Gabriola sample was based primarily on personal 

knowledge of the circumstances of those I interviewed or on the answers they provided to 

interview questions. For instance, several Gabriolans identified themselves as entrepreneurs; 

however, in some instances their economic activities resulted in a subsistence income putting 

them in a category that could be described more appropriately as the ‘precariat’. Certainly the 

term ‘entrepreneur’ affords more dignity.    

In total, I conducted 49 interviews, each lasting from 60 to 90 minutes. With minor 

exceptions, the interviews were conducted in public spaces such as the local library, community 

centre, the interviewees’ place of business, or a local coffee shop. The exceptions were on 

Gabriola where I mainly interviewed at my office or at interviewees’ homes. In Tofino, it proved 

challenging to find public interview space as there was no available public space such as 

community hall meeting rooms. In contrast, almost all the Tumbler Ridge interviews were 

conducted in a meeting room at the community centre. All interviews were taped and transcribed. 

In addition, I kept detailed notes during the interview.  

An interview guide was used to conduct each interview: starting with general background 

information (age, gender, education, indigeneity, duration of residence, and community of origin) 

and then posing broad questions in four areas—the economy, community health and wellbeing, 
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governance, and future aspirations (see Appendix A for detailed questions). Each thematic 

question had secondary questions that could be asked depending on how detailed the response 

was to the initial question. One week prior to the interview, each interviewee was sent a 

description of the research study, a consent form, and an overview of the type of questions that 

would be asked (see Appendix C). Prior to beginning the interview, I reviewed the conditions of 

participation and ensured consents were signed. Participants who chose to participate had 

choices about how their personal information would be treated, including 

• being named or credited in the results,  

• having their responses attributed to them by name,  

• providing photos and being credited for them, and 

• allowing the use of the data for future analysis in related research inquiries. 

As the Table 6 indicates, most respondents (71.6%) were comfortable waiving 

confidentiality. Because these are small communities it is understandable that some people 

wished to remain anonymous. Direct quotes from those sources were attributed to a class of 

respondent, for instance, ‘business owner’.  

 

Site Total Interviews Confidentiality 
Requested 

Percent  

Gabriola 26 1 4% 

Tumbler Ridge 13 4 31% 

Tofino 10 4 40% 

TOTAL 49 9 18.4% 

Table 6: Requests for Confidentiality 
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To complement the interviews, I also conducted on-line surveys in each community (see 

Appendix B for survey questions). The purpose of the survey was to validate the 

representativeness of interview responses and to identify areas where there were inconsistencies. 

Although I had made significant efforts to capture a representative cross-section of the 

community, I was concerned that deficiencies in the interview sample would result in responses 

that were not reflective of attitudes across the broader community. The survey offered a way of 

establishing the broader applicability and validity of the interview responses. Because I am not 

concerned with the statistical significance of survey data, I do not report specific quantitative 

data; instead, I note where there were high degrees of consensus, bare pluralities, or where the 

interview findings and the survey findings diverge, and where there were outlier perspectives 

that seemed to contradict the dominant discourse. The examination of pluralities as well as 

differences provides a discursive map of the experiences, attitudes and values in the 

communities.  

The survey questions were the same as those used in the interviews; however, they were 

formatted to make the responses quantifiable—for instance, using Likert scales to express ranges 

of agreement or disagreement or matrix/rating scales which allow respondents to rank the 

importance of specific items which are then given weighted values compared to all other items. 

Three questions involved a matrix/rating scale: for instance, I asked people to rate the relative 

importance of different actors in creating a sustainable local economy rather than forcing them to 

rank the importance of each actor. Using weighted averages, I was able to discern broad trends 

across the entire sample. 

Respondents were given the option of adding comments to all non-narrative response 

questions. The survey was promoted widely through local newspapers and community 
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organizations such as Chambers of Commerce and libraries, and local networks such as 

community Facebook pages. Arrangements were made with the local library (Gabriola and 

Tumbler Ridge) to help those who were not comfortable working on computer to complete the 

survey on-line or in paper form.  

Table 7 shows the distribution of interview and survey responses:  

 Population 
(19 & over) 

 
Interviews 

 
Surveys 

  #  of 
responses 

Per capita 
response 

# of 
responses 

Per capita 
response 

Gabriola 
 

3628 26 1:139 158 1:23 

Tumbler 
Ridge 
 

1492 13 1:115 70 1:21 

Tofino 1622 10 1:162 45 1:36 
 
Table 7: Per Capita Interview and Survey Responses 

As Table 7 indicates, I was generally successful at achieving one interview per 150 adults 

for each community; the surveys reached a much broader audience. Tofino was slightly outside 

of the target objective for both interviews and surveys.  

Approaching the Fieldwork   

The field work was scheduled for the summer and early fall of 2016. With the exception 

of Gabriola, I established a way of approaching, entering and experiencing each community. I 

started by journaling my preconceptions about each community—how it would look (in the case 

of Tumbler Ridge which I had never visited), what the people would be like, and what the issues 

and concerns might be. As I physically approached each community, I noted changes in the 

landscape, infrastructure and patterns of activity. For instance, it took me two days to drive to 

Tumbler Ridge and during that time I was able to observe changes in the environment—more 

mountainous, smaller trees and different mix of species. I also noted the significant amount of 
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road work underway and the increasing number of logging trucks heading south the closer I got 

to Tumbler Ridge. Although the trip to Tofino only takes half a day, I was struck by the amount 

of road construction and traffic congestion after Port Alberni.  

At the city limits, I stopped, got out of the car and took some time to reflect on my 

impressions of ‘entry’ into this space. I planned to get to each community a day before scheduled 

interviews to allow myself time to walk around the community and to notice surprising things. 

For instance, in Tofino I discovered “offshore parking,”50 something I had never seen anywhere 

else in the world. These walkabouts also allowed me to drop into to local businesses and 

community organizations and chat with people about the community. For instance, in Tumbler 

Ridge I spoke with a Chilean woman staffing the tourist information centre. She had come to 

Tumbler Ridge with her husband, a miner, and told me that there were people from many 

different countries working in Tumbler Ridge. I also explored outside of the settled parts of the 

community: for instance, driving old mining and logging roads around Tumbler Ridge and hiking 

wilderness trails, bear spray in hand. These forays proved important to understanding the 

interview responses.  

Data Collection  

The Gabriola surveys were conducting starting in May 2016 and completed over the 

summer. Site visits and surveys were scheduled for Tumble Ridge in late August and in Tofino in 

late September to avoid the height of the tourist season. The surveys were launched parallel to 

the interviews in each community and were left open for two months from the time of posting. 

Survey recruitment occurred through community Facebook pages and bulletin boards, as well as 

through the networks of all those identified as potential interview candidates.  

 
50 Refers to parking reserved for Nuu-chah-nulth residing on adjacent islands.  
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Data Analysis  

The transcribed interviews were analysed using open coding of data to identify broad 

themes and categories, followed by focused coding to refine themes and categories. As I 

reviewed the emerging themes, I looked for gaps in the data to determine the need for additional 

interviews or follow-up with interviewees. I had intended to use NVivo Qualitative Analysis 

software to organize my data but found that staying engaged with the complete transcripts was 

important to understanding the interconnections between each thematic area. Each interview was 

given a unique tracking number, the key code, including the tracking number and identifying 

information, was kept in a discrete file. All transcripts and codes were backed up in password- 

protected ‘cloud’ storage.  

The survey analysis involved two components: statistical analysis of responses across 

categories (e.g., gender, income, age, occupation, etc.) to determine alignment with the 

interviewee attributes; and thematic and discourse analysis of responses to open-ended questions 

which could be compared to the interview analysis.  

To ensure the data are reliable, I pilot tested the survey and the interview questions with a 

small number of people from the potential sample populations to determine whether the 

questions were clear and understandable and elicited robust responses. To ensure validity across 

interviews, I prepared an interview guide to ensure the same approach was taken to each 

interview and that all interviewees had the opportunity to address the same set of initial 

questions. Where, in the course of an interview, new avenues of inquiry emerged, I evaluated 

whether it would be important for reliability to capture that type of information from other 

interviewees. For instance, early in the Gabriola interviews it became clear that respondents 

understood the term ‘economy’ in a singular sense, that is as the ‘capital’ economy. As I 
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described in the nominal definitions, I prepared a set of descriptors delineating four economic 

domains -- capital, political, social, and household—which I used in subsequent interviews to 

elicit a more complete response. All interview transcripts were reviewed against an established 

set of variables (e.g., gender, age, resident at time of rupture) and the themes were developed by 

assessing congruity and incongruity of responses. Validity was also strengthened by data 

triangulation (e.g., multiple data sources) and methodological triangulation (e.g., gathering 

similar data from different methods such as interviews and survey). Validating narrative truth 

claims is complicated by the multiple and highly contextual understandings of truth (Lawson, p. 

404), but as Patton notes: “The validity, meaningfulness, and insights generated from qualitative 

inquiry have more to do with the information richness of the cases selected and the 

observational/analytical capabilities of the researcher than the sample size” (p. 245).  

I acknowledge that while case studies can provide richness and depth in regard to the 

case being investigated, the results are not generalizable beyond the cases in question. In the 

final analysis, I examined my findings to determine the extent to which they enhance 

understanding of the questions raised, are broadly consistent with other knowledge or are useful 

in advancing knowledge . The results, I believe will be of great interest to communities interested 

in understanding local autonomy in the context of rupture events. 
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Approaching These Spaces 

“Stories other than the official story need to be told, and we need to listen to 

them closely” (Lawson, p. 408). 

In the next three chapters, you will be introduced to each of the case study communities. 

You will see them through my eyes as an observer, through the eyes of the people I interviewed 

and surveyed and through documentary sources like local histories and newspaper articles. Each 

chapter addresses three broad areas of investigation: 1) the degree to which communities 

understand their relationship with the capital economy; 2) how community perceptions about the 

nature and attributes of their local economies affects decisions made and strategies employed to 

address economic and social challenges; and 3) how deployment of governance at various scales 

impacts the social and economic health of the communities.  

To ground these investigations, each community’s story is anchored in its history with 

specific attention to rupture in the context of place. Therefore, I begin each chapter by describing 

my visiual observations of the landscape, the physical and demographic attributes of the 

community, including what drew people to these spaces, and providing a brief history of the 

evolution of these communities. Then I examine the evolution of each community’s economy, 

the way in which rupture played out and the attendant economic and social challenges and 

capacities. I conclude by looking at the ways in which these communities have attempted to 

regulate the impacts of global capital and what they think the future might bring.  

Rather than viewing these stories as fact claims, they should be understood as ‘true’ in the 

sense that they are the expression of individual experiences at a specific time and in a specific 

place. Where I make general statements, they reflect the perspectives of the research participants 

rather than all community members unless otherwise noted.   
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Chapter 5—Gabriola Island 

This chapter is organized in four sections. The first describes the place, its people, its 

political organization, and the evolution of its economy to the present. Next, I describe the 

impacts of global capital on the social and economic development of the island and Gabriolans’ 

attitudes towards the global economy. The third section examines how attitudes towards 

globalization influenced the social and economic development of the community. Finally, I 

examine the imagined futures for the community.  

In this chapter, Gabriola’s response to the global economy will be expressed through the 

experiences of 19 actors representing different aspects of the community, as well as insights from 

survey respondents. Luanne and Don McCollum and Steve Wohlleben are well-known local 

business owners who have lived on Gabriola since before the recessions of the 1980s and 90s. 

Chloe Straw and Jules Molloy are young entrepreneurs trying to create a sustainable income, so 

they can continue to raise their son on the island. Howard Houle, a potter, and Heather 

O’Sullivan, a library assistant, are former elected local government representatives, and retired 

librarian Susan Yates, was a local trustee during the period of rupture. Sheila Malcolmson, 

currently the MLA for Nanaimo, and a former federal MP for Nanaimo-Ladysmith, was also a 

former Islands Trustee. Retirees geophysicist John Peirce, engineer Bob McKechnie, former 

public servant Fay Weller, and geology professor Steve Earle are all deeply engaged in 

community activism. The picture is rounded out by amateur historians Nick Doe and Jenni 

Gehlbach, physician Tracey Thorne, housing activist Tatha Cornish, and head of the Arts 

Council, Michelle Benjamin. You will also hear from Dave Hendry who retired to Gabriola from 

a career in mining exploration. Both Hendry and Wohlleben provide an important counterpoint to 

the dominant narrative.  
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REFLECTION 1: 

I remember when we first moved to Gabriola, arriving on the ferry. As 

Nanaimo receded and we drew closer to Gabriola, I felt like I was passing 

through a portal into a different reality— where all the noise and confusion 

drops away, to be replaced by a sense of peace. Sixteen years later, I still feel 

the same way. 

About This Place 

In the next few pages you will learn 

about Gabriola: its location, geographic 

and geological history, the history of its 

people, what attracted them then and now, 

its unique political situation, and how its 

economy evolved from the first inhabitants 

to the present day.  

Gabriola Island is one of thirteen major, 

and more than 450 smaller, islands 

governed by the Islands Trust Act. It is 

located in the Strait of Georgia between 

Vancouver Island and the mainland of 

British Columbia (Canada). As part of a 

large island archipelago including the US 

Figure 2: The Islands Trust Area 

Adapted from: 
http://mapfiles.islandstrust.bc.ca/MAPS/IT/ITArea
RegionalContextBCInset.pdf 
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San Juan Islands and Canadian Gulf Islands, the body of water encompassing these islands is 

currently referred to as the Salish Sea in respect of the Indigenous Coast Salish peoples whose 

traditional territory this is.  

The nearest major city and regional service centre, Nanaimo, is located 6 kilometres 

away by ferry. While there are numerous sailings each day, the influx of tourists and non-resident 

property owners in the summer causes frequent overloads. As well, the service does not run after 

10:35 pm, resuming at 5:15 am. Vancouver, BC’s largest urban centre, is 51 kilometres away—

20 minutes by air or two ferries and a travel time of about 2 hours and 20 minutes including wait 

times. The island is only accessible by ferry, private boat, or air. 

Place as Geological and Geographic Expression 

Gabriola is a product of the last ice age, composed almost entirely of sedimentary rock—

sandstone, mudrock and concretized rubble known as conglomerate—likely originating from a 

major river bisecting the Coast Mountains during the Mesozoic Era roughly 65 million years ago  

(Doe, 2011). But that is its recent history. It is estimated that Gabriola emerged as the seafloor 

rose, about 90 million years ago. Fractures in the Gabriola bedrock date back to between 55 and 

42 million years ago. During the past 2 million years, the Georgia Basin was heavily glaciated 

with the final glacial period ending 10,000 years ago. Evidence of “glacial till, marine clays, 

glaciofluvial sand, and gravel deposits” are found all over Gabriola (Doe, 2011, p. 12). 

Present day Gabriola encompasses an area of 5,256 hectares (12,990 acres) and is approximately 

14 kilometres in length and 4.2 kilometres wide. The Gulf Islands are home to rare dry coastal 

Douglas fir and Garry oak ecosystems, as well as an array of unique and threatened species—an 

ecosystem adapted to the “thin layers of sandstone and conglomerate derived soil” (Gabriola 

Museum and Historical Society).  
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For thousands of years, the Coast Salish peoples, largely of the Snuneymuxw First 

Nation, hunted and harvested from the land and waters surrounding Gabriola. Prior to European 

contact,51 the population was estimated at 500052, exceeding the present-day population of 

Gabriola53 (Gabriola Museum and Historical Society, 2015). The Snuneymuxw supported 

themselves through fishing, hunting marine mammals, deer, bear and other animals for food and 

hides, and harvesting seaweeds and shellfish and food and medicinal plants. Sustainable land use 

and harvesting practices enabled the Snuneymuxw to sustain themselves up to the time of 

European contact. Evidence of early occupation is obvious in the myriad middens along the 

shores of the island as well as several petroglyph and burial sites.  

From the 1800s (post contact), Gabriola was occupied by Europeans, primarily from the 

United Kingdom. Many of the predominantly male ‘settlers’ married Indigenous women whose 

families had knowledge crucial to the newcomers’ survival in an unfamiliar geography. They 

were joined by Chinese who worked the brickworks and the diatomaceous earth mines and 

Japanese who were prominent in fishing and boat-building. By the 1950’s Gabriola was made up 

primarily of European families, constituting the backbone of Gabriola society well into the 

1950s, with a population of about 400. The 1950s were a turning point: land speculation resulted 

in subdivisions on the north end of the island which attracted people from Nanaimo and further 

afield who wanted to build vacation cottages. This was followed by an influx of hippies, draft 

dodgers and back-to-the landers in the late 1960s and 1970s attracted by “half acre lots . . . for 

‘fifty dollars down and fifty dollars a month’ (Gabriolore). From a population of 400, Gabriola 

grew to 2579 by 1991 (Islands Trust, Sustaining, 3), with newcomers far outnumbering the 

 
51 The first recorded European contact was with the 1792 Spanish expedition (Gabriola Museum and 
Historical Society).  
52 This number is contested as under-representing the actual population.  
53 Currently only 10 Gabriolans identify as First Nations. 



Globalization’s Ruptures and Responses 

 135 

longtime islanders. Moreover, rather than assimilating into the existing cultural norms, the 

newcomers became the dominant culture, shaping the political and social discourse on the island.  

As of the 2016 census, 4033 people lived on Gabriola. The median age is 61.3 (compared 

to the BC median of 44) with 37.5% of the population aged 65 and over. Since 2011, the 

population of those aged 0 to 14 has declined by 22.1%, and those 15-64 declining by 14.0% 

while those 65 and over increased by 40.5%. The gender distribution is 48% male and 52% 

female. These numbers reflect an older population, with very few families and children, a 

situation that has not changed significantly over the years. For instance, in 1991 there were 570 

children and youth on the island, down to 530 presently. What has changed is the number of 

children and youth relative to the rest of the population; for instance, in 1991 children and youth 

comprised 22% of the population, whereas presently they comprise 13%. This is reflected also in 

the incremental aging of the population since 1991 when the median age was 43.2 compared to 

the present median age of 61.3 (Statistics Canada, 2017).  

There are 2,987 private dwellings on the island, of which 2,143 are permanently 

occupied, leaving 844 dwellings (28%) unoccupied for all or part of the year. The proportion of 

seasonally occupied dwellings has a direct impact on the island’s ability to house workers when 

demand peaks during the busy summer months.  

The median total after-tax income is $24,290—19% lower than the median total after-tax 

income for BC. Fifty-five percent of Gabriolans earn less than $30,000 a year with only 14.5% 

earning more than $80,000. Almost 81% of Gabriolans over 15 years of age receive government 

transfers, accounting for $10,330 of their income. Forty-two percent of the population 15 and 

over has no income from employment. The prevalence of low income based on the Low-income 

measure, after tax (LIM-AT) is 24.9%, almost 10% higher than the provincial prevalence 
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(Statistics Canada, 2017). More significantly, the prevalence of low income for those  0 to 17 

years is 38.4% compared to a provincial average of 18.5%.  

Gabriolans are relatively well educated, with 66% of those over 15 having a post-

secondary certificate, diploma or degree, and 4% of those having doctorates. This is a higher rate 

of educational attainment than that for BC (55% and 1.7% for doctorates).  

Experiences of Place 

They talk about the Blue Danube, it doesn’t compare with the waters of 

Gabriola. It is so much nicer on Gabriola than here—Author Malcolm Lowry 

in a postcard from Europe (Salloum, 1987, p. 50). 

What is it that attracts people to live on Gabriola? Despite its proximity to Nanaimo, 

Gabriolans generally describe their community as ‘rural’, and have a strong attachment to a rural 

lifestyle perceived both in terms of a spatial description linked with smallness, dispersed 

population and limited services, but also as a cultural attribute. Gabriola, with a population of 

4033 spread over 58.8 square kilometres, has a density of roughly 69 people per square 

kilometre, clearly meeting the definition of rural. The lack of infrastructure on Gabriola -- no 

public water or sewerage systems, no streetlights, traffic lights or sidewalks—further contributes 

to the rural character.  

In addition to the rural lifestyle, people are predominantly attracted to Gabriola for the 

physical qualities of the locale, the perceived qualities of the community, its proximity to an 

urban centre, and its affordability. These are a fairly pedestrian set of attributes that one might 

expect to find in many communities. However, it is Gabriolans’ visceral response to place that 

helps to contextualize the more anodyne attractions described above and sets the stage for 

understanding their attitudes toward the global economy.  
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Three concepts express Gabriolans’ attitude to place: ‘sanctuary’; ‘bounded space’; and 

‘protective enclave’: 

Sanctuary relates to a sense of peacefulness, a safe, welcoming and comfortable home, an 

idyllic paradise and haven. Gabriolans describe the island as “paradise” “idyllic”, “park-like” and 

“an atheist’s concept of heaven” suggesting Tuan’s conception of place as a ‘religious 

experience’. As one person noted: it is “quiet, like living in a park, being an island is a bit of 

protection from a whole series of negative global pressures, such as big box stores, gang violence 

and cultural homogenization”.  

Bounded space describes the interconnections of an ‘islanded’ space, a rural environment 

and the culture that goes with that, exemplified by a slowness of pace, and a connection to the 

natural world. As one person observed: “You can’t not be engaged with nature here because it is 

right in front of you all the time . . ..” But Gabriolans’ relationship with the natural world is not 

unproblematic and may reflect an idealized conception of nature as a protected space54.  

The sense of ‘islandedness’ is reinforced by Gabriolans’ dependence on the ferry. Rising 

costs and reduced service is a constant theme but at the same time people realize that the ferry 

acts as a protective barrier, contributing to the sense of ‘islandness’ and the close-knit community 

that results. As housing activist Tatha Cornish notes, the ferry binds people together feeding a 

sense of mutual support and interdependence. It also creates a de facto gated community—one 

must have the price of admission to get in which automatically screens out a part of the 

 
54 Despite the Islands Trust “preserve and protect” mandate, the islands ecology has never returned to its 
pre-contact state. For instance, there are currently no mammalian predators on the island: bears, wolves 
and cougars, although occasionally sighted, are transitory and have no permanent populations on 
Gabriola.  
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population from living here. Many Gabriolans are prepared to face a certain degree of economic 

hardship to live here.  

A Protective Enclave: Gabriolans describe distinctive cultural aspects of community for 

instance: “the vibrant creative community”; the “friendliness, supportiveness, and collaboration 

between groups and organizations”; and the diversity of the population. Rather than ethnic 

diversity, of which there is little, diversity55 seems to be more about being a place that can 

tolerate a variety of perspectives—as one person said, “a supportive community with lots of 

divisions (!)”. Tatha Cornish describes Gabriola as “[a] community insulated from the rapid pace 

of mindless change and growth; a place where people are proud to set a different example, to 

find alternatives, to slow down, to live as if they are going to stay, to take care of one another”.  

People also observe the lack of elitism, noting that people aren’t interested in what you 

do for a living as much as what you are passionate about. The result is a sense of community that 

is “not just a gathering of people or population” but a community with multiple points of 

connection—the Village, the beach, the Farmers Market, etc. As local videographer Jules Molloy 

notes: “You’ve got to schedule an hour and a half for your grocery shopping because you’re 

probably going to have a business meeting or some kind of social development meeting or 

something in the aisle”.  

But being rural also brings challenges: limited consumer choices, higher prices, and 

lower paying jobs. Arts Council Executive Director Michelle Benjamin notes, “the opportunity to 

do meaningful — if underpaid— work. I could do the same work in other places for more 

compensation but the fact that it is here, makes it a precious gift”. The attributes of ruralness, 

 
55 The island has a significant LGBTQ community and has recently welcomed a Syrian refugee family. 
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‘islandedness’, a small population with shared values also suggests a certain degree of insularity 

and is evident in Gabriolans’ attitudes toward the global economy.  

Political Organization 

Gabriola’s governance structure is complex and, at times, labyrinthine; however, it is not 

dissimilar to other Gulf Island communities. The various governance bodies address different 

elements of public policy and occupy different geographic spaces of authority and accountability. 

The main governance responsibilities are distributed between the Islands Trust and the Regional 

District of Nanaimo (RDN). The two locally elected representatives of the Trust are responsible 

for all land-use planning decisions under the umbrella of the Trust’s ‘preserve and protect’ 

mandate. The RDN is responsible for parks and recreation, waste management (i.e., garbage and 

recycling), transportation, administering the building code, and economic development. Gabriola 

elects one trustee to a regional board of 16 directors.  

The mandates of these two bodies are heavily weighted towards land-focused activities: 

servicing properties; determining appropriate land use and building requirements; and, allocating 

and managing parkland56. Services that do not fit within these mandates such as social and health 

services are offered either through provincial ministries, crown corporations, or the health 

authority. Since many of those services are not available on island, Gabriolans must travel to 

Nanaimo or further afield. Gabriola has an elementary school, but high school is only available 

in Nanaimo. Gabriolans elect school trustees for School District 68 (Nanaimo), but there is no 

seat guaranteed to a Gabriolan, although the task of liaising with Gabriola is assigned to an 

elected trustee.  

 
56 Gabriola has 3 regional parks and over 30 public beach accesses. 
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Although two primary governance bodies are responsible for Gabriola, there are multiple 

governance mechanisms that have an effect on the community; hence, the labyrinthian 

experience. For instance, the Islands Trust regulates land use, while the RDN oversees 

construction standards, and the health authority addresses the health aspects such as septic 

systems. This means someone building a house would have to deal with three different 

authorities compared to a municipality where functions would be centralized (with the exception 

of septic approval). Given this complexity, it would seem surprising that 87% of Gabriolans 

voted against becoming a municipality during a 2004 referendum, and even more significantly, 

that voter turnout was 70% (Islands Trust, 2016). The reasons for this strong reaction were 

varied, including  a strong commitment to the “preserve and protect” Islands Trust mandate; a 

fear of rampant development -- required to provide a tax base to support municipal infrastructure 

-- on an island with limited carrying capacity; and the culture of Gabriola as a historically rural, 

resource-based community that prides itself on its lack of reliance on government despite a high 

dependence on transfer payments. Compared to other small communities, Gabriola evidences a 

higher degree of political engagement in local government. For instance, in the 2011 municipal 

elections, voter turnout on Gabriola was 42.7% compared to 34.7% in Nanaimo, 34.6% in Tofino 

and 32.5% in Tumbler Ridge57 and a provincial average of 33.3%.  

The Islands Trust is a relatively new governance vehicle created in 1974 to protect the 

Gulf Islands from uncontrolled development and to preserve and protect the islands for the 

benefit of all British Columbians. As the population of the island has grown, service 

requirements have increased, necessitating relationships with a broad array of governance 

interests and making for a complex regulatory environment. Gaps in governance are addressed 

 
57 Kilbourn, Derek (November 17, 2014) “Mamoser and Nicholas win Trustee seats.” The Gabriola 
Sounder. http://www.soundernews.com/news/mamoser-and-nicholas-win-trustee-seats.html 
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through an extensive and active voluntary sector covering all aspects of community life 

including the environment, emergency planning, recreation, arts and culture, social and health 

services. A quick count of listings in the telephone directory shows almost 52 formal community 

organizations, and this is probably not a complete record58. In addition to registered non-profit 

organizations there are numerous networks and affinity groups. To demonstrate the strength and 

capacity of the voluntary sector, within two weeks of the 2010 Haiti earthquake community 

groups had organized and hosted a fund-raiser which raised over $16,000 in one night. The 

private sector is also actively involved in community life, over and above its commercial 

interests. Several business owners and large land holders contribute regularly to island voluntary 

activities both through cash and in-kind donations, and through donating land for parks, trails 

and conservation purposes.  

Gabriola’s Economy  

Gabriola’s earliest economy was the mixed economy of the Snuneymuxw which included 

hunting, fishing, food gathering and production, trading with other Indigenous neighbours and 

with non-indigenous traders post-contact. The incursions of the colonial government under 

Governor James Douglas saw the establishment of a treaty59 covering not only Gabriola Island 

but much of present-day Nanaimo, Cedar, and Lantzville that confined the Indigenous population 

to small parcels of land but guaranteed their right to hunt and fish on their former territories. That 

treaty was breached with the introduction of the Land Registry Act (1860), which allowed 

 
58 I contacted the BC Registrar of Societies to get a listing of the registered non-profit societies on 
Gabriola but was advised that they could only provide the information if I paid for each record. The BC 
government is on record that it values the contribution of the voluntary sector but seems to believe that it 
has no responsibility for keeping track of the number of non-profit societies that exist although they are 
required under the Society Act to be registered.  
59 This was one of several treaties negotiated on Vancouver Island and surrounding islands, commonly 
referred to as the Douglas Treaties.  
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individuals (excluding the Snuneymuxw) to pre-empt up to 160 acres, conditional on making 

improvements. Within 20 years Gabriola was carved up into 100 privately owned parcels60 

(Gabriola Museum and Historical Society, 2015). Those who acquired the preempted lands came 

with the intention of farming to support Nanaimo’s growing coal industry. Although there were 

as many as 19 families farming on Gabriola in 1874, with the exceptions of a few pockets across 

the island, the soil was poor. Farming as a viable activity eventually proved unsustainable with 

the creation of the Esquimalt and Nanaimo Railway (1887), which could easily supply food from 

Vancouver Island farms. Subsistence farming continued as a supplement to work in the various 

local industries that emerged and disappeared over time, including brickworks, a diatomaceous61 

earth mine, a sandstone quarry, the Silva Bay shipyard, logging, and commercial fishing.  

With the introduction of a government ferry service in 1931 (Gabriola Museum and 

Historical Society, 2019), the island became more accessible, and increasingly attractive to 

people from Vancouver Island and the mainland. By 1960 the population was approximately 450. 

The late 60s and 70s saw increasing land speculation with Vancouver developers Les and Syd 

Harrison creating 600 half-acre lots on the north-west side of Gabriola, followed by Nanaimo 

Mayor Frank Ney who subdivided another 200 lots (Gabriola Museum and Historical Society, 

2019). It was this rampant land speculation that prompted the provincial government to introduce 

the Islands Trust Act (1974).  

Gabriola’s present-day economy is a mix of activities, ranging from wage labour (with 

people working both on- and off-island), pension and transfer payment income, and small 

businesses. It is estimated that there are over 600 businesses on Gabriola, of which home-based 

 
60 The only exceptions were two tiny Indian Reserves representing the “smallest reserve per capita land 
base of any First Nation in BC” (Gabriola Museum and Historical Society). 
61 Among other things, diatomaceous earth is used in filtration systems, cosmetics, as an abrasive (e.g., 
toothpaste), and an absorbent for liquids (e.g., cat litter). (Gehlbach, 2010).  
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businesses make up a significant proportion (approximately 68%)62. The total number of 

businesses is hard to quantify because neither the Islands Trust nor the RDN require business 

licences. Over half of the businesses are operated by people over the age of 50 and by women. It 

is notable that 2% of business owners identified themselves as LGBTQ63 and several stated that 

“support for the LBGTQ community was a factor in . . . choosing to move to start a business on 

Gabriola” (p. 3)64.  

With a population of 4033, Gabriola is able to sustain an array of local services including 

food, pharmaceuticals, some clothing and footwear, hardware and homewares, optical, dental, 

medical and lab services, a bakery, restaurants, a variety of retail services, professional services, 

veterinary and pet care, a full range of construction and property care services, automotive and 

marine services, personal care services, financial services (banking and insurance), and taxi and 

community bus service.  

Business owners rank the following as the biggest challenges they face: a lack of skilled, 

qualified workers; lack of a consistent client base (especially in the winter); jurisdiction issues; 

and bylaws, zoning, and red tape (Wave Consulting Ltd., 2016, p. 26). A persistent problem for 

businesses and the social and economic health of the community is reported to be the lack of 

affordable housing.  

Although it has been over two decades since the last major logging took place on 

Gabriola, many Gabriolans see resource extraction as continuing to play a fundamental role in 

the local economy. Historically, the economy was dependent on a broad array of resource 

 
62 Permissive Local Trust bylaws and lack of licensing requirements may explain the high percentage of 
home-based businesses (Wave Consulting Ltd., 2016, p. 7). 
63 The research survey participation of people identifying as LGBTQ was 5%.  
64 The project was carried out by Wave Consulting Ltd.; I was a principal of Wave at the time of the 
research.  
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extraction activities including logging, fishing, farming, water extraction, sandstone quarrying, 

and mining65. While no longer a primary economic driver, the island economy continues to 

include small-scale logging, fishing, water extraction, quarrying, and a growing number of 

farming enterprises. And as Dave Hendry, a retired miner, notes, although oil extraction is “a 

hated industry on a large portion of the island,” some people work in mining and other extractive 

industries off-island but “keep their money . . . and their life here”.  

Gabriola respondents are conscious of the connection between resource extraction 

occurring elsewhere and the materials and manufactured goods that show up on the island and 

must be utilized and disposed of, either through complete consumption and/or conversion or 

disposal. Disposal is a challenge on many islands, first because (as with Gabriola) there is no 

landfill, and second, because there is a cost to having materials shipped off island. Thus, the 

Gabriola Island Recycling Organization (GIRO) plays a large role in managing consumption 

waste. In 2011, GIRO collected and recycled 159.33 metric tons of materials (Gabriola Island 

Recycling Organization, 2016), arguably a form of secondary resource extraction.  

The evolution of Gabriola’s economy illustrates the processes of accumulation by 

dispossession and later the state’s efforts to regulate those impacts. First, the state engaged in a 

treaty process to contain the Indigenous population in confined spaces, freeing up territory for 

capital interests, and subsequently preempted Snuneymuxw lands, privileging development 

rights for the non-indigenous population over those of the original occupants. The doctrine that 

land not populated or used for resource extraction was essentially ‘empty land’, was used to 

remove a decimated Indigenous population replacing them with a small, struggling non-

indigenous population engaged in marginal economic activities. Rather than being valued for 

 
65 Sandstone quarrying took place from the mid 1890s to 1912 and again in the 1930s (Gehlbach, 2008). 
Diatomaceous earth extraction took place during the late 1930s (Doe, 2010).  
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extraction, land became a speculative commodity for developers. By the 1970s, the state, 

recognizing the negative consequences of unrestrained development, took action to regulate land 

use in the Gulf Islands, setting the stage for the conflicts Gabriola would experience in the 1990s.     

The Experience of Rupture -- Gabriola and the Global Economy 

Globalization has caused people to be displaced because capital has relocated to more efficient 

markets. That was well understood by the people that brought globalization in because that’s 

what its purpose was, but I don’t think they told everybody that that was what was going to 

happen or had a backup plan—Steve Wohlleben, local developer. 

Arguably, the most significant rupture event in Gabriola’s history occurred when the 

lands belonging to the Snuneymuxw people were pre-empted under the auspices of the Land 

Registry Act (1860). In stark terms, the preemption of Snuneymuxw land displaced “a seasonal, 

integrated economy” (Kuokkanen, 2011, p. 6) and replaced it with a struggling subsistence66 

economy which sustained a population of roughly 450 people up until the 1970s. The 

Snuneymuxw have never forgotten the breach of treaty which, had it been honoured, would have 

recognized “their title to lands, laws and jurisdiction, and was intended to protect their culture, 

way of life and economy” (Gabriola Museum and Historical Society, 2015). Their persistence 

was recently rewarded after a 20-year settlement process, culminating in reparation for the loss 

of 32 hectares of land in the Nanaimo area. The settlement provides the Snuneymuxw with $49 

million from the Federal government— “the largest specific-claim agreement in BC history” -- 

as well as a commitment to return land to the Snuneymuxw people. The federal government 

 
66 Kuokkanen disputes the pejorative use of the term ‘subsistence’ economy, describing the historical 
economy as a seasonal, integrated economy made up of a variety of economic pursuits sustained by 
“traditional social organization” (Rauna Kuokkanen, Indigenous Economies, Theories of Subsistence, and 
Women, 2011).  



Globalization’s Ruptures and Responses 

 146 

acquired and set aside 280 acres in the Nanaimo area and approximately 1000 acres on Gabriola 

(Times Colonist, 2016) to address unsettled claims.  

Although some Gabriolan research participants are concerned about the implications of 

the Snuneymuxw acquiring land on Gabriola, there is a strong and long-standing67 sentiment in 

support of engaging in respectful discussions with the Snuneymuxw. As amateur historian Nick 

Doe observes, “We are quite literally living on one of their villages68. Whatever we do needs to 

be fair to everyone.” At the same time, some are perplexed about how to engage with the 

Snuneymuxw and are rightfully concerned that they do not have enough knowledge to engage 

meaningfully. 

While the intervening century was not without trauma, this research focuses on the 

ruptures triggered by the recessions of the 1980s and 1990s. These ruptures not only shaped 

attitudes about corporatization and globalization, they also had a significant effect on the social 

and economic health of the community. According to Gabriola business owners, Wohlleben and 

McCollum, these recessions resulted in two major impacts: job loss and increased workloads for 

those who maintained their jobs, along with depressed land prices. These effects are consistent 

with other coastal communities’ experience described by Ommer.  

The two recessions culminated in an event that would shape Gabriola for the next two 

decades—a subdivision proposal by logging company Weldwood of Canada. In addition to other 

coastal holdings, Weldwood of Canada, Inc. owned almost 3000 acres on Gabriola Island 

representing approximately 23% of the island. In 1990 the company, facing increased interface 

 
67 At the time the federal government purchased land on Gabriola in the mid 1990s to set aside for treaty 
settlement, a group of Gabriolans (Gabriolans Affirming Treaty Entitlement) organized themselves to 
rebut negative and racist comments made at public meetings (email correspondence with Jenni Gehlbach 
November 21, 2016). 
68 There is significant evidence of Snuneymuxw occupation of Gabriola from multiple middens to 
petroglyph sites. 
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conflicts between residents and logging operations as the populations of coastal and island 

communities grew, decided to dispose of its Coastal Logging Division, including its Gabriola 

holdings, and engage in a process with the community to try to realize full market value for its 

Gabriola holdings and simultaneously leave land to the community (Dunsmoor-Farley, 2013). 

Former Regional Director Howard Houle, a long-time Gabriola resident, clearly links Weldwood 

to the recessions: noting the money was no longer there for the logging company in the timber, 

rather it was in the rezoning of the land and its potential resale value. 

Weldwood, having observed the conflicts competitor Macmillan Bloedel was embroiled 

in on Galiano Island and Clayoquot Sound, was determined to avoid such an outcome. 

Weldwood was approached by real estate consultant Herb Auerbach, who proposed that the 

company work with the community to jointly create a bare-land strata residential subdivision 

plan on part of Weldwood’s holdings in exchange for providing approximately 2000 acres to the 

community (Dunsmoor-Farley, 2013). The planning process lasted almost four years, and despite 

efforts to create a community ‘good’; the result, according to former RDN Director, Howard 

Houle, was bitter, acrimonious conflict and “deep rifts in the community” which remain today. 

Ultimately, the land was sold to local private interests and logged.  

The impact of Weldwood’s withdrawal from Gabriola was not economic: the company 

had always used off-island loggers and truckers to harvest and transport logs to Vancouver Island 

sorting facilities, and thus there was no significant economic consequences other than the lost 

opportunity to realize the lands’ development potential and the foregone construction revenue. 

The real impact was the animosity and divisiveness engendered between those who believed the 

project would be good for the community and those who believed it was a corporatist initiative 

that would result in a ‘gated’ community on Gabriola. But the Weldwood proposal was only the 
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spark that ignited a growing sense that the island was being taken over by outsiders who did not 

share the same cultural values as locals69. The1991 population of 2579 increased to 3412 by 

1996, an increase of 32% over five years during which the Weldwood discussions were 

happening (BC Stats, n.d.). While it is unlikely that Gabriolans were overtly conscious of the 

degree of population growth, they were certainly observing subtle changes in their community as 

new people brought new attitudes and perspectives. Ultimately, the Local Trust Committee 

withdrew the bylaws that would have enabled the subdivision to proceed. Those against the 

Weldwood proposal were only able to delay development: Weldwood’s Gabriola holdings were 

eventually sold to a local logger who clearcut the lands and resold them to several different 

interests. Of those parcels, one resulted in a housing development and the transfer of 707 acres to 

the community for parkland70. But 1000 acres in three non-contiguous parcels were purchased by 

the federal and provincial governments and set aside for potential future treaty settlements. These 

are the lands (Times Colonist, 2016) currently under consideration as a part of the Snuneymuxw 

land claim settlement. 

Both the dispossession of the Snuneymuxw from their traditional lands and the 

Weldwood proposal stemmed from the incursions of global capital. And the reactions to ruptures 

generated by global capital may underpin attitudes expressed by some of the research 

participants regarding an appropriate economy informed by aspirations of self-sufficiency and 

sustainable development. 

 
69 There is a certain irony in this. Many of those opposing Weldwood arrived on the island as hippies in 
the 1970s outnumbering the resident population whose primary source of income was resource extraction 
activities like logging, fishing and farming and disrupting the existing culture. Now long-term Gabriolans, 
these former hippies are now having to contend with a new influx of outsiders.   
70 A second development proposal is currently before the Local Trust Committee and although not rising 
to the same level of acrimony as the Weldwood proposal, it is certainly provoking heated debate, in part 
because the proponent is a wealthy American.  
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Figure 3: Land Set Aside for Treaty Settlement  

Adapted from: Times Colonist, November 20, 2016 

Local Sustainability in the Context of the Global 

Initially research participants’ responses to the global economy presented as a localized 

resistance to development, but slowly as more people came to the island, attracted to the rural 

lifestyle, resistance transformed to a larger concern about sustainability. Yet, despite experiences 

of rupture and evidence of the impact of the global economy on Gabriola, many Gabriolans 

interviewed and surveyed feel either insulated from the global economy or believe that through 

their actions they can mitigate effects locally. “We are away from some of the large International 

companies that soak up the money and pay little to workers. We are being more dependant [sic] 

on loans of course still but we are working at being more self-sufficient. We are working and 

managing our own community” (survey respondent). These results are surprising given that the 

island faces significant challenges in meeting its own consumption needs. For instance, a report 

on food security commissioned by the Island Trust Council suggests that most Trust communities 
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have enough food to last for just three days if supply lines are broken. Given that 95% of 

Gabriola’s food comes on the ferry, (Kazmierowski, 2012) a disruption in the supply chain could 

have significant consequences. As one survey respondent observed,  

We get most of our energy from elsewhere. Almost all the stuff sold in Gabriola stores is 

from elsewhere. All the building supplies for all the homes on the island came from off 

island. All the vehicles are from off island. All the pension income comes mostly from 

global investments in companies doing god knows what. Maybe CPP comes from 

Canadian taxes, but the taxes are mostly dependent on the global economy. To my mind 

there is no question that Gabriola is deeply intertwined in the global economy, but we are 

making progress towards getting disengaged—survey respondent. 

It is perhaps this idea of ‘progress towards disengagement’ that causes people to believe 

the island can be insulated from the effects of the global economy. This effect may be magnified 

by being ‘islanded’ or, as one person described it, living in “a bubble”. Howard Houle, former 

Regional District of Nanaimo Director, believes Gabriolans exposure to global events “make[s] 

us a little bit more aware of how good we have it and maybe that will inspire us to do things . . . 

to change”. Faced with this ‘risk’ world (Beck, 2010), Houle believes that Gabriola acts as a kind 

of protective bubble where people, although aware of events in other parts of the world, feel they 

can, through their actions, buffer themselves from the impacts of globalization.  

Despite some Gabriolans’ sense of living in a protective bubble, global impacts are 

significant and immediate, including pressures to allow Cape-size tankers71 to anchor off the east 

 
71 Refers to cargo ships too large to transit the Suez or Panama Canals thus routing via either Cape Horn 
or the Cape of Good Hope. 
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coast of Gabriola due to the expansion of marine shipping in the Port of Vancouver7273; rising oil 

prices which affect a highly car dependent community74; rising housing costs fueled by 

overheated markets in Vancouver and Victoria; and unstable financial markets which create 

insecurity for the large number of retired Gabriolans dependent on investment income. The 

threats described above result from differing understandings of the use value of land, and 

disjunctures and pressures on the global supply chain, something that may seem remote from 

Gabriola, but that infuses every element of island life. In the former instance, the use values of 

land are understood by Gabriolans in terms which might be described as esoteric—for instance, 

the intrinsic value of natural spaces—in addition to the extrinsic value associated with 

commodity extraction for market exchange. Exchange implies movement through space (i.e., 

products brought to market) and price formation is deeply impacted by location (e.g., 

transportation costs, supply chain, etc.). If we understand use value as the interaction between 

that which is fixed or absolute (i.e., the land) and that which is variable or relative (i.e., 

commodities exchange), we can see how Gabriolans are caught in a dilemma in trying to balance 

use value against exchange value. And if we consider commodities exchange, we can see, in the 

freighter anchorage issue, a vulnerability in a supply chain which, although located in a different 

physical place, impacts both use and exchange value.  

 
72 According to Gabriola Anchor Rage, 170 vessels required anchorage in the Gulf Islands in 2014, 
roughly a 700% increase over the number in 2009.  https://gafa.ca/2019/07/10/gafa-hoping-to-take-
anchorage-fight-to-new-levels/  
  
73 The federal government announced the twinning of the Kinder Morgan pipeline moving crude oil from 
Alberta to Burnaby, BC and the expansion of the tanker facility located across the Strait of Georgia from 
Gabriola where it would be loaded onto freighters destined for Asia. (Tasker, 2016). 
74 Car dependency is due to the size of the island, the distance between properties and the need of a 
portion of the population to work on Vancouver Island. This has been mitigated somewhat by the 
establishment of a community bus service and increasing use of bicycles.  
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Whether despite the above conditions or because of them, there is on Gabriola a strong 

community narrative about the potential for achieving sustainability, about the virtues of a 

community that pulls together, and excitement about young families moving to the island to 

engage in farming. But Chloe Straw, a young Gabriola self-described entrepreneur, worries that 

the spirit of neighbourliness and having a very strongly knit community  

is heavily tinted by rose-coloured glasses. Middle class to upper class folks could 

probably do all right, they have resources and land to start a garden but people who rely 

on the food bank might not fare as well. We have a lot of great models for sustainability 

and self-sufficiency here, but a lot of people on the island are in that privileged position 

where it’s almost more like a lifestyle choice.  

The sense of living in a protective ‘bubble’ has another aspect: a subtle distrust of those 

from outside the community, whether it be provincial politicians insensitive to what many 

islanders imagine as unique local needs, foreigners buying property or businesses, or non-

resident landowners. Gabriolan research participants’ attitudes to foreign ownership of properties 

or businesses can be summarized around two concerns. First, as Fay Weller notes, foreign 

owners would not understand the Gulf Island culture—“their world is based on a capital 

economy and they don’t actually see or believe in any other economy and so when they come 

into a community like Gabriola in which the social economy is so strong, they ignore it, bump 

against it and don’t expect it, and therefore there is with that space, room for a clash”. The 

second concern is that outsiders would not be committed to the ecologically rare physical place. 

For former trustee Susan Yates, this means: “Every person on this planet needs to be invested in 

their own community as much as possible. When you walk out your door, you need to know at 

least three pieces of ground cover, three shrubs and three trees. If you don’t, you shouldn’t be 
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living here”. Yates’ remarks reflect the extreme interpretation of ‘preserve and protect’, which 

emerges in representations of those who support the object of the Trust as ‘ruralistas’75 and those 

who support policies which are perceived to be in conflict, such as a bridge or increasing density, 

are cast as ‘urbanites’. At a more tangible level, Gabriolans are looking for those who invest in 

Gabriola to provide local benefits to the capital and social economies like jobs and contributions 

to local initiatives. 

This protectiveness is partly fueled by a phenomenon faced by many island communities: 

properties bought for investment or for seasonal use that either sit empty or are rented seasonally. 

As Howard Houle notes, although non-resident foreign owners pay taxes and make few demands 

on infrastructure, they also contribute little other than keeping the housing market artificially 

high. His concerns are not specific to ‘foreign’ owners but to absentee owners. The 2016 census 

indicates 844 homes on Gabriola that are not occupied on a year-round basis. Together with the 

portion of the resident property owners who go south for part of the winter, this has a significant 

effect on the economy in terms of loss of revenue and reducing or curtailing the housing supply. 

In a community with a shortage of affordable rental housing this is a big concern. Videographer 

Jules Molloy describes the paradox of “. . . people looking for a stable living situation and having 

places sit empty” noting [“t]here are a lot of vacation homes here and it’s a very quiet way of 

neutralizing some part of the economy”.  

Although Gabriolans interviewed and surveyed appear reluctantly to recognize they are 

part of, and affected by the global economy, they believe that they can act to achieve 

sustainability. Gabriolans have a conservative view of a sustainable economy, valuing managed 

 
75 The term emerged during the 2004 municipal referendum. 
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growth76 balanced with ecological carrying capacity77. While not all Gabriolans agree with a 

‘static state’ economy, an ethic of sustainability78 permeates much of the discussion about 

economic development on the island. Carrying capacity is particularly important in a community 

with no public water or sewerage systems. Each landowner is responsible for getting water either 

from their own wells or rainwater catchment systems or through purchase. Similarly, each 

property must dispose of its own sewage in a way that does not negatively impact their own or 

anyone else’s water supply. This involves an implicit social contract that each person will act for 

the common good. The island geography reinforces a belief that it is possible to achieve self-

sufficiency in a “closed system”. Although Gabriola has relatively easy access to goods and 

services in Nanaimo, there is a strong emphasis on local reliance or inter-reliance, described by 

Tatha Cornish as “turning towards each other for the resources to build each other’s enterprises”.  

Gabriolans who participated in the research understand a sustainable economy as one 

with diversified economic activities, increased local production and purchasing, and, an 

emphasis on local employment. Planning for such an economy would anticipate the needs of 

future generations and engage everyone—workers, businesses, financiers, and people who need 

and use services. A sustainable economy would be versatile and flexible, focusing on 

entrepreneurship and alternative business models (for example, co-ops). But Gabriolans are 

faced with many challenges in trying to achieve a sustainable economy, in particular the 

 
76 The Gabriola Island Official Community Plan, while not explicitly limiting growth, has, through its 
land use regulations, limited the number of densities (the number of dwellings that can be built on a 
property) available on the island.  
77 The term is frequently used on Gabriola as shorthand for limiting growth. Based on current zoning, the 
potential exists for 10,000 people to live on Gabriola (based on 2.3 people per household. Whether or not 
that would be desirable for a community that regards itself as rural is another question.   
78 The concept of an “ethic of sustainability” is premised on acting with the interests of future generations 
in mind and depends on individuals exercising personal responsibility for transformative change. See also 
F. Weller.  
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dependence on state agencies to provide supports such as accessible, affordable health care, 

housing and education scaled to the local context, and access to reliable ferry service. The desire 

for a sustainable food supply exemplifies the challenges.  

With a three-day food supply in the event of a ferry service disruption, it is not surprising 

that Gabriolans are strongly focused on increasing local food production and creating alternative 

power sources. Nonetheless, there are substantial challenges to implementing these sustainability 

efforts. For instance, local meat and egg operations must adhere to standards aimed at addressing 

risks associated with large-scale, industrial production. Risk is not considered in terms of scale. 

This demonstrates the tension between a capital economy which seeks the highest profit by 

reducing costs and the state which attempts to regulate industrial food production to minimize 

negative health outcomes79. The problems for food security and sovereignty80 are catalogued in a 

2012 study commissioned by the Islands Trust Council. It noted that small-hold producers must 

navigate seven pieces of provincial legislation—in a regulatory environment that emphasizes 

“food as a commodity, focuses on large-scale production, homogenous products, corporate 

control of agricultural inputs (seeds, fertilizers, pesticides) and outputs (processing, packaging, 

distribution, marketing), energy and chemical intensive production methods and profit 

maximization” (Kazmierowski, 2012, p. 13). This highlights the challenges for small, non-

industrial producers, such as Gabriola’s meat and egg producers, attempting to operate within a 

regulatory system designed for industrial food production.  

The Trust sees its role as “supporting and enabling relocalization”; however, the 

characteristics of farming in the Trust area suggest accomplishing this objective will be difficult. 

 
79 A recent example is the e. coli contamination of Robin Hood flours nationwide (Canadian Broadcasting 
Corporation, 2017). 
80 Food security and sovereignty is defined as local control of a sustainable supply of nutritious, 
acceptable and available foods (Kazmierowski). 
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Over half of farmers are 55 or over (Kazmierowski, 2012, pp. 18-19). Almost 70% of farmers 

have earnings of under $10,000 per year and 60% supplement their farming income with full or 

part time work (Kazmierowski, 2012, pp. 27-28). And on Gabriola, between 1996 and 2006, 

farms declined by 12% while over the same period farm market value increased (Kazmierowski, 

2012, p. 20). Local farmers face problems throughout the supply chain: from difficulty finding 

housing for seasonal workers to lacking a coherent system for getting product to market.  

Despite these challenges, Gabriola research participants believe achieving a viable, local, 

environmentally responsible economy is possible and will depend on engaging citizens, 

community organizations, and local businesses as key actors, rather than a top-down activity 

driven by government. The emphasis on the significant role of citizens in creating a sustainable 

economy reflects three themes: citizens as consumers of local goods and services who can shape 

the economy through their purchasing decisions; the importance of the social economy in 

addressing gaps in local services in particular through volunteerism; and the sense that grassroots 

activity rather than top-down policies and programs are instrumental to creating changes in 

government policies and programs—that the actions of citizens will result in “local governments 

chang[ing] accordingly” (survey respondent). But, as the next section describes, Gabriola faces 

significant challenges in sustaining community health and wellbeing, notwithstanding its strong 

civil society infrastructure.  

Economic and Social Capacity and Challenges 

“I see people coming in driving expensive foreign luxury cars and living in waterfront 

homes and doing very well and my next patient will be somebody who’s struggling on disability 

or assistance and they might even live within 500 meters of one another in this community and 

that I think is something that is unique to this setting” (Dr. Tracey Thorne) 
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Most Gabriolans interviewed and surveyed express a strong sense of community, pointing 

to attitudes, actions and the wealth of organizations devoted to health and wellbeing, and 

underpinned by a profound attachment to place. And certainly the 52 formal community 

organizations81—roughly one organization for every 78 Gabriolans—supports that conclusion. 

Luanne and Don McCollum, former owners of Village Foods and long-time islanders believe 

“the quality of the community and the world you live in is the result of the efforts of the citizens 

that live there and to whatever degree you can contribute . . .. Paying your taxes isn’t enough. 

You have to contribute . . . it’s really about creating a good community”. The McCollum’s 

perspective is echoed by former Trustee Heather O’Sullivan who describes Gabriola as “a 

community where people work together for the common good; one where you know and support 

your neighbour. Where there’s consideration for all members of the community, regardless of 

race, gender, age, economic status, etc. Where members of the community value their 

community as more than just a place that they happen to live”. These comments exemplify 

Tuan’s ‘fields of care’ which reflects the “emotional investments that people make in different 

places” (1996, p. 444). On Gabriola, these investments are reflected in a community that is 

described as “caring”, “supportive”, “inclusive”, and “close-knit”. Those interviewed and 

surveyed also describe a community with deep activist roots which transform resistance into 

action through innovation, creativity and connectivity. Underpinning these qualities are strong 

attachments to place, in which the physical space is perceived as an actor not simply a landscape.  

However, beneath the surface of this communality, there are a number of challenging 

problems. Although a 2011 health and wellbeing survey found that on a 10-point Life 

 
81 Taken from the listings in the local telephone directory. Does not include informal network 
organizations like Sustainable Gabriola or the Mac Users Group, or performance groups like the Island 
Singers, or the Gabriola Chamber Ensemble, or recreational groups like badminton, volleyball, pickleball, 
baseball, etc.  
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Satisfaction Scale Gabriolans ranked their satisfaction at 7.9 compared to Victoria and Canada 

(7.6) and Denmark—described as the happiest country in the world at 8.2. (Weller, Gabriola 

Island Health and Wellbeing Survey, 2011) -- those averages are deceptive, because, as Weller 

observes “there were some that were not doing well and those were ones that felt that they didn’t 

have enough money to live on.” Weller notes that a “really crucial part of wellbeing of a 

community is that you don’t have a big gap between those who are doing well and those who are 

not, that if you decrease the gap you actually increase the overall wellbeing of the community”. 

Physician Tracey Thorne echoes this perspective, noting that while improvements have taken 

place—for instance, expanded social services, and increased access to mental health services and 

supports. Some parts of the community “are teetering on the edge of health” and while some 

people may have good physical health “there’s still a lot of lonely and isolated people in our 

community”. The evidence of these observations exists in some rarely talked about statistics: 

• 40% of Gabriola’s children are low income;  

• in 2017, seven of the elementary school’s 170 students had lost a parent to an opioid 

overdose; 

•  the homeless ratio is 1:6582 compared to the provincial rate of 1:653 and the 

Nanaimo rate of 1:270 ; and  

• prior to 2016, the suicide rate was significantly higher than the provincial average 

prompting the Regional Medical Health Officer to describe it as approaching a level 

that would demand a coordinated public health response.   

Thorne’s and Weller’s observations gesture towards a series of interconnected and not 

easily solved problems: the age imbalance; low income levels; a lack of living wage jobs; limited 

 
82 Social worker Angela Pounds identified 62 homeless during the latest homelessness count.   
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affordable and accessible housing; and high transportation costs. Moreover, the implications of a 

population whose median age is 61 and dependent on pension income are two-fold. First, this 

age group will require increasing levels of support services but will be limited in their ability to 

pay. Second, having acquired most of the things they will need (e.g., a home, furnishings, 

appliances, vehicles, etc.), their spending is focused on the basics—food, transportation, housing 

and, if they have the means, non-essential items. In other words, their consumption does little to 

stimulate the economy.  

Although land prices on Gabriola are relatively cheap compared to other Gulf Islands and 

nearby cities, it is difficult to attract working-age people without being able to offer a living 

wage. As one respondent noted, “Gabriola is in danger of becoming a preserve for the wealthy if 

ordinary people cannot afford to live and work here”. In the absence of local jobs, a proportion of 

working age people must work off-island, but the cost of ferry transportation is prohibitive to 

many. As one person noted, “rapidly rising ferry costs have seriously affected the ability of 

families to maintain a respectable standard of living and have caused untold stress and hardship 

for a significant number of people”. For instance, for a two-parent family with two children to go 

swimming in Nanaimo (the closest aquatic centre), the cost would be $82.85 ($61.35 for the 

ferry and $21.50 for the Aquatic Centre); if the family had a BC Ferries Experience Card (a 

discount card which requires a minimum front end buy in of $115.00), the cost would be $58.80 

of which $37.30 would be ferry costs. As one person noted: “for this community to be and 

remain healthy, we need to support young people, who in turn help support our elderly”, 

reflecting the importance of a diverse age range.  

Gabriola’s low wages result from its reliance on a predominantly seasonal service 

economy, requiring workers to have multiple jobs to survive. For those who are poor or come 
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here because they are attracted to Gabriola as a safe haven, the anemic economy can make life 

very challenging. And with a vacancy rate close to zero percent, and limited affordable housing, 

the situation is even more precarious. As Heather O’Sullivan observes, “I think a lot of people 

are closer to the edge economically, and they make economic sacrifices in order to be here 

because they believe that this is the quality of life and the style of life and the community, they 

want to be part of”. 

Despite these challenges, many of the people interviewed and surveyed choose to stay on 

the island, and indicated a willingness to endure a certain amount of hardship to do so: “I love it 

here, and I am willing to exhaust several avenues to stay if finances become an unmanageable 

reality. The only reason I would leave is if the character and natural beauty of the place were 

destroyed by over-crowding and over development”. Perhaps the higher percentage prepared to 

stay reflects the large proportion of the population living on retirement income who are 

financially secure: “I don’t need to earn a living since I have pensions . . . but I do need people to 

find work here so there are services and a balanced community”. And as Thorne observes “a lot 

of people who are barely getting by, but perhaps choosing to live that way so they can stay here”. 

And as a result, people are “always preparing for the next thing to happen.” So how do 

individuals, organizations and institutions respond to this uncertainty? 

Regulation Modalities 

Just as global production networks “shudder” and “mutate” (Dicken et al), institutions 

like the state, civil society and households shift and adjust to respond to ever-changing 

circumstances. Communities are not passive players in responding to the ingressions of global 

capital—both intuitively and intentionally, communities take steps to moderate the impacts, but 

their responses do not necessarily result in coherent, reasoned actions as the comment above 
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about ‘preparing for the next thing to happen’ suggests. Gabriolans’ responses are underpinned 

by a strong anti-global/anti-capital sentiment which, although not shared by all, is easily aroused 

when problems arise. Former Local Trustee and longtime community member Susan Yates sums 

it up: “The capital economy that we are using right now is killing us, killing the environment, 

killing people. The type of capitalism that we all have to engage in to be part of society is just 

wrong”. Nonetheless, Gabriolans are engaged in the global economy but work to moderate its 

effects through interventions within the social, household and political economies.  

The community has developed an extensive, robust social economy out of necessity in 

the absence of services, systems and infrastructure typically available elsewhere through the 

state. The intensity of activities at the social and household level is partly due to the ways in 

which the state manifests itself and the spaces it occupies or leaves vacant. Gabriolans surveyed 

were highly critical of the provincial and federal levels of government, seeing them as either 

indifferent to the needs of a small rural community (for instance road maintenance policies 

meant for larger urban settings, a commuter ferry service based on cost recovery as opposed to 

being a form of public transportation, health services scaled to an urban setting) or as acting in 

direct opposition to local interests (proposing freighter anchorages off the shore of the island). 

While Gabriola research participants can be critical of local government (LTC and RDN), they 

generally support the ‘preserve and protect’ mandate and appreciate government that is “not in 

your face”.  

Gabriolans surveyed and interviewed view a sustainable economy as one which eschews 

unfettered growth for managed growth balanced by ecological carrying capacity and is 

underpinned by an implicit social contract that each person will act for the common good, with a 

strong emphasis on local reliance or inter-reliance, described by Tatha Cornish as “turning 
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towards each other for the resources to build each other’s enterprises”. For Gabriolans, a 

sustainable economy is one which is diverse, responsive to local need, provides local 

employment, and engages and is supported by Gabriolans. A sustainable economy will foster 

entrepreneurship and alternative business models and focus on the long term. However, 

sustainability is also dependent on the availability of infrastructure like accessible, affordable 

health care, education, ferries, and roads.  

Gabriolans manage their relationship to the global economy through a finely modulated, 

interconnected set of responses in the social and household economies which are shaped to either 

complement or supplement state activities. Gabriola’s household economy acts both as a driver 

and regulator of consumption and as a way to control externalities such as GHG emissions. Yates 

and Cornish emphasize the household economy as the place where people can exercise some 

control through their choices. Cornish notes that “the choices we make . . . impact our own 

family and personal life, but we have a huge impact on the health of our community and our 

planet” and that “in finding ways to meet our needs for sustenance we’re creating resilience in 

our ability to take care of our needs and we’re minimizing our negative impacts through the 

purchases and services that we’re accessing for the needs that we can’t meet ourselves”.  

Underpinning research participants’ appreciation for the social economy is the sense that 

it is “directed by the community, not from someone from afar”. Gabriolans tend to understand 

the enacting of these social and household economies as acts of resistance and autonomy -- as 

Fay Weller observes “the majority of transactions that involve value actually are not in the 

capital economy”. But these transactions and relationships also sustain the capital economy, 

providing a buffer against capital’s negative impacts—an essential element of “the capital-citizen 

accord” necessary to support unimpeded capital accumulation (Jessop, 182). Thus, both wage 
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labour and non-wage labour (i.e., through household and social economies) are necessary to 

sustain the market economy. For some Gabriolans, efforts to work outside of capital are intended 

as antidotes to reframe the economic space. In this way, individuals are actors with the capacity 

to shape not only the market economy but to create alternatives to the normative capital dialectic. 

The emergence of EmPower Gabriola (Sustainable Energy Co-op of BC) demonstrates 

Gabriolans’ willingness to engage at the margin of the capital economy and the challenges 

inherent in doing that. Initially at least two energy projects aimed to reduce greenhouse gas 

emissions on the island, one as a non-profit (GabEnergy Solar Photovoltaic Program), and one 

as a volunteer-run buyer’s club (Island Futures Heat Pump Program). With a growing interest in 

using co-operative governance models, EmPower Gabriola became the logical place to vest the 

various energy initiatives which now include solar energy, heat pumps, biodiesel and portable 

energy and storage (Goal Zero). For both the Heat Pump and the Goal Zero programs the co-op 

acts as a distributor. And in a subsequent development an investment co-op has been established 

which will enable Gabriolans to invest in island solar energy projects.  

These programs sought to reduce the island’s dependence on both imported electricity 

and hydro consumption. The business model could be described as a co-op buyers’ club; bulk 

purchasing power makes it possible to get units directly from the manufacturer at wholesale. In 

the case of the Heat Pump program, the cost difference is significant: off-island distributors 

normally have a 100% mark-up on the $2800 wholesale price. The Gabriola Heat Pump program 

sells for the wholesale price plus $200. Since 2010, almost 700 units have been sold. This did not 

go unnoticed by Nanaimo contractors, who complained to the wholesaler that the Gabriola Heat 

Pump Program was competing unfairly and asked that the wholesaler no longer sell to them. An 

agreement was reached between the wholesaler and Island Futures restricting the program to 
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Gabriola Island. But as one of the program’s initiators, Bob McKechnie, notes, “This all works 

because Chris and I are doing what we do on a volunteer basis; we don’t charge anything for the 

fair bit of work we do. That’s the big key to the success of this enterprise . . . if we had to make 

our living off selling heat pumps it'd be a different story”.  

The heat pump program’s primary purpose is to increase the use of heat pumps on the 

island and, as the reaction of Nanaimo competitors shows, exposes how communities’ attempts 

to exert local control are constrained by market structures which prioritize profit and, although, 

touting marketplace competition, attempt to control such competition. Efforts to work outside of 

the prescribed normative structures of the capital economy are met with resistance. But operating 

in the grey zone between social and capital economies comes at a price. As Tracey Thorne notes, 

the work done by volunteers could provide jobs for Gabriolans. Social and household 

reproduction is, by its nature, unpredictable and contingent. Gabriola’s robust social economy is 

underpinned by a household economy supported by pension and retirement income, which fuels 

the market economy. While this capacity can probably be sustained in the short term, the 

community will need to address how it will maintain its social economy, especially if the 

community is successful in attracting more young people; young families are often at a time in 

their lives where volunteering may be challenging.  

The conditions described above (the demographics, a strong social economy) and 

matrixed local government responsibilities, create an environment for action: Fay Weller 

describes her voice as arising from “doing, taking positive action more so than voting against 

things or arguing against things; my influence stems from the acting, the doing”. One might 

understand Weller’s ‘influence’, ‘acting’ and ‘doing’ as elements of autonomous governance. In 

fact, the perceived shortcomings and gaps in Gabriola’s governance regime seem to act as 
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stimulants to take collective autonomous action. As Chloe Straw observes, Gabriola feels like a 

“place where we can start to cultivate a better world. It feels possible here because people know 

each other and care about each other83 and have the willingness to actually try to do things 

differently and because we have the freedom of not being overly regulated by outside bodies, we 

can actually kind of challenge some of the status quo and create our own systems and 

structures.”  

Gabriolans’ response to governance gaps is to fill the void rather than protest the lack, as 

the following three examples demonstrate. Each evolved in reaction to existing governance 

responses that either refused or failed to meet a local need, or offered a response deemed 

insufficient or inappropriate by the community.  

Gabriola Health Care Centre 

In 2005, with a population of 4050, Gabriola was struggling to retain a doctor; many 

Gabriolans had to rely on doctors in Nanaimo. With fragmented primary health care, and the 

elimination of after-hours emergency evacuation ferry service, it was difficult for doctors to 

practice on the island and certainly difficult to attract doctors and increase availability of local 

health care, a key consideration for a sustainable local economy. Every other Trust island, except 

Salt Spring Island, which has its own hospital, received Island Health funding to provide an 

urgent care facility to treat, evaluate and stabilize patients (Gabriola Health Care Foundation, 

2006). On Gabriola, patients were evacuated by the ambulance and ferry during sailing hours and 

by Harbour Patrol Boat after sailing hours, an often unpleasant six kilometre crossing at the best 

of times.  

 
83 You will hear a similar observation in Tofino.  
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To address the problem, the community came together to raise funds to build a permanent 

health care clinic with urgent treatment capacity. With the creation of the Gabriola Health Care 

Society in 2007, a plan was developed to build a community clinic with urgent treatment 

capacity using volunteers, donated land and donations of cash, goods and services. Island Health 

and the Ministry of Health resisted supporting the community’s efforts, refusing to provide full 

MOCAP84 funding to the doctors for call out and contributing only $100,000 late in the process 

to stock the urgent treatment centre. The new clinic, which opened in June 2012, hosts three 

doctors, locums, and other health care services such as a mental health nurse, social worker, 

community care workers, and a medical lab. The immediate impact was a 90 per cent decrease in 

visits to Nanaimo Regional General Hospital emergency ward and an estimated saving to Island 

Health of $200,000 per year (McMartin, 2012).  

The development of the health centre follows a traditional pattern of formal organizing 

and governance through the development of a non-profit organization and a foundation to attract 

funding. The following initiatives take a different approach, aiming instead to be unfettered by 

external constraints such as the BC Society Act or the need to organize hierarchically.  

Sustainable Gabriola 

In 2008, the Local Trust Committee (LTC) brought a representative from Whistler 2020 

to talk to Gabriola community organizations about Whistler’s process for sustainability planning. 

While the information was interesting, the dissimilarities between the two communities85 

resulted in a group of Gabriolans coming together to develop a ‘made on Gabriola’ approach to 

 
84 Medical On-Call Availability Program which provides compensation for doctors who are called out 
after hours.  
85 Whistler is a resort municipality with a large tax base. 
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planning a sustainable future. In contrast to the Whistler approach, this entity would have no 

formal standing, it would run on principles of consensus, and would be non-hierarchical.  

The resulting organization, Sustainable Gabriola, is a network of individuals “who care 

about the long-term sustainability of the community and are committed to providing stewardship 

to achieve that goal” (Sustainable Gabriola, n.d.). The make-up of the core membership reflected 

a wide variety of ages (from 20’s to 70’s), education levels (high school graduates to PhDs), 

backgrounds (working class, professional), income levels (people of considerable means and 

people with limited means), and a variety of interests. Sustainable Gabriola could be described as 

a “chaordic” organization defined as “‘self-organizing, adaptive, non-linear, [and] exhibit[ing] 

characteristics of both order and chaos’” (Paquet, p. 86). Its purpose is to ensure “future 

generations will have diverse, healthy ecosystems with access to renewable and non-renewable 

resources, and that individuals, and communities will experience economic prosperity, 

environmental quality, and social justice” (Sustainable Gabriola, n.d.). They do this work by 

creating “spaces for exploration and dialogue” through monthly meetings open to all, and regular 

community-wide planning opportunities focusing on a broad array of sustainability topics.  

To date, Sustainable Gabriola has incubated six major initiatives86: a community 

wellbeing survey; the ‘Cyclepaths’ initiative to improve cycling infrastructure (a plan which was 

adopted into the Official Community Plan); GERTIE87, the Community Bus project—initially 

volunteer operated and recently granted RDN funding; the Heat Pump Social Enterprise; Village 

Vision (see below); and the Mental Health and Substance Use Local Planning Group, tasked with 

improving service to Gabriola in light of the high number of suicides, which was successful in 

 
86 The Community Bus and Heat Pump projects have been implemented through Island Futures, a non-
profit society sustained by revenues from the Heat Pump project.  
87 Gabriola Environmentally Responsible Trans-Island Express 
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tripling on-island services within three years (Sustainable Gabriola, n.d.). With the exception of 

GERTIE and the Health Centre, none of these initiatives originally received government funding. 

Moreover, GERTIE was run entirely by volunteers for three years until it could demonstrate 

viability to the RDN. The Health Centre once constructed by the community received a one-time 

grant from Island Health to equip the Urgent Treatment Facility, and Island Health currently rents 

space for its staff in the Centre representing a small percentage of the centre’s overhead costs. 

The Health Centre continues to be owned by the community under the auspices of the Gabriola 

Health Care Foundation.   

Sustainable Gabriola evolved out of an interest from the Local Trust Committee in 

exploring how certain aspects of sustainability planning embedded in the Official Community 

Plan could be supported using a model that operated outside of the LTC mandate. Former Trustee 

Malcolmson88 describes how this shift had come about. Initially she had thought that the Whistler 

2020 approach would provide some good ideas about how to address some of the areas in the 

OCP89. However, at a point during the November 29th workshop, “a light went on that we didn’t 

have to embed everything into the OCP”, that some things could be covered off in “a community 

sustainability plan which could be altered and changed without having to go to the Minister for 

approval” 90. Malcolmson came to the conclusion it would be better “to create a structure that 

allows everyone to own it (the plan) collectively” 91. The result would be a separate Community 

Sustainability Plan outside of the OCP but with the capacity to influence and complement the 

OCP.  

 
88 Malcolmson is currently the MLA for Nanaimo. 
89 The OCP contains a large number of goals and not all of them can be directly accomplished by the LTC 
(e.g., cycle plan, walking trails, youth, and community school). 
90 The Islands Trust is required by legislation to submit the Official Community Plan to the Minister of 
Community and Rural Development for approval.  
91  Personal communication with Trustee Sheila Malcolmson, April 21st, 2010. 
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Sustainable Gabriola resulted from an opening in the space normally occupied by the 

state, a willingness on the part of a local government official to work outside of existing 

structures, and a determination by many community organizations not to be constrained by a 

planning model unsuited to a rural community. Its mandate emphasizes linkages, articulating the 

role of Sustainable Gabriola as facilitative, connecting, educational, solution-seeking, and action-

taking, and its relationship to external entities as holding open a space for exploration and 

dialogue, strategizing, and integrating. This signifies a desire not to supplant the role of other 

organizations working on sustainability, but to create opportunities to build on what others are 

doing.  

The final example is a project generated from Sustainable Gabriola. It is interesting 

because it not only occupies a space normally occupied by local government, it engages in highly 

specialized planning functions normally seen as the exclusive purview of government planners.  

Village Vision 

On Gabriola land use planning is the responsibility of the Local Trust Committee which 

establishes zoning and land use bylaws that determine the terms within which development can 

take place. For several years, the LTC had the village core planning on its priority work plan. 

Each year more pressing matters would arise, postponing village core planning. Emanating from 

a discussion at Sustainable Gabriola about the tendency for incoherent development with no 

reference to connectivity, public spaces, or ecological impacts, a small group took on the project 

of developing a long-range plan for the village core. The community-led process would be non-

hierarchical, consensus-based, and open to all, with high buy-in by islanders, including local 

government, and developers.  
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Three years into the project, the group has: hosted six topic-specific planning workshops 

featuring experts in each topic area (e.g., housing, transportation and connectivity, water and 

sewage treatment, public spaces); conducted community-wide surveys to gauge people’s 

responses to specific ideas and concepts; and prepared and published reports. The culmination of 

the project was a joint initiative with Vancouver Island University (VIU) Masters in Regional 

Planning second year students who spent three days on Gabriola conducting a public charette. 

The result, a report to the LTC on September 7, 2017, providing a Guiding Principles framework 

which could be used to evaluate future proposals, priorities for the near-term, and “big ideas” to 

consider for further planning—distilled from the many ideas suggested throughout the Village 

Vision process (Village Vision, n.d.).  

As these examples demonstrate, in the absence of comprehensive governance structures, 

Gabriolans have exploited the opportunity to govern in the interstices. These efforts have ranged 

from the more traditional organizational approaches authorized by the state such as non-profit 

societies and foundations, to more anarchic “emancipatory praxis” focusing on mutuality, 

consensus decision-making, self-organization, neither dominating nor being dominated, 

horizontality, and self-management (White, Spring, & de Souza, 2016, p. 11). And while it would 

be tempting to see initiatives like Sustainable Gabriola as a repudiation of the role of 

government, the response is much more sophisticated than a binary categorization of the state as 

good or bad. As one Sustainable Gabriola member noted: “I can’t believe what “we” are 

allowing to happen in the evisceration of services by the provincial government. This semblance 

of democracy is a lousy system . . . Visibly it takes a shift in thinking to grasp what Sustainable 

Gabriola is making clear: the concept of a community identifying the areas of communal concern 

….and conceiving ways of working toward common goals without expecting a government body 
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or private organization to approve, allocate funds and act” (email correspondence with Judith 

Roux March 1, 2010, and April 19, 2010). The work of Sustainable Gabriola was understood as 

legitimate citizen-driven leadership which provided space for government action in support of 

the work of the community92. And as both Village Vision and Sustainable Gabriola show, success 

was amplified by local government’s willingness to accede responsibility while still maintaining 

authority within its legislative framework—in other words, to share power.  

The initiatives described above are locally focused. There are also other activities in the 

larger Gulf Island community aimed at creating a governance framework for the entire Salish 

Sea through UNESCO designation as a World Heritage Site. World Heritage Sites provide a 

vehicle for multi-party governance to achieve protection of national and international cultural 

and natural heritage, creating the potential to address the ecological qualities of the area but also 

the cultural and economic interests of the various resident populations. World Heritage Sites 

have no authority to intervene in state economic and social decisions but do provide a forum for 

exploring ways to negotiate multiple interests in sustaining ecological values that the sites are set 

up to protect. For Gabriolans, this might mean a venue to address issues like increased tanker 

traffic and tanker anchorages. It is perhaps fitting that the Trust Islands be considered within a 

broader governance framework given the mandate of the Trust to preserve and protect the islands 

for all British Columbians. World Heritage Site status asks us to consider the uniqueness of this 

area in the global context.  

Despite innovative local developments and gestures towards broader governance 

modalities, there is an absence from Gabriolans’ conceptions of the representations of 

governance, and an almost invisible actor whose capacity to exercise governance could have a 

 
92 Personal recollection of conversation at an early coordinating group meeting.  
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profound effect on Gabriola -- the Snuneymuxw First Nation. A modern treaty process has been 

underway in British Columbia since 1992. As noted earlier, the Snuneymuxw are parties to an 

Agreement-in-Principle with the federal and provincial governments to address breaches in the 

Douglas Treaty. They have received a cash settlement for the expropriation of their Nanaimo 

lands; the remainder of the settlement will involve land in Nanaimo and Gabriola. It is this part 

of the settlement that will directly affect many Gabriolans who have historically been allowed 

free access to the Crown lands held in trust for treaty settlement.  

Gabriola research participants have an interest in engaging with the Snuneymuxw but are 

unsure how to proceed and are largely unaware of steps being taken to explore opportunities for 

integrated governance regimes. And while supportive of engagement, most Gabriolans are 

unable to imagine a role for the Snuneymuxw in creating a strong local economy, and express 

concerns about what might happen when the Snuneymuxw complete the land portion of the 

treaty negotiations. There may be several reasons for this. First, there are currently very few 

Indigenous people residing on Gabriola, an absence amplified by a colonial culture and history 

of making Indigenous people invisible, other than as people who need help and guidance. The 

contemporary result is the inability to imagine a place for Indigenous peoples in shaping the 

economic and social health of Gabriola, which is not to say that the interest and will does not 

exist. Second, while local governments may be in the process of preparing to engage with the 

Snuneymuxw, little information has been shared publicly on the treaty and its application to 

Gabriola.  

Some research participants are concerned that if the Snuneymuxw accept the treaty lands 

set aside on Gabriola, they would not be constrained by Local Trust land use bylaws. Steve 

Wohlleben clearly articulates these fears: “They’re not dictated to by so many regulations. I don’t 
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believe they would be controlled by any zoning on Gabriola. They’re either going to subdivide it 

into waterfront properties and build roads or they’re going to find an industrial use for it. And if 

they [Federal government] put tankers all down and anchor along there, maybe it’s a natural fit 

for them to put in a deep-sea moorage port or refueling birth, who knows?” In the face of this 

uncertainty, a local voluntary truth and reconciliation committee has reached out to the 

Snuneymuxw to engage in community education and relationship building activities.  

As the above discussions show, Gabriolans are primarily focused on the local, whether 

through existing formal governance structures or through acts of self-governance operating 

alongside of state formal governance structures —what might be thought of as a form of 

“particularist radicalism” (Magnusson, p. 97) aimed at self-transformation. In this case, the 

efforts are not aimed at resisting or transforming the state, although actions taken may result in 

state transformation, rather efforts are aimed at forming judgments and taking action as 

expressions of political will. This inward focus is also highly influenced by place as a physical 

experience in which “fields of care” are transformed into political expression. But being 

‘islanded’ also translates into insularity, limiting the appreciation of the relationship to that which 

is beyond the boundaries of the island, whether it is the global economy, or the existence of 

external interests which might impact Gabriola. When the external world intrudes on Gabriolan’s 

sense of a circumscribed world, it is experienced as jarring and violent.  

Aspirations for the Future 

Once people find out where Gabriola is and how beautiful it is, even though we have 

restrictions on density, there’s going to be a transformational change to this island in the next 20 

years as people find it and the population of Vancouver expands and people move out because 

they’re rich.  [It will be] more expensive, more exclusive and gentrified. It won’t have the same 
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sort of communitarian culture. Fancier houses, fancier cars and requiring fancier services. I 

came here to change it. I saw the change coming and I took a risk that change was going to 

come, and it did. — Steve Wohlleben 

The risk Wohlleben refers to is purchasing a site in what would become Gabriola’s 

Village centre and moving the Expo 86 Folklife pavilion there in 1993. “It would be the biggest 

structural recycling project in BC. And it would create a new commercial and cultural hub that 

would transform life on Gabriola”. The project involved barging 27 huge truckloads of 

dismantled post and beam structures and trucking them from Descanso Bay to the building site. 

As Wohlleben describes it: “It was like piecing together a 30,000 sq ft wooden jigsaw puzzle” 

(Gabriola Museum and Historical Society, 2016). His risk paid off: Folklife Village is inarguably 

the hub of Gabriola, both commercially and socially. It is home to a grocery store, library, drug 

store, real estate office, clothing and arts and crafts stores and a liquor store.  

And there are certainly many indications of Wohlleben’s predicted future. Wohlleben 

recently sold Folklife Village to the Pattison Group, owned by BC billionaire Jimmy Pattison. 

And Wohlleben’s reference to the coming ‘change’ is evident also in the number of businesses 

and commercial properties recently sold to off-shore Chinese investors. Add to that a 

construction boom and the threat of tankers off the northeast shore and it is clear that global 

capital has the ability to profoundly affect the island. The question is: can the prevalent vision of 

a modest, mixed economy and limited population growth be realized? Is it possible for the 

interests of capital and the interests of many Gabriolans to live a conservative and sustainable 

existence to coincide?  

People have been attracted to Gabriola for many reasons: the Snuneymuxw for its 

abundant natural resources, and for early ‘occupiers’ the availability of land. More recently 
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demand for land necessitated a law to ‘preserve and protect’ this distinctive place, resulting in a 

governance structure that prioritizes place over economy. For many Gabriolans, Steve 

Wohlleben’s observation describes an undesirable, even dystopian, future. Although Wohlleben’s 

future assumes the unimpeded trajectory of unfettered accumulation, it is hard to square this with 

the reality of present-day Gabriola and the stagnant population over the past decade93.  

A culture of ‘protection’ is evident on Gabriola. ‘Modernization’ efforts to change the 

governance structure to a municipality, or to connect the island to Vancouver Island by a bridge 

are met with strong resistance suggesting that Gabriolans are satisfied with their governance 

arrangements and value being ‘islanded’ despite the hardships that may entail. The complex 

matrix of governance modalities, although frequently an irritation to some Gabriolans, is also 

seen as an opportunity to exercise control in addressing critical community issues. Most Gabriola 

research participants expect modest economic growth over the next ten years but there is a 

certain sense of inevitability, as opposed to optimism, in this perspective. Given the physical 

constraints of the island, growth is inhibited by limited densities, availability of water, and ferry 

dependence. Gabriolans are looking for the ‘sweet spot’ with an economy sufficient to support a 

stable or modest growth in population, a balance across the age spectrum, and capacity to 

address the needs of young families (e.g., affordable housing, jobs, and childcare) and the elderly 

(e.g., more seniors housing, palliative and hospice care).  

Many Gabriola research participants see the island as a place for testing out new ways of 

being and acting. Congruent with this is a willingness to live within a fragmented governance 

environment, recognizing the opportunities for autonomous action in the interstices. “It’s going 

to continue to be a demonstration community where we test things out and pilot different 

 
93 It is unclear whether the construction boom is related to an increase in population or reflects 
development of recreational properties.  
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projects that will be taken up in other places”, Chloe Straw observes. And this is evident not only 

in terms of social innovation but in the emergence of novel, low-impact economic activities like 

the Heat Pump initiative, as well as the increasing number of knowledge workers choosing to 

work from Gabriola. But Gabriola’s tendency to insularity may undermine awareness of the 

potential impacts and opportunities that might emerge from the treaty settlement process, and 

unless addressed in the near term may set the stage for future disjuncture in the community. This 

may be balanced by a strong community appetite to engage in reconciliation and forge new 

relations. Gabriolans’ deep attachment to self-governance suggests that there is an opportunity to 

creatively engage with a people who have been striving to recover their right to self-governance 

for over a century. Gabriola seems fertile ground for this to occur.   
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Chapter 6 —Tumbler Ridge  

This chapter provides an overview of Tumbler Ridge from its ancient geology and 

present-day geography to its early history. The place, people, and political organization are 

described, as well as what attracts people to this place. The second section examines Tumbler 

Ridge’s economic evolution, the rupture events that impacted it and the consequent effects on the 

social and economic health of the community. Next, I examine the various regulation strategies 

including the implications of nearby Indigenous interests in the context of responding to the 

influences of globalization. This section concludes with an examination of Tumbler Ridge’s 

aspirations for the future.  

In the discussions that follow, Tumbler Ridge will be revealed through the experiences of 

eleven people. Charles Helm, a physician and local historian, has lived in Tumbler Ridge since 

the 1990s. You will also hear from Trent Ernst, the editor of the Tumbler Ridge News; Paula 

Coutts, the local librarian, and Rob MacKay, city council member. The perspectives of six other 

people who have been directly impacted by the unevenness of the economy are also included: 

Gary Tomkinson, an unemployed miner in his 50’s; Brenda Holmlund, a Cree woman from 

Saskatchewan, who worked in the mining sector and served as city councilor; as well as two 

local business owners and two municipal employees who chose to remain anonymous. Although 

not from Tumbler Ridge, you will hear from Gil Davis, economic development officer for the 

Saulteau Nation located outside of Chetwynd.  

These people’s stories shed light not only on the impacts of global capital, but also on the 

intersection of the economic, political and social spheres. But they are not the only actors: before 

we can appreciate their stories, we must understand place as an actor in the interconnected 

narratives that will unfold.  
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REFLECTION 2 

The highway through the Pine Pass seemed to go on forever with its taxing 

twists and turns and unpredictable highway maintenance delays. I finally 

arrive at the turnoff to Tumbler Ridge, just beyond Chetwynd. I get out of the 

car to stretch my legs and contemplate the final leg of the journey. Before me, 

leading into the tree-clad foothills, is a perfectly maintained four-lane highway 

and not a single car in sight.  

About This Place 

In present day District of Tumbler Ridge, you are confronted by geological history 

wherever you turn. You stand among rocks originating in the equatorial continents of Rodina and 

Pangea 1.5 billion years ago in the Mesoproterozoic Era. Their younger cousins emerged in the 

Cambrian and Ordovician Periods at the same time as the Burgess Shale evolved in southeastern 

BC and reminds us that this area was once a submarine environment of reefs that would produce 

the spongy Stromatoporoids which would eventually form the oil and gas reserves of 

northeastern British Columbia and northern Alberta (Helm, 2008). Today within these rocks we 

find 300 million-year-old fish and coral fossils from the time when continents were joining, a 

time when the Tumbler Ridge of today rested in a balmy sea off the coast of Laurentia and 

western Canada was close to the equator. The Permian Period that followed was responsible for 

creating the substantial natural gas reserves in the area. The end of that period was also the time 

of the greatest extinction event that the planet has seen with only about 5% of land and sea 

species surviving.  
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But walk the stone outcroppings along the edge of the Murray River and observe the 

clear footprints of the creatures that roamed this area 260 to 66 million years ago—therapods, 

ankylosaurs and ornithopods (Helm, 2008, p.3). The conditions that made their existence 

possible—swampy equatorial forests and the following extinction event which put buried 

decaying plant matter, deprived of oxygen, under enormous heat and pressure—created the coal 

that is mined today. But when dinosaurs roamed this area, neither the Murray River nor the 

Rocky Mountains existed. One would have to wait another 64 million years before the 

Pleistocene ice sheet began the slow process of carving out the Rockies and the complex system 

of rivers, lakes, waterfalls and caves unique to the Tumbler Ridge area Helm, 2000, p. 8). 

Today the rolling, wavelike, tree-clad foothills evoke the ancient seashore from which 

this place emerged, the jagged snow-topped mountains in the distance, brash and imperious in 

their youth, and the greasy, blackness of coal so close to the surface you might literally trip over 

it—a reminder of the decay, extinction and death that produced it. 

Occupying 1559 square kilometres, the District Municipality of Tumbler Ridge is located 

in the western foothills of the Rocky Mountains at an elevation of 870 metres above sea level. 

Although Tumbler Ridge is in the Mountain Time Zone, it is far enough from the high mountains 

to avoid the worst of mountain weather, and is described as a “little, cozy microclimate five to 

ten degrees warmer than Dawson Creek in the depths of winter, consistently a few degrees cooler 

in the height of summer, drier than all of northern BC to the west of the Rockies” ( (Helm, 2008, 

p. 91). The average temperature in January is -11.1 Celsius and in July 14.8. The climate 

supports a mixed coniferous/deciduous forest of white spruce, lodgepole pine, and trembling 

aspen.  
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As the map below indicates, Tumbler Ridge is roughly equidistant from Chetwynd (94 

km) and Dawson Creek (121 km). Prince George, the largest nearby BC service centre, is almost 

400 km away with an estimated driving time in good weather and with light traffic of almost 5 

hours. Tumbler Ridgians choose instead to go to Grande Prairie, Alberta, a distance of 253 km, to 

access retail and commercial services. The community has a commercial airport but no passenger 

services. 

 

Figure 4: Location of Tumbler Ridge  

Adapted from: http://www.mccowans.com/sites/default/files/maps/bcmap1.jpg  

 

Tumbler Ridge is a District Municipality, essentially a municipality covering a large 

territory. With a population of 1987 (2016), the District has a population density of slightly more 
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than one person per square kilometre (BC Stats, n.d.). However, the townsite is compact with 

most people living within a 4 square kilometre radius, reflecting a more urban density of 487 

person per square kilometre. Present-day Tumbler Ridge was developed as a model planned 

community. Its wide paved streets (to allow for snow removal) support cul-de-sacs of 

predominantly single-family dwellings, interconnected with trails that can be used in all seasons. 

All the services are underground so there are no overhead wires to obstruct the panoramic views 

of rolling foothills and distant mountains. Situated on a terrace overlooking the confluence of 

two rivers, the Murray and the Wolverine, Tumbler Ridge has access to a plentiful supply of 

water. The town centre is home to retail services including a grocery store and restaurants, Town 

Hall, the fire hall and a community centre that boasts a swimming pool, skating and curling 

rinks, a gym, meeting rooms, a playground and tennis courts, and the Regional Library. Tumbler 

Ridge also has a municipally funded golf course. Health care services, an elementary and high 

school and a campus of Northern Lights College are located in the core. One could imagine that 

this was a vibrant, bustling place when the population was 4500 in 1983; in August 2016, it was 

almost deserted.  

People in the Context of Place 

Evidence of human occupation in the Tumbler Ridge area is found in sites dating back 

about 12,000 years (Helm, 2000, p. 13). Stone tools provide evidence of Late Oxbow Complex 

people (3427 years ago) thought to be the ancestors of the Sekani and Beaver people. 

Archaeological exploration is a recent phenomenon in northeastern British Columbia but has 

already yielded 62 prehistoric sites in the Tumbler Ridge area many of which were uncovered in 

the process of resource extraction and rail development (15) including a 3000-year-old location 

discovered on the Quintette mine site. It is hypothesized that the Beaver and Sekani peoples 
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moved seasonally between wintering sites near the Peace River and summer sites around 

Monkman Pass and Wapiti Pass (Tumbler Ridge area).  

The contemporary Indigenous population is made up of Carrier, Sekani, Dane-Zaa, 

Beaver, Cree, and Métis peoples represented in the West Moberly First Nation, Saulteau First 

Nation94, McLeod Lake Indian Band, (members of Treaty 8)95, Lheidli T’enneh First Nation, 

Kelly Lake Métis Settlement Society, Kelly Lake Cree Nation and Kelly Lake First Nation 

(Helm, 2008, p. 25). There is considerable evidence that the Indigenous peoples believed they 

had engaged in “friendship” treaties and did not consider that they had ceded rights to their 

territories. The federal government, on the other hand, saw the treaty as a way “to protect the 

economic interests of the settler frontier . . .and, in extinguishing Indian title to the land, to offer 

the Indians some protections . . .” (Madill, 1986). The right to vote was not granted to Indigenous 

people in BC until 1949; thus the “provincial governments represented the attitudes of the new 

settler frontiers and shared the settlers’ views on land use and the exploitation of natural 

resources” (Madill, 1986). Even though the Federal government continued to have responsibility 

for the interests of Indigenous peoples, it tended to favour the interests of occupier communities. 

The present day First Nations in the vicinity of Tumbler Ridge and Chetwynd actively defend 

their interpretation of the treaty and expect consultation on any planned activities in their 

territories, an expectation upheld through contemporary Supreme Court decisions and presently 

embedded in provincial policy (Guerin, 1984; Sparrow, 1980; Delgamuukw, 1997; Haida and 

Taku, 2004; Marshall and Bernard, 2005; and, Tsihlqot’in, 2014).  

 
94 It is interesting to note that the Saulteau people were not native to the area having migrated from 
eastern Canada in the 1800s.  
95 Treaty 8 (1899) covers portions of northeastern BC, northern Alberta, Saskatchewan and Northwest 
Territory. 
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Although Alexander Mackenzie explored the Peace River area in 1793, there is no record 

of any settler activity in the Tumbler Ridge area until the 19th century. Stories of miners working 

in the Bullmoose/Murray River area in 1896 are unconfirmed by any documentary evidence, 

although J.C. Gwillim96 references “squatters” and “trapper settlements” in the area (Helm, 2000, 

p. 42). The Kelly Lake Métis settlement established in 1910 east of Tumbler Ridge on the BC/ 

Alberta border is the “first permanent settlement in historic times” (Helm, 2000, p. 21). Their 

migration was in part driven by trade but also by declining bison herds and the political turmoil 

resulting from the Riel Rebellion (p. 21). Kelly Lake Métis trapped in the watersheds around 

what was to become Tumbler Ridge. Possibly the earliest non-Indigenous residents were Victor 

Peck from Missouri and his wife Kathleen Shepherd, an English nurse. At one point, roughly five 

families lived at the confluence of the Wolverine and Murray Rivers. Gerry Andrews the first 

school teacher in Kelly Lake (1923-25) and later the Surveyor General and Director of Mapping 

for BC, in his later life wrote of his fear of mining development in Tumbler Ridge and its threat 

to the “delicate flower of serenity” in Kelly Lake (p. 23).  

Although records of human occupation date back at least 3000 years (Helm, 2000, p. 15), 

there was no organized settlement where Tumbler Ridge now exists until the provincial 

government created the town in 1982. Tumbler Ridge was created expressly for coal extraction. 

The present-day population of Tumbler Ridge is 1987, a 26.7% decline since 2011, the largest 

such decline in the province, and a 43% decline since the 1991 level of 4650. Indigenous people 

make up 18% of the population. Gender distribution is 48% female and 52% male. Sixty-six 

percent of the population is working age (15 to 64), with 20% 14 years and under and 13.5% 65 

 
96 Professor of mining at Queen’s University and member of the Geological Survey of Canada. 



Globalization’s Ruptures and Responses 

 184 

and over. The primary economic drivers in Tumbler Ridge are mining and government (Statistics 

Canada, 2017).  

The population changes, depicted in Table 8, mirror the recessionary events and the 

decline and rise in coal prices showing the high degree of volatility in an economy dependent on 

resource extraction. Given this volatility, one might wonder what attracts people to Tumbler 

Ridge.  

 

Table 8: Tumbler Ridge Population Changes 1986 20 2016   

Experiences of Place 

“You can’t come to Tumbler Ridge by accident. You have to mean it. You have 

to make that turn” – local business owner.  

Highway 97, the main highway heading north, links Chetwynd to Dawson Creek. Getting 

to Tumbler Ridge requires a side trip to the south on Highway 29 from Chetwynd (95 km), or 

from Dawson Creek on Highway 52 (121 km). As the quote above suggests, intention is required 

to get to Tumbler Ridge, so what is it that attracts people? Most research participants were 
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originally attracted to Tumbler Ridge by the promise of work and the availability of housing. 

Local newspaper editor Trent Ernst was first attracted to the community when it was booming: 

“My sister said, come up to Tumbler Ridge, land of milk and honey, highest paid population in 

BC, people standing on the corner handing out these jobs paying people oodles and oodles of 

money”. As well the physical qualities of the locale were attractive features. But once here, the 

reasons people stay are different; although work continues to rank high, in an uncertain economic 

environment the natural qualities of the locale become central.  

Even those who have been negatively impacted by the economy attest to the power of the 

physical beauty of the place and the sense of possibility implicit in living in a remote setting. 

Physician Charles Helm, originally from South Africa, notes that Tumbler Ridge has a different 

geography than other parts of the Peace River region, which is generally prairie and flatland; he 

believes this makes it viable to market Tumbler Ridge as “a mountain town” to the rest of the 

region. But beyond the beauty of setting, Helm was particularly attracted to the area by the 

potential to do things for the first time: to do research on the history, to properly explore the area:  

I mean this is the frontier and we're getting it right. There are very few places in the 

world where you can still say you're on the frontier and you've learned all your lessons 

from how the North American frontier was botched and here we create a geopark instead 

and we've got it right. I mean it's such a privilege to have been a part of all this. I don't 

think there's any other place in the world where we could have duplicated this. I mean 

how did we get so lucky to end up in a place with these opportunities?97  

 
97 Helm is the author of several books on the history and geology of the Tumbler Ridge area as well as 
many health monographs on various aspects of rural medicine.  
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Although working in an isolated setting has challenges, Helm values the autonomy: 

“there’s no one to watch over your shoulder all the time. You run your own show”. Helm’s 

comments reflect a neo-colonial development of the North American frontier as one of 

“unlimited material possibilities” with the potential for continuous improvement and the sense of 

autonomy arising from this (Weaver, 2003, pp. 4, 348).  

Helm also talks about the increasing disconnectedness people have from the natural 

world, “a world that, until a few generations ago, they could hardly avoid being connected with” 

(Helm, 2008, p. v). This view was echoed by many who spoke about the direct connection with 

the natural world afforded by Tumbler Ridge, citing access to the free gifts of nature like 

hunting, fishing and hiking and the value of raising children in a place where they can see 

“grizzly bears, caribou, deer and elk.” And many people see themselves as champions and 

stewards of the environment, coal mines notwithstanding. Helm describes how a former mayor 

and council opposed the Northern Gateway Project, which, rather than following the established 

but slightly longer route of Pine Pass which already had a railway and pipelines, would have 

gone through “a virgin part of our mountains” and impacted on caribou and grizzly populations. 

Paradoxically, another attraction to this ‘frontier’ space is its perceived perfectibility. 

Saskatchewan native Brenda Holmlund was not initially attracted to Tumbler Ridge; she felt 

“there’s nothing here” and then “I started looking at it . . . and everything is just kind of picture 

beautiful. The grass is always cut. You don’t see any garbage. You don’t see telephone lines or 

poles. Everything is underground. Everything is new”. This is echoed by Councillor Rob 

MacKay: “Most of our lawns I think are kept in great shape. The District-owned green areas 

are . . . mowed constantly”. He also notes the extensive paving and road maintenance planned: 

“we're not as bad as a lot of communities but we will keep them to the custom that people from 



Globalization’s Ruptures and Responses 

 187 

Tumbler Ridge have expected, our residents expect”. In creating a city in the ‘wilderness’, the 

stage is set for urban-centric, neo-colonial narratives about improvement: land that is not 

improved has less value and those who do not improve land are negligent (Tuan, 1974, p. 111; 

Weaver, 2003, p.5).  

Beyond the lifestyle afforded by Tumbler Ridge’s physical attributes, research 

participants also value the “small town” community culture. They describe Tumbler Ridge as 

quiet, safe, friendly, supportive, peaceful, and relaxed. Many people understand place, lifestyle 

and community as an integrated suite of attributes. Librarian Paula Coutts describes Tumbler 

Ridge as “kind of like Brigadoon” -- the enchanted, mythical Scottish village trapped in time. 

This is understandable given Tumbler Ridgians visceral responses to their community as: 

“beautiful”, “wild”, and “isolated” and at the same time as “peaceful”, “safe” and “rejuvenating”. 

And as with Brigadoon, local newspaper editor Trent Ernst observes how distance dilutes 

people’s awareness that Tumbler Ridge even exists echoing Tuan’s observation that people tend 

to care about things that are closest to them (p. 3). Paradoxically, what underpins this beautiful, 

peaceful space is a wildly erratic economy that, rather than providing a stable and sustaining 

platform, creates a volatile, unpredictable environment that undermines those aspects of the 

community that people value most.  

Political Organization  

The planners responsible for the developing the town of Tumbler Ridge noted the historic 

lack of citizen participation in both the ‘company town’ and ‘instant town’ models. As McGrath 

observes, “The mere fact of municipal incorporation did not mean that residents enjoyed real 

local self-government, noting that “[i]n many instances, local government was dominated by 

company employees and simply passed by-laws to facilitate essential municipal functions” 
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(2012, p. 218). In these situations, the resource company formed the de facto government. To 

ensure a more genuine local government, the planners prioritized the creation of local 

governance capacity independent of the mines and the provincial government, and established 

the town as a District Municipality large enough to encompass any imagined mining operations, 

thus providing a robust tax base to sustain the community. The local government development 

model was seen to provide “a fully functioning, independent entity which carried out land 

development, built recreation facilities and established an identity separate from that of the 

company” (McGrath, 2012, p. 217). As part of this arrangement, the municipality was required to 

provide lots to meet the mines’ housing needs; the mining companies guaranteed to purchase 

80% of these lots (McGrath, 2012, p. 224). 

“Socially responsive” planning was a key consideration and went beyond local 

government development to include the development of a robust civil society. A planner was 

engaged, and working within a set of social principles, established planning guidelines intended 

to engage residents in decision-making. The intention was to build a sense of attachment to the 

community while “distancing the community from the control of the resource companies” with a 

view to “enhance[ing] the quality of life in Tumbler Ridge” (Gill, 1991, pp. 180-81). Despite 

these efforts, Gill concludes that “the inability of planners to adequately control implementation 

or continuity of their ideas has resulted in a community not distinctly different from other 

resource towns” (p. 177).  

Currently, Tumbler Ridgians are represented by a mayor and council. Revenues from 

residential, business and corporate taxes fund a full range of services to its residents including 

transportation infrastructure, water and waste management, zoning, land use planning and 

regulation, building regulation, and general regulatory services such as animal control, signage, 
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business licensing, etc.98 (Ministry of Community, Sport and Cultural Development, n.d.). 

Tumbler Ridge is in the federal Prince George–Peace River riding currently held by the 

Conservative Party and, provincially, in the Peace River South electoral district represented by 

the BC Liberal Party99. Tumbler Ridge participates in the Northern Development Initiative Trust 

and is a member of the South Peace Economic Development Commission.  

Tumbler Ridge is home to one of two North American global geoparks. The Tumbler 

Ridge Global Geopark covers over 7800 km2 encompassing the entire District of Tumbler Ridge 

and extending eastward to the Alberta border (see map below) (UNESCO, 2017). The UNESCO 

Global Geopark designation describes a unified geographical area with international significance 

and provides a framework for balancing “protection, education and sustainable development” 

(UNESCO, 2016). The focus on sustainable development encourages geopark communities to 

engage in geotourism.  

 

 

 
98 Policing services are provided by the RCMP; the town funds a volunteer fire department.  
99 The 2017 provincial election resulted in the defeat of the Liberal government, and as a result Tumbler 
Ridge’s MLA is now in the Opposition.  
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Figure 5: Map of Tumbler Ridge Global Geopark   

Adapted from: Tumbler Ridge Global Geopark  

 

The Geopark, a registered non-profit society (BC), is guided by the Global Geopark 

Network guidelines and by UNESCO’s mandate. Although touted as a “bottom-up approach of 

combining conservation with sustainable development while involving local communities,” the 

Geopark designation comes with no authority and implies no restrictions “on any economic 

activity inside a UNESCO Global Geopark where that activity complies with Indigenous, local, 

regional and/or national legislation” (UNESCO, 2017). Different interests such as industry, local 

government, provincial ministries, and First Nations are involved in discussions regarding 

Geopark management100. 

The Geopark is not the only jurisdiction where governance ambiguity and complexity 

exist. The District of Tumbler Ridge has comparatively little voice in decisions about resource 

extraction within its boundaries. The Province owns the subsurface mineral rights and may grant 

leases to companies with the expectation that they adhere to legislated requirements. While 

mining companies may be encouraged to consult with the District of Tumbler Ridge, there are no 

legal requirements for them to do so provided they meet provincial standards and adhere to land 

use bylaws. In contrast, the Province must “consult and accommodate First Nations, where 

required, on land and resource decisions that could impact their Aboriginal Interests” (Province 

of British Columbia, n.d.). This may lead to perceptions of different standards applying to 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous communities.  

 
100 Email correspondence with Sarah Waters, Tumbler Ridge Geopark staff June and July 2017.  
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 Tumbler Ridge’s Economy 

Tumbler Ridge did not emerge organically as the result of a confluence of available 

resources, natural transportation corridors and labour supply, but instead was designed to mimic 

the conditions necessary to secure capital, based on the existence of one resource—coal—and the 

creation of the physical infrastructure necessary to support coal extraction. The only missing 

component was labour. This section explores the evolution of Tumbler Ridge’s economy, 

examining the implications of state decisions and the community, corporate and state responses 

to repeated recessions, and the predictable, yet unanticipated, impacts on the community. I also 

look at how the community’s attitudes towards the global economy affect their efforts to adjust to 

structural changes. Thirdly, I investigate the effects of repeated boom-bust cycles on community 

health. Finally, I describe the efforts Tumbler Ridge has made to achieve sustainability in the 

context of unpredictable global forces.  

Although records of human occupation date back at least 3000 years, and Alexander 

Mackenzie made his foray into the Peace region in 1793 (Helm, 2000, p. 15), there was no 

organized settlement where Tumbler Ridge now exists until the provincial government created 

the town in 1982. Tumbler Ridge was created expressly for coal extraction. With the global 

energy crisis in the late 1960s, the Province began to accept applications for coal exploration. By 

the late 1970s, 15 coal deposits had been identified. But extracting coal was not viable until 

transportation infrastructure through the Rockies and to the coast had been put in place, 

involving local infrastructure like roads, rail and electricity. In the late 1970s, the provincial 

government implemented policies and legislation to expedite the growth of the industrial 
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resource economy in northern BC (Markey, Halseth, & Manson, 2012, p. 217). Tumbler Ridge 

was one of several ‘instant towns’ created in northern BC during that period101.  

With feasibility confirmed102, a 15-year contract was signed between a consortium of 

Japanese steel mills, Teck Corporation, Denison Mines, and the federal government (Ministry of 

Community, Sport and Cultural Development; Helm, 2000, p. 76). The process of developing the 

townsite, including housing103, and municipal and industrial infrastructure, took place between 

1981-1983. Thousands of people were employed to establish the townsite of Tumbler Ridge and 

establish the mines. Bullmoose and Quintette were the first mines developed, a road linking 

Tumbler Ridge to Chetwynd was built, and BC Hydro brought a transmission line from the 

Bennett Dam. As well, BC Rail built a branch line through the Rockies and Ports Canada 

established a coal port on Ridley Island outside of Prince Rupert. The culmination of this work 

was a town with all the amenities to support a population of 5000. Townsite and mine 

development were completed on November 1, 1983, with the first shipment of coal going from 

Bullmoose to Ridley Island. There was much celebration by the partners but not everyone took 

such a rosy view of the development, some criticizing it for “the absence of adequate precision 

ore-body analysis, . . . a failure to heed economic warning signs, and the need for government 

subsidies” (Helm, 2008, p. 78). Some wondered why the government did not develop the coal 

deposits closer to the existing town of Chetwynd104.  

 
101 Others included nearby MacKenzie and Hudson’s Hope. 
102 The Province conducted 40 studies on the environmental, geological, hydrological and social 
implications of the project.   
103 The province intentionally built predominantly family housing, and encouraged mining companies to 
hire married workers, to avoid some of the social consequences of a highly mobile workforce (BC 
Ministry of Community, Sport and Cultural Development, “Tumbler Ridge: Birth of a Resilient 
Community”, p. 3).  https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/governments/local-governments/facts-
framework/systems/history  
  
104 See McKay (1991) attacking the practices of Denison CEO Stephen Roman.  
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Ruptures and Tumbler Ridge 

One could argue that the initial rupture in Tumbler Ridge occurred when a pristine 

wilderness was levelled and replaced with a town and mining sites on the speculation that the 

global coal market could be counted on to sustain a population of 5000 people for more than a 

generation. Shortly after the opening of the Bullmoose and Quintette mines in 1983, coal prices 

fell105 and continued market instability culminated in the premature closure in 2000 of the 

Quintette mine which employed 1600 people, followed by Bullmoose in 2003 employing 

between 300 and 400 people. The town lost both its major employers and 60% of its tax base 

(Ministry of Community, Sport and Cultural Development). The volatility of global metallurgical 

coal prices continues to fuel a highly unpredictable economic environment.  

In the midst of this unrelenting economic instability, there are also external public 

concerns about the impacts of climate change and a perception of ‘dirty’ coal and its effect on 

GHGs (greenhouse gas emissions). Although these concerns did not inhibit coal extraction, they 

created an unsympathetic atmosphere for a community struggling with severe economic 

challenges. The generalized vilification of coal fails to distinguish between the various types, 

from the hotter burning anthracite and bituminous coals to the slower burning, high sulfur 

content thermal coals. The coal mined in Tumbler Ridge is predominantly bituminous coal — 

known as coking coal — used in steel production. This high-grade metallurgical coal is found in 

“a fairly narrow band, from the Hudson’s Hope area in the northwest . . . as far southeast as 

Grande Cache” (Helm, 2008, p. 9). And as Charles Helm observes, “even the most passionate 

 
105 In 1990, a contract dispute with the Japanese consortium led Quintette to file for bankruptcy protection 
and management of Quintette was transferred from Denison Mines to Teck Corporation (Markey et al, 
2012). 
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environmentalist will need to accept that at present there is no alternative for [coking] coal” 

(51)106.  

The first recessionary rupture triggered a series of events. In 1990, the Japanese 

consortium sought to reduce coal purchase rates established in its contract with the Canadian 

government, a request upheld by the Supreme Court of Canada. Quintette applied for creditor 

protection, triggering a takeover by Teck of 50% interest. Thirty percent of the workforce was 

laid off. To create labour stability, Teck bought up most of the housing in the town107. Although 

the federal government signed new contracts with the Japanese consortium in 1997, by 2000 

Teck had closed Quintette, shifting production to the Bullmoose mine. The town negotiated to 

acquire from the mining companies 985 housing units and marketed them through the Tumbler 

Ridge Housing Corporation with houses initially selling for $25,000 and apartments for $12,000, 

“prices about one-third of what it cost to build them” in 1983 (CMD Group, 2013). Within two 

years, 97% were sold. This helped to expand the tax base to allow the town to continue to pay for 

municipal services (Markey, Halseth, & Manson, 2012, p. 192).  

In the early 2000s, coal prices began to increase and by 2003 the Bullmoose coal supply 

was exhausted. As coal prices continued to climb, Western Canadian Coal entered the market 

establishing the Dillon, Brule and Wolverine mines. By 2007 coal prices hit a new low, but 

rebounded in 2008, only to decline in 2009 to 2007 levels. Next Walter Energy took over the 

Dillon, Brule and Wolverine mines. Prices dropped again in 2011 and Walter Energy put the 

mines into ‘care and maintenance’ mode, laying off almost 700 people. Remarkably, in 2012, 

 
106 According to Helm, thermal coal was found in the area (2006) and the resistance to developing it came 
from a local town councillor and children in the local school after which “the Premier cancelled all coal 
fired energy developments in the province until they could be shown to be carbon-neutral” (51). 
107 The corporate provision of housing has a long history in resource extraction communities and can be 
understood as a form of “welfare capitalism” aimed at attracting and retaining a loyal workforce (Griffin, 
2006, pp. 92-3). 
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Chinese company HD Mining invested $15 million in housing for its workers in the Murray 

River coal mine. The company believed the mine would have a 30-year production span 

(Canadian Press, 2012). It is hard to imagine why this would seem like a good idea given the 

three decades of ‘boom-bust’ cycles, with more busts than booms.  

The surface impacts of this economic instability are easy to see: job loss, decline in 

secondary industries, population decline, and thinning out of local businesses108. Residents 

attempt to support the local economy by buying locally as much as possible and local businesses 

take care to not compete with each other. But these stop gap actions do not address the root 

problems inherent in the volatile local economy. Regardless of whether coal will rebound, 

Tumbler Ridge is experiencing serious structural impacts that will not likely be resolved with the 

reopening of mines.  

Local Sustainability in the Context of the Global 

Tumbler Ridge is in the vanguard of where global meets local. While I was interviewing 

in Tumbler Ridge (late August to early September 2016), there was an announcement of one of 

the mines reopening. There was a palpable change in the community over the course of the week 

as conversations went from pessimistic—describing the economy as “depressed and struggling” -

- to guardedly optimistic. The pessimism was not unwarranted: as local newspaper editor, Trent 

Ernst, observed, it had been over two years since the last two mines closed, which meant that 

people had run out of EI benefits. For those who found work, it was away from Tumbler Ridge; 

some people stayed, and others moved.  

Gary Tomkinson, an unemployed miner in his late fifties, describes his experiences. He 

has worked mines most of his life, primarily as a big haul truck driver—envision a 250-ton 

 
108 For example, a reduction from two gas stations to one, two union offices closed, and credit union 
reduced to part-time hours.  
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vehicle with a cab sitting 20-feet off the ground. Tomkinson has spent most of his working life in 

Tumbler Ridge with a seven-year hiatus when the mines closed in 2000. Tomkinson is cautiously 

hopeful that the recent announcements of mines reopening will be good news for Tumbler Ridge. 

But he is also pragmatic when it comes to the number of jobs that mines will provide to Tumbler 

Ridge residents and recognizes the inherent instability of the coal industry, and that the potential 

for oil and gas extraction is equally impacted by volatile capital markets. But Tomkinson also 

notes that the town, which was built solely for the two original mines, Quintette and Bullmoose, 

provides the infrastructure to support all types of economic activity, suggesting that without that 

investment, the community would not have been able to attract wind turbine farms to the area. 

And Tomkinson is not alone in his guarded optimism. As one business owner observed “There is 

a pervading sense of people who just love this community and want to be here and will do what 

they have to do to be here. So even when the local economy suffers, people will still support the 

town by maybe working somewhere else but keeping their family here”.  

Most Tumbler Ridge research participants understand the degree to which they are 

impacted by the global economy but at the same time there is a degree of denial—either 

believing that a downturn will not happen at that moment in time or that somehow it will not 

have a long-term effect. In part, this attitude is rooted in a mining culture that accepts the boom-

bust cycles of commodity markets. As one miner observed, “who’s to say when there’s going to 

be need for more steel? Some disaster will come along or new technology”. When Charles Helm 

arrived in the bustling town in 1990, he was vaguely aware that one of the coal projects had run 

into trouble, there were some layoffs, but no one really worried until 2000. “I think people were 

kind of living in a bubble thinking ‘it can’t happen’ and then it did happen”. In the media, there 

were articles about other derelict mining towns like Faro and Cassiar. Helm noted that “A lot of 
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the people in Tumbler Ridge came from Cassiar or Five Points109 when those places closed so 

they had actually been through that and I guess they just didn't think it would happen here”.  

The other perspective is that they do expect it, because it is the nature of mining. 

Tomkinson feels that older miners are tuned into the roller coaster effect of the resource 

extraction industry and prepared to weather it, but that younger miners do not take that into 

consideration. Tomkinson came to Tumbler Ridge in 1987, and “the place was going good then,” 

but started to decline in the mid to late 90s. There were layoffs, but because he had seniority, he 

could ride out the early part of the recession. He describes the differential impact of the layoff 

process:  

[T]here would be a layoff list and you'd count up from the bottom how many guys are 

going to go and ‘oh, I'm good this time. I've got another hundred guys [ahead of me]’ and 

the list got shorter and shorter and shorter and finally in 2000, the Quintette mine shut 

down completely. There was a mass exodus. There was moving truck companies 

everywhere. 

There was very little coal mining activity for the next six years. Tomkinson moved to 

Alberta and got work in a slaughterhouse.  

As much as mining communities are aware of the ‘boom-bust’ nature of the economy, 

living in an environment where the major economic driver is outside the community’s control 

does not inspire confidence nor provide an environment conducive to long-term planning at 

Tumbler Ridge. As one business owner noted, “It is difficult to see the big picture when you are 

in survival mode”. People from Tumbler Ridge accept that much of what happens in the local 

economy is outside of their control. But who is in control: corporations, governments, or the 

 
109 An Alabama coal mine.  



Globalization’s Ruptures and Responses 

 198 

World Trade Organization (WTO)? It would be a mistake to think that any single interest is 

calling the shots. It is the cumulative actions of multiple actors that sets the stage for 

unpredictable chains of events. Trent Ernst links the most recent Tumbler Ridge boom to events 

happening across the world such as flooding in Australia110 and the upsurge of coal prices 

(AccuWeather, 2011). “You could argue that the current spike in coal prices is brought on by 

flooding in China due to global warming and that five years ago when the prices spiked that was 

due to flooding in Australia which is due to global warming”—in this way, nature is an actor and 

“markets are not . . . “free” from nature” (Durant, Fiorino, & and O'Leary, 2004, p. 63) . This 

context of multiple actors and the seeming incoherence of actions and impacts underscores the 

community’s ambiguous relationship with foreign capital.  

At a superficial level, most of those interviewed or surveyed in Tumbler Ridge approve 

of foreign ownership of property or businesses, although some tie their approval to specific 

conditions such as providing local benefits, not disadvantaging Canadian workers, paying taxes 

and “playing by rules”. But surface attitudes hide a complex array of stances and beliefs, both as 

to what constitutes ‘foreign’ and what form foreign involvement ought to take, for instance 

financial investment versus bringing in foreign labour. At one level, ‘foreign’ constitutes non-

Canadian interests and is understood by many to be a natural extension of doing business in a 

global marketplace. As one person noted “Canadian companies also own mines in other 

countries. Fair is fair”. But at another level, ‘foreign’ is understood simply as ‘non-local’ 

suggesting that there are degrees of foreignness. Not only are there distinct gradations in terms of 

how ‘foreigners’ are defined, but also in the degree to which they are accepted into the 

community. For instance, one person noted that companies brought workers in from Quebec, 

 
110 In December 2010, more than 13 inches of rain fell on Moranbah, Queensland flooding coal mines and 
railroad tracks and causing international coal prices to rise.  
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whom she referred to as “Frenchmen”, Australia, the Philippines, and China. She had no 

criticism of the Australian workers but did comment on the Quebec workers bringing in their 

own food; the Filipinos who participated in community events but also held their own; and the 

Chinese, who she feels “didn’t network with the community. They were their own little group”.  

Tumbler Ridge has a history of foreign investment in coal mining, including bringing in 

foreign workers—the ultimate in long-distance labour commuting. But in 2012, when HD 

Mining received permission from the Federal government to bring in 201 Chinese workers to 

work the underground longwall mine under the Temporary Foreign Workers Program, the 

community began to question the involvement of foreign interests. This became a flashpoint 

issue in the community on several fronts. First, although the unions protested the use of foreign 

workers when local miners were unemployed, most mines in the Tumbler Ridge area were open 

pit mines and long-wall underground mining was viewed by locals as less safe. Also, there was 

an unwillingness to work alongside Chinese workers because of perceived safety issues related 

to language. To address this HD Mining entered into an agreement with Northern Lights College 

to provide training to Canadian workers to “staff its long wall underground mining operations 

with a view to eventually transitioning to all Canadian workers” (Canadian Press, 2012). The 

other exacerbating factor was that the mining company built housing specifically for the Chinese 

workers, effectively creating a segregated community (see photo below). One person, describing 

rumoured plans to build a garden and fishpond in the housing project wondered “. . . how 

welcomed would we be to walk through their parks and their trails?” But a municipal employee 

felt the separate housing alienated the foreign workers from the rest of the community and 

resulted in comments like “little Chinatown”. She wondered whether it would have been better 
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for them to be integrated into the population. “We segregated them, and I don’t think that is 

right”. 

 

 

Figure 6: Housing for Chinese Temporary Foreign Workers  

Photo Credit: Dyan Dunsmoor-Farley 

 

Charles Helm believes that the community’s response to foreign workers depends on the 

degree of desperation people are feeling: “Tumbler Ridge is desperate. People that are desperate 

will sometimes go for things that people that are comfortable will reject”. Referring to their 

earlier experience with the Chinese mining venture,  

We had all these Chinese folks that came here and you know there were good efforts to 

try to assimilate them, but typically they would only stay for about a month and then 
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they'd go back because there would be this rotating thing. So, no one ever got a chance to 

make friends with anyone long term and they didn't speak English, so it made it hard.  

Helm believes the aggressive anti-foreign work stance taken by the unions “actually 

almost made it impossible for them [the company] to function and that was before the coal prices 

crashed and then they looked a bit stupid afterwards when all of the mines closed anyway, and 

this is the only one that potentially was going to survive”.  

From Helms’ perspective, the Chinese as mine owners and coal consumers made the 

issue of global commodity prices irrelevant. Moreover, controlling both production and 

consumption made it possible for the Chinese to stay when other companies were leaving. Helm 

notes some of the concerns about the Chinese taking local jobs, but notes that they contributed to 

the economy by buying food and gas and occupying empty houses.  

Trent Ernst believes there was a degree of underlying racism implicit in community 

attitudes: “you didn’t have to scratch the surface very far to find some underlying mistrust of 

people”. Ernst feels that people can’t legitimately be offended by a Chinese company mining in 

BC if they are not offended by a US or British company:  

If we're not offended by those, but we are offended by the fact that the one mine is a 

Chinese mine, then there's something more at play than just anti-globalization sentiments, 

anti-foreign ownership sentiments. Then we're starting to draw lines based on people due 

to color, creed or religion, as opposed to where they are. There's definitely a very strong 

sentiment of local jobs for local people, but at the same time if we do that then Teck who 

has properties down in the States, down in South America, we shouldn't be offended 

when they say ‘okay, we're going to boot you out of our countries too because we feel the 
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same way’. I don't think we've solved all the problems around globalization, but I would 

rather see a globalized economy than a jingoistic, insulated economy. 

But Councilor Rob MacKay sees a larger underlying problem: “International agreements 

seem to be popping up. There's different things that people didn't realize were being bargained 

away. Why are they giving away the jobs?  To mine our own minerals which I feel I'm part 

owner of that, you know as a Canadian citizen”. He believes that: 

the mines that received a lot of good tax breaks from operating in Canada now are 

shifting elsewhere. Chile, you know places like that, Africa. I think that a lot of that tax 

money that made them able to do that actually came from us. And then we're being told 

that we have to compete with our mine in Chile or mine in the outback of Australia.  

In Tumbler Ridge, there is a disconnect between supporting the concept of a global 

economy and the on-the-ground practical application of globalization—as if you could select the 

part of globalization that you wanted to participate in. Beyond the traditional boom-bust cycles 

of the mining industry, a consequence of globalization on Tumbler Ridge has been to destabilize 

jobs and housing, and ultimately to undermine the health of the community. 

The year 2000 was a watershed moment for Tumbler Ridge. The Council acknowledged 

coal could no longer be relied on to sustain the community: other economic avenues would need 

to be explored. The uncertainty of an industry buffeted by global forces led the District of 

Tumbler Ridge to examine avenues for economic diversification, eventually engaging at both a 

local, regional and national level. The Mayor and Council implemented the Tumbler Ridge 

Revitalization Task Force to get regional, provincial and federal transitional support for a plan to 

pursue economic and social stability through diversification. It was during the stabilization phase 

that the decision was made to turn the town’s housing stock back into private ownership. This 
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helped to expand the taxation base to allow the town to pay for municipal services (Markey, 

Halseth, & Manson, 2012, p. 192). The District also negotiated with various provincial ministries 

and the Northern Health Authority to sustain education, health and social services. In October 

2000, the Province provided $5.8 million to Tumbler Ridge to pay off its municipal debt111 of 

$8.8 million—the District contributed $3 million (Ministry of Community Development and 

Volunteers, 2000).  

Task Force diversification efforts focused on a mix of resource development (forestry, 

mining, oil and gas), recreation tourism, home businesses, attracting retirees, and creating 

educational opportunities. Over time, Tumbler Ridge rebranded itself as a place to raise families, 

where seniors could live affordably112, and placed a greater emphasis on adventure tourism and 

the natural history of the area. Besides coal, the region has oil and gas reserves;113 however, as 

with coal, these are highly market-sensitive commodities (Helm, 2000, p. 42). Moreover, 

community support for gas extraction is uneven, with some believing it will provide jobs and 

others concerned about potential negative health consequences and undermining efforts to create 

a tourist economy. Since the Task Force there has been a continued focus on tourism, alternative 

energy sources and the Community Forest Initiative as potential growth areas.  

The Community Forest Initiative 

The Tumbler Ridge Community Forest was established in 2011 in an agreement between 

the Ministry of Forests, Mines and Lands and the District of Tumbler Ridge (Ministry of Forests, 

 
111 The outstanding balance for the cost of constructing the community in 1983 -- $33 million. 
112 Largely based on the availability of inexpensive housing. 
113 No oil has been found to date. Early oil and gas surveying in the region was led by J.C. Gwillim 
(Professor of mining at Queen’s University and representative of the Geological Survey of Canada) in 
1919. During the construction of the Monkman Pass Highway in 1937, Charles Mitchell discovered a 
“gas seep”  (Helm, Beyond Rock and Coal -- the History of the Tumbler Ridge Area, 2000, p. 69)  and 
the first well was drilled near Lone Mountain. 
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Mines and Lands, 2011). The 25-year agreement gives the District the authority “to harvest 

20,000 cubic metres of timber per year from about 22,000 hectares of Crown land” along with 

“ the opportunity to manage and profit from other forest resources such as botanical products, 

recreation, wildlife, water and scenic viewscapes.” (Ministry of Forests, Mines and Lands, 2011). 

Councilor Rob MacKay recognizes the need to diversify the economy and is working to get the 

Community Forest initiative to a point where it can provide local jobs. However, efforts to 

increase local employment have been hampered because the agreement requires the District to 

supply timber to the Canfor and West Fraser sawmills in Chetwynd. And as MacKay notes, the 

District is tied to an agreement in which the two forestry companies provide the labour and 

logging, trucking, and milling equipment. Thus, the Community Forestry project, while bringing 

in revenue, has created jobs predominantly in Chetwynd rather than in Tumbler Ridge. MacKay 

aspires to have a local sawmill, noting that Tumbler Ridge has rail service capacity that could 

connect to markets in Prince George and south. But doing that would require an increase in the 

allowable annual cut. And MacKay notes the jobs, when or if they come, will not be as high-

paying as mining jobs.  

Tourism 

The discovery of the dinosaur trackway on the banks of Flatbed Creek just below 

Tumbler Ridge in 2000 by Charles Helm’s son Daniel and friend Mark Turner provided an 

anchor for a unique tourist experience. Since then Tumbler Ridge has become a paleontological 

hotspot114 with resident paleontologists and a museum dedicated to dinosaurs and the 

community’s early history. The growth in tourism-related initiatives has largely been led by 

community organizations like the Wolverine Nordic Mountain Society (WNMS), and the 

 
114 There were reports of fossil findings from the Hudson Hope area in the 1920s, many of which were 
lost when the area was flooded for the Peace Canyon Dam and W.A.C. Bennett Dam.  
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Tumbler Ridge Museum Foundation (TRMF) which collaborated to spearhead the establishment 

of the Tumbler Ridge Global Geopark. The TRMF subsequently established the Peace Region 

Palaeontology Research Centre to house dinosaur and other fossils found in the Tumbler Ridge 

region.  

While many in the community support the efforts to diversify to tourism, they also see 

problems—mainly the slowness of development and the lower wages of tourism sector compared 

to coal mining. As Tumbler Ridge librarian Paula Coutts observes, “it is too slow a process when 

you’re talking about hundreds of people who are not working and who are going bankrupt”. A 

second problem is the activities that draw people to sites like Tumbler Ridge– such as sledding 

(snowmobilers), cross-country skiing, hiking, and ATV riding—are essentially free and many 

question whether there will be sufficient economic benefits to the community. There is no way to 

charge for these ‘free gifts of nature’ other than through ancillary services such as equipment 

rental or mediated tourist experiences like jet boat river tours, or helicopter hiking. Some argue 

that if you attract people to the community, they will spend their money there, but others point 

out that there is nothing to spend your money on. And as the community is battered by 

fluctuating coal prices and declining population many of the services that offer ways to dispose 

of discretionary income—like restaurants, clothing stores, salons, retail tourist outlets—are 

closing or never existed. As one local business person notes, “People don’t want to come down 

an hour from Chetwynd and an hour back up to Dawson just to see that we have a restaurant and 

a dinosaur museum, but there’s nothing else to really spend your money on because hiking and 

that sort of stuff is all free”.  

WNMS has been successful at hosting annual events like the Grizfest music festival and 

the Emperor’s Challenge, an annual half-marathon from Tumbler Ridge circuiting Mount 
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Babcock. The event, in its 18th year, is so successful that registration is usually sold out within 

hours. But these events which bring large numbers of people into the community for a short 

period also strain the available accommodations. There is also the potential for competition for 

accommodation between mining interests and tourism.  

Alternative Energy 

By 2017, three major wind turbine projects had been completed in or adjacent to the 

District of Tumbler Ridge, accounting for 170 wind turbines over three sites. The wind turbines 

provide significant short-term construction jobs; however, there are very few long-term jobs 

associated with the ongoing operation of the turbines (i.e., maintenance and security). The 

Pattern Energy project held job fairs in Tumbler Ridge and Chetwynd. In Tumbler Ridge 300 

people turned up for 50 positions and there was a similar response in Chetwynd. In addition, 

agreements with local First Nations, like the Saulteau, include commitments for hiring First 

Nations residents (interview with Gil Davis, Economic Development Office).  

In 2016, the District won an award from Green Energy BC for its work supporting green 

energy (EnergeticCity, 2015). Ernst notes the irony: “A coal mining town, think about that a for a 

bit. A coal mining town getting an award from a green energy organization for its work in 

advocating for clean energy because we have the wind power plants”. But Gil Davis of the 

Saulteau First Nation, which is involved in joint venture partnerships with a variety of industries 

including wind, notes the considerable deforestation associated with this form of green energy: 

“They're calling it green energy, but when you wipe out a huge 13,500 hectares of land, how's 

that green?  We understand it's not burning fossil fuels and everything else, but you have a huge 

environmental impact”.  



Globalization’s Ruptures and Responses 

 207 

Despite efforts to build a more sustainable economy, each of the above initiatives is 

hindered in creating local jobs. The Community Forestry Initiative enables Tumbler Ridge to 

harvest and sell raw materials, but the forestry companies control labour and capital assets (for 

instance, the mill) and have developed their economies in Chetwynd. Wind turbines create short 

term employment, but firms often bring in external labour even during the construction phase 

and leave little long-term employment in the community. And to repeat, tourism based on the 

free gifts of nature brings little revenue into the community.  

Superficially, Tumbler Ridge is part of a regional economy, but the Community Forest 

Initiative exposes the fundamental flaw in disregarding economic development patterns which 

have evolved over time following the traditional staples trajectory (Innis, 1995). Historically that 

trajectory depended on market demand and resource availability, access to trade routes (initially 

following Indigenous commercial routes), the development of trade hubs, and the clustering of 

economic actors in geographic proximity. The creation of Tumbler Ridge disregarded the 

existence of other naturally-evolved cluster sites, specifically Chetwynd. Despite having many 

desirable cluster attributes such as available labour, strong social networks and “quality of place” 

characteristics (Wolfe, 2005, p. 20), Tumbler Ridge cannot overcome its ‘artificial’ location 

outside of normative commercial pathways. And as Figure 2 demonstrates, the Task Force 

successes have been short-lived and the community is essentially in the same position it was in 

2000.  

Economic and Social Challenges 

Despite the efforts of the local government and community organizations to revitalize the 

economy, most conversations about community health and well-being quickly move to the 

significant challenges Tumbler Ridge faces. In the survey, people commented on how economic 
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instability contributes to job loss, struggling businesses, bankruptcies and home repossessions, 

which ultimately “really affects mentality and stability”. And, all this occurs in the face of a lack 

of understanding in the broader world, “because most of the world thinks coal is bad and don’t 

understand the difference between hard and soft coal and making steel and burning it for fuel”. 

And when networks of capital collapse or withdraw, the entire network is short-circuited: 

business closings mean fewer resources to attract tourists and loss of secondary employment. At 

the nadir of the bust cycle, the District of Tumbler Ridge becomes the largest employer in town. 

And there is a secondary, more insidious effect of fleeing capital: depressed land values cause 

distress for those who own their homes and make Tumbler Ridge relatively attractive to low-

income people struggling to survive in communities with higher housing costs, thus putting an 

additional burden on already strained local services. The community is caught in a paradox of 

increasing health needs and diminishing resources.  

Two aspects of global capital have a critical bearing on the communities’ ability to 

recover: the impact of land speculation and its relationship to labour mobility.  

Speculative Land Market 

It was during the stabilization phase that the mining companies decided to convert the 

town’s housing stock into private ownership. This decision had unanticipated, long-term, 

negative consequences. At the time, 80% of the local housing was owned by the mines or 

Canadian Housing and Mortgage Corporation (CMHC) and was rented out. When the mining 

companies owned the housing rents could be controlled to encourage miners to move to the 

community. But once the mines were shut down in 2000, the housing stock became an ongoing 

and costly responsibility for the companies. Holmlund recollects that in 1986 Tumbler Ridge had 

the highest birth rate per capita in Canada but the recessions and the fact that people did not own 
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their homes meant that when the economy declined people simply left. Selling housing on the 

open market was seen as a means to stabilize the population: people with an investment in the 

community were more likely to stay than to cut and run when recessionary cycles hit. 

The release of housing into the marketplace triggered a spate of speculative buying: 

people bought housing because it was cheap, either in the hope that the mines would reopen and 

there would be work, or as an investment or recreational property. But rather than simply 

attracting local people to stay in the community, Holmlund describes people coming for the 

housing sale from all over the country, even from England and the US: “a lot of people moved 

here and only stayed two to three years, but fixed up their house, renovated, walked away, sold it 

for $150,000 to $200,000.” A second aspect of the availability of inexpensive housing is that 

when the value of their home increased, some people were inclined to take out mortgages and to 

use the money for discretionary purchases. One local business owner describes some Tumbler 

Ridgians as “‘rich/poor’ because they have every toy in their driveway, but if they lost their job 

they would lose it all”.  

Since 2000, economic instability has resulted in a highly volatile housing market. For 

instance, mine closures resulted in property values declining by more than 30 per cent in 2016, 

rebounding slightly in 2017 with the announcement of new coal investment (Jang, 2018; 

Wakefield, 2017).  Stories abound of people paying $800 for a single room without board, and, 

in one instance, for a space in a garage115. But as local librarian Paula Coutts notes, “now you 

can rent a four-bedroom house for $800 a month”. An unintended impact of the depressed 

housing prices is a steady increase in young, poor families, dependent on income assistance 

 
115 Andrew Bailey, the editor of the Westerly (Tofino/Uclulet), recollects going to Tumbler Ridge in 2011 
to work for the paper and having difficulty finding accommodation because he had a dog—he ended up 
renting space in a garage for $900/month.  
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moving to the community, creating a poverty cohort not seen in Tumbler Ridge before. Some 

residents believe the newcomers are being encouraged by social service agencies in larger 

communities to move to Tumbler Ridge because of the lower rents. While the rents may be 

lower, there are few job opportunities and newcomers do not usually have a social network to 

make the transition easier, nor do the local social services have the capacity to support increased 

demand.  

The combination of a speculative housing market and a volatile coal industry is evident. 

People talk of streets of 15 homes with only three or four occupied. Gary Tomkinson, an 

unemployed miner, describes “so many repossessed houses and for sale signs on ones that 

haven’t been repossessed”. This also impacts absentee property owners who may have invested 

in housing as part of their retirement and now must keep the heat and lights on and pay the 

mortgage. As Coutts notes, “The last time the town shut down, the mines owned the houses, so 

people were able to pick up and leave. Now people are here because they have mortgages. They 

can't afford to go and live somewhere else and work and still hold onto the house”.  

Not only did land speculation have significant negative impacts for Tumbler Ridgians 

who gambled on increasing land values, it also took housing stock out of the market. One 

resident estimates that 75% of the condos in her building are owned by people who do not live in 

the community. These units are easy to rent when the economy is booming but sit empty when 

the economy is down. She also notes the competition between companies to acquire housing 

citing the example of one of the mines buying a local hotel to house their employees, taking 

accommodation out of the market for tourists or visitors: “They never had accommodations for 

[tourists] because even though the parking lot was empty, they were getting money from 
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contractors that were holding their space for the guy that would come in and work a week and 

then be gone a week”.  

Coutt’s comment regarding the shift in housing ownership from the mines and 

government to the market place reveals that people are not necessarily rational economic actors. 

They may make decisions based on what can be demonstrated over time to be faulty reasoning 

(e.g., that property ownership ensures greater security and that the mines will always reopen). 

The foundation of this irrationality can be traced back to the premises on which the state 

established the town, namely that there would be a stable coal market, and that economic 

diversification would occur naturally. The decision by the state and mining companies to put the 

housing stock on the market was intended to to hold labour in place; it has been successful.  

Housing volatility is also directly related to labour mobility. As one realtor observed 

“We’ve always been a transient community. They rent here and on their seven days off, they take 

their paycheck and go back home”. In this way, the speculative nature of capital creates 

unpredictable cycles that extend far beyond the opening and closing of mines to a second tier of 

speculation for land associated with housing and further weakened by unrooted workers116.  

Transitory Labour - Shifting Workers through Time and Space. 

Tumbler Ridge was built to create a sustainable community for miners and their families. 

When the mines owned the housing, such workers provided a stable, local labour supply. The 

typical shift pattern in the early days was four on/four off 12-hour shifts. Tomkinson attributes 

population decline not simply to mine shut-downs but also to a change in how the mines operate. 

When the mining companies started a seven-on/seven-off, 12-hour shift pattern, people no longer 

had to live in the community to work at the mines, instead commuting from other often distant 

 
116 For a detailed description of the challenges of establishing an integrated housing market in Tumbler 
Ridge, see McGrath (pp. 226-228).  



Globalization’s Ruptures and Responses 

 212 

communities and renting accommodation. Tomkinson noted the effect: “it was totally different 

because people made their money here and ran away and took it and spent it back home”. He 

doubts that even if all the mines are running companies would change their shift patterns which 

make it attractive to external labour. He notes that the original Quintette mine’s four-on/four-off 

schedule made it less attractive for workers to come in from elsewhere because “it takes one full 

day after coming off a 12-hour night shift to drive down to the Okanagan”. Tomkinson doesn’t 

believe it is in the companies’ interests to change their shift pattern to accommodate a local 

labour supply because the seven/seven pattern gives them maximum flexibility. And, as one 

interviewee notes later in this discussion, this shift format suits some people.  

The transition to longer shift cycles results in what is referred to as long distance labour 

commuting (LDLC) or long-distance rotational commuting, “a situation where a workplace is 

isolated by a distance of at least 200 kilometers from the worker’s home community”. LDLC 

deterritorializes workers and weakens connections with both home and host communities 

(Markey, Ryser, & Halseth, 2015, p. 132). People in Tumbler Ridge note the irony of firms flying 

in outside workers to work in the Tumbler Ridge mines and miners in Tumbler Ridge working 

outside the community for another extractive employer. Given that mining profits depend on 

managing inputs, bringing labour in from other locales when local labour is available seems 

inefficient and raises the question why the industry does not coordinate to meet its employment 

needs across the extractive sector on a regional basis117. The shift from the “staples macro-

environment” of the 80s and its emphasis on regional economic development and expansion has 

culminated in an LDLC environment that is an offshoot of economic restructuring generated 

from each subsequent recessionary event (Markey, Ryser, & Halseth, 2015, p. 133).  

 
117 One reason may be the seniority terms of unions’collective agreements which may determine worker 
assignments within particular geographic areas. 
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As Markey et al note, there are three factors which make LDLC attractive: it is cheaper to 

maintain a camp than to build a town; in the mining sector, LDLC enables greater productivity; 

and LDLC obviates the need to attract people to move to a location permanently. Communities 

like Tumbler Ridge have no edge in providing a labour supply and, as a result, local workers “are 

excluded from the direct and indirect economic benefits associated with exploration and 

extraction” (Markey, Ryser, & Halseth, 2015, p. 134). As troubling as the negative economic 

impacts are the cumulative impacts associated with LDLC, including mental health and 

substance use disorders as well as the “decline in community engagement” -- effects evident in 

Tumbler Ridge (2015, p. 135). As Markey et al note, LDLC arrangements “splinter the 

workforce and town, generating discontent and breaking up the traditional physical intimacy of 

rural spaces’” (p. 135). Moreover, those left behind are predominantly women, children and 

seniors drawing our attention to the spatial distancing of paid from unpaid work and its 

relationship to social reproduction. LDLC puts an exceptional burden on reproductive labour and 

erodes the social economy; both are key structural elements to ensure “sustained and rapid 

accumulation” and without which “the pace of capital accumulation in a capitalist economy is 

likely to slacken” (Jessop, 1990, p. 181).  

Aalhus has identified the complex intersection of resource extraction economies and the 

social, cultural and economic health of communities in Northern BC (2018). Her research 

suggests that a broad array of social determinants of health are impacted in resource extraction 

dependent economies including but not limited to: mental health, substance use and family 

dynamics; sexual health, sex work, and sex trafficking; social relationships; gender; and life 

control, self-determination, and self-governance. For instance, Aalhus notes negative impacts of 

labour in-migration and long-distance labour commuting, during bust times, on the social fabric 
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of communities. This is often attended by problematic substance use and domestic violence, an 

increase in sexually transmitted diseases and participation of women and girls in sex work. The 

impact of these disjunctures is felt disproportionately by women and girls. Resource 

development can also have a negative impact on life control and self-determination leading to 

“feelings of powerlessness, depression, and social upheaval” as well as detachment from the 

decision-making processes, and distrust of consultation processes (pp. 21–27). Aalhus proposes a 

suite of principles to guide resource development including “ensuring meaningful participation 

of communities” with specific consideration of “political, social, and cultural contexts, including 

colonialism, colonization and both past and present harms experienced by Indigenous 

communities”; building on local and traditional knowledges; evaluating projects through a life 

cycle lens from early childhood to senescence; and assessing implications for vulnerable 

populations.  

One can see these dynamics playing out in Tumbler Ridge where a declining population 

has resulted in a reduction in the number of people needing health care services, but an increase 

in the severity and complexity of needs. One of the less visible impacts of job loss, is the 

attendant loss of health benefits: as Gary Tomkinson observes, “It's a hell of an eye opener when 

all that goes away and you've got to pay for it.” Even physician Charles Helm, a naturally 

optimistic person, expresses concern. In a global perspective, Helm thinks the community is 

relatively healthy but at a local level he is seeing significant health challenges. He believes 

ministries and social service agencies are referring poor people to Tumbler Ridge due to the 

cheaper housing costs, but that there are few supports or services for them when they arrive:  

They sort of resettle them here and we're delighted to have them, but they bring problems 

that we haven't previously had before them coming here. This is not just Tumbler Ridge, 
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but across BC there's all the fentanyl stuff and things going on. Things are not getting 

better. They're getting worse in we see more in the way of drug overdoses and, I think, 

alcohol-related accidents and things like this proportionately than what we used to in say 

the 90's. Kids cutting, suicide attempts.  

And Paula Coutts reflects that in the absence of work and other services and supports, 

these newcomers not only put a strain on the local resources, but they experience poor outcomes 

themselves.  

Many of the resources necessary to sustain a community through difficult times are 

population-sensitive. Institutions like health care and education determine funding based, in part, 

on population. At a local level, population decline also means an erosion of volunteer resources 

at a time when the needs are highest. In Tumbler Ridge, for instance, the ambulance service is 

staffed by volunteers. Helm describes the impact population decline has had on the community’s 

ability to sustain an ambulance service. “I've tried to explain to people how bad things are with 

BC Ambulance in northeastern BC. We used to have, when the town was in its heyday, an on-call 

roster for the ambulance, first car, second car, were reserved…you had about 20 on the 

ambulance crew. Now we're lucky if we have four or five and they just can't be on call all the 

time, so sometimes there's no ambulance in town”. The closest ambulance must come from 

Dawson Creek during such periods.  

The decline in volunteers has also impacted the elderly who normally would have been 

supported by volunteer groups; this, along with the limited health care services, has resulted in 

many moving to larger centres. A local business owner describes the shift that has taken place, a 

shift that, in her opinion, marks a distinct change from the recession in 2000:  
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There's a core of people who are invested in Tumbler Ridge as an idea, as a home, as a 

community and it feels like it is a lower percentage of the community than in previous 

years. You can be in a community and not participate in the community at all. This is just 

where you live. That's it. You get your internet. You communicate with people outside of 

the community and that's it. That's your life. And you're not taking much from that 

community, but you're also not giving much to the community. And then you have the 

polar opposite of people who are fully invested and they're involved in community 

groups and involved politically and talking to their politicians and trying to make positive 

change and most people fall somewhere in the middle of that spectrum. It just feels like 

kind of the average is inching more towards being more insulated and not engaged in 

community life.  

The erosion of civil society is occurring at a time when the community needs it most. 

Rob MacKay describes a community where there is a lot of suffering. “There's a lot of despair in 

some families. Especially when they see these jobs that are just down the road and they're putting 

in applications for them that aren't even considered”. The impact of despair is particularized by 

many of the people who participated in the research: they identified increasing problems with 

mental illness and addiction and the consequent effects of domestic violence and crime118. 

People observed a variety of mental health impacts including anxiety, increased substance 

misuse, an increase in depression, suicidal ideation and alcohol poisoning among children and 

youth. As librarian, Paula Coutts observes a broad cross-section of the community and is hearing 

about some very distressing activities: “I'm hearing stories about drugs. I'm hearing stories about 

 
118 The question posed was “How would you describe the health of your community?” No probes were 
used to guide them towards any particular aspect of health.  
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ten-year-old girls having sex. When I came it was 11 and 12-year-old girls. Now I'm hearing 9 

and 10 -- and drugs, the same thing. There's a lot of drug use”. Coutts also notes that suicide is a 

problem. “One guy says he'd be dead if we weren't here to talk to him, to just listen”. Coutts 

believes there are pockets of health, but that overall Tumbler Ridge is not a healthy community. 

She references the paucity of mental health services and how days after the Fort MacMurray fire 

people were getting psychiatric help. She asks: “Are they going to wait for somebody in Tumbler 

to pull out a gun and go ballistic somewhere or are they going to wait for a dozen suicides before 

somebody reacts?”  

Several people noted that substance misuse is not a new problem although it has been 

exacerbated by the mine closures. A local businessperson describes a history of undiagnosed 

mental health issues, self-medicating with alcohol and drugs “and then they go to the mine and 

operate heavy duty equipment”. She describes a very mercurial environment in which rumours of 

openings are attended by optimism and enthusiasm followed by rumour of shutdowns and 

bleakness and depression. Another local business owner observes that the normative culture of 

drug use has changed:  

When the mines were up and running, there was very little crime in Tumbler Ridge 

because people wanted to do drugs, they could afford them because they were working 

and the nature of shift work you can work for seven days and then you get seven days off, 

you can do whatever you want in those seven days and get completely messed up and 

then you go back to work and I think there were a lot of people who were functioning that 

way and then when work goes away, then there's still that element of abuse, whether it's 

alcohol or harder drugs, but now affordability is a problem and so then you start to see 

the effects of it on people. I think people can hide it when they are financially able, but as 
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soon as they can't hide it then you start to see the effects and you see the mental effects so 

it's not just somebody chasing a high. They're depressed and they're chasing a high and I 

think there's been more depression and anxiety around joblessness and trying to find 

work and trying to pay the bills and ‘oh, I'm losing my home’ and I think there's been a 

lot of that. 

I asked if she saw drug use as part of a mining culture, but she believes it is part of a 

broader shift-work culture:  

There are people who seek out those kinds of jobs or like even two weeks on and two 

weeks off, there's people who work jobs like that and I think a person's mindset going in 

is what sets whether they're going to get good things out of it or bad. Because you can 

look at it another way. You can say, well they're going to have two weeks to spend with 

their family and for that two weeks, they are home or they can go traveling or whatever. 

You can do things, positive things, with that time, but I don't think over the long term that 

it's easy to live that life. Because you're completely absent half the time as well. I think 

there's health consequences. Like without thinking about drugs and alcohol and all that 

kind of stuff, I don't think you can sleep properly when you're…they work 12 hour shifts, 

but you have to get to work and then get home from work and then you still have things 

to do around your house.  Like you can't just sleep, like work and sleep for seven days. 

That's a little bit absurd. I don't think it's good for your body.  

While there is a suicide counsellor in the community, one grandmother whose children 

and grandchildren were struggling with mental health problems was gravely concerned about the 

lack of child and youth mental health services, noting that the school counselor has moved out of 

the community. She asks, “if you've got grandchildren in the elementary school that are already 
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having problems, what's going to happen when they get to the high school?” Paula Coutts echoes 

a frustration expressed by others regarding the lack of response to what many see as an emerging 

crisis: “It happened in Newfoundland when the fishing industry went. It happened in BC when 

forestry went. Surely by now, governments can figure it out: do we need an agency like 

FEMA119?  Does somebody need to be able to say this community is in crisis, let's drop this team 

in here. They can be there for a year and a half and kind of see how things are going”. When 

asked if this should be a predictable problem in a boom/bust economy Coutts agreed but felt that 

people, having weathered the storms in the past, assumed they would this time, however this 

time as homeowners they are essentially trapped by their mortgages, unable to rent the house out 

for what their mortgage payments are.  

Tumbler Ridge is facing a health crisis: an unpredictable economy marked by repeated 

recessions has resulted in damaging coping behaviours, reduced social and health resources 

when the need is greatest, and deep distress in the community. The social disruptions attendant 

with boom/bust cycles of natural resource extraction economies are well studied (Shandro et al; 

Hajkowicz et al; and, Goldenberg et al), including studies of Tumbler Ridge (Shandro et al) and 

nearby Fort St. John (Goldenberg et al). Both Goldenberg et al (p. 157). and Shandro et al (p. 

178). observe that the solutions demand collaboration between industry, community 

organizations, and the public health sector. Although the International Council on Mining and 

Metals has adopted a broadened definition of health impacts to include the social determinants of 

health and in 2009 and the federal government allocated $1 billion (CAD) over two years 

through the Community Adjustment Fund (Shandro et al, p.179), it appears to have had little 

effect in Tumbler Ridge.   

 
119 Federal Emergency Management Agency (USA) 
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Regulation Modalities 

In each community, I asked people to consider the relative importance of four elements of 

the economy: the capital, political, social and the household economies. Perhaps not surprisingly, 

given that Tumbler Ridge was created by the provincial and federal governments to attract 

foreign coal investments, Tumbler Ridge respondents described the political economy as the 

most important, followed closely by the capital economy. The social economy ranked third with 

the household economy ranked a distant last. In this section, I describe what underpins people’s 

perceptions of these economic components and how these perceptions shape action or inaction. I 

start with the capital economy.  

For many, the capital economy is changing at a rate that is hard to adapt to. The 25-year 

history of Tumbler Ridge is one of a few mining sites and a revolving door of mining companies 

cycling through a series of shutdowns, bankruptcies, corporate takeovers, and lease takeovers by 

new companies. Originally, Tumbler Ridge was established as a site to attract labour; but, 

increasingly, labour is not only moving across geographies but between different extraction 

sectors such as oil and gas and mineral extraction, emptying Tumbler Ridge of a large proportion 

of its population. Those left behind are the unemployed, women, children and seniors. Some 

respondents question corporate diligence in making decisions to open mines, noting the history 

of collapse and what seems to be a disregard for that history and lessons that could be learned.  

Impacts are felt most significantly at the point where workers must engage with corporate 

employers. In the past, jobs in the mines came through word of mouth, local postings and 

personal references. Librarian Paula Coutts describes helping unemployed workers at the library: 

“It used to be that guys could hand a buddy a phone number on a piece of paper and they’d get a 

job. Now they have to fax or apply online usually through an HR department that’s thousands of 
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miles away in another country where no one knows them”. In this way, while reaching an 

expanded pool of applicants, globalized communications have impersonalized the process and 

devalued relational knowledge and connections while providing capital with an expanded and 

unrooted labour pool.  

At the same time, Tumbler Ridgians hold on to recollections of positive relationships 

with a benevolent industry. Writing in 2008, Helm describes the positive relations between 

community organizations and industry, noting “The vast majority of local and regional industries 

have a heart, do not enjoy despoiling the environment, appreciate a good corporate citizen image, 

and will do their best to mitigate the effects of their activities” (Helm, 2008, p. 49). He cited the 

extensive support given in aid of the paleontological projects (e.g., moving huge stone slabs by 

helicopter and crane trucks). And Holmlund identifies the interconnections between the capital 

economy and social economy, giving the example of how industry has invested in community 

groups like the Wolverine Nordic Mountain Society trail system:  

I think that you promote industry and industry always comes down and promotes services 

within the community. I know a lot of people think that mining takes out more than they 

give back but they do provide. They want to maintain a positive work force, a stable work 

force, and the only way they can do it, they have to be competitive and they do that by 

providing a good wage, a good living space, and provide services for their employees like 

golf passes and helping out the different societies. It’s part of the package because we are 

isolated. 

What Holmlund describes is often referred to as corporate social responsibility (CSR), 

involving efforts that corporations make to acquire social licence—essentially meeting the 

expectations of local and distant interests to not cause harm (Gunningham, Kagan, & Thornton, 
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2004, p. 308). But the scale at which those expectations exist has a profound impact on what a 

corporate actor may choose to do. In the case of resource extraction communities, the 

relationship is often one of dependency: Tumbler Ridge relies on the firms for jobs; anything the 

firm does over and above what is required by regulation or licence is a bonus. Moreover, benefits 

like golf passes are of little use to long-distance labour commuters working 12-hour shifts. The 

primary beneficiaries of CSR in Tumbler Ridge are community organizations like the Wolverine 

Nordic Mountain Society (WNMS) and the Tumbler Ridge Museum Foundation (TRMF). 

Further, as Coutts notes, when the companies leave town, they take more than just jobs; they are 

also taking funding for projects and other contributions to community initiatives. As noted in the 

discussion about shift scheduling and labour mobility, practising CSR appears to be limited to 

providing one-time expenditures to support community initiatives, rather than changing HR 

practices. Some such changes could include hiring local workers, rather than bringing in crews 

from distant locales that have a profoundly negative effect on community life. Tumbler Ridgians 

struggle with their relationship with a capital economy that, in one sense, appears indifferent to 

the plight of local workers while at the same time investing in high profile community events and 

activities.  

Corporate social responsibility assumes that corporations are already operating in 

compliance with federal and provincial laws and regulations, and that they are honouring their 

contracts with workers and suppliers. Tumbler Ridge labour/management disputes demonstrate 

the fractures that exist between labour and corporate interests. A scan of the Tumbler Ridge 

News120 by editor Trent Ernst over the previous five years shows the significant efforts of the 

 
120 This information was provided from Tumbler Ridge News archives from Trent Ernst the former editor. 
Tumbler Ridge News ceased operation in 2016 but has since been has re-established by Ernst as Tumbler 
RidgeLines.   
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unions, particularly the United Steel Workers (USW) in two areas: assuring appropriate layoff 

compensation for workers after mine closure and fighting HD Mining’s Temporary Foreign 

Workers application.  

The layoff issue arose when, in April 2016, Walter Energy, owners of the Wolverine 

mine, served termination notice on 275 of their employees. Research participant Gary 

Tomkinson was one of those impacted. These employees had been laid off two years previously. 

According to their collective agreement, the employees had a two-year call-back right, after 

which, if they were not called back, they could be terminated. Normally this would have 

triggered termination benefits as well as a group payment under the Employment Standards Act 

(BC) according to United Steelworkers (USW) representative Dan Will, but the company had 

been granted creditor protection the previous year and was therefore not required to pay 

termination benefits while they attempted to restructure or sell their holdings. According to Will 

the company had indicated that they would likely owe $11 million in severance. Since 2016, the 

union has been pursuing the case through the Supreme Court (Tumbler Ridge News, 2016). As of 

April 2019, the workers had still not received their compensation (Will, 2019) and many had 

used up their Employment Insurance benefits.  

The second issue involved the United Steelworkers complaint against Chinese mining 

company HD Mining, initially citing violations of the BC Mines Act and Mines Code and 

subsequently citing an unfair hiring process that denied skilled Canadian workers access to jobs. 

As noted earlier, HD Mining had successfully applied through the federal Temporary Foreign 

Workers program to bring 201 foreign workers to work the Murray River underground coal 

mine. United Steelworkers Director (USW) for Western Canada, Steve Hunt, cited the dangers of 

local miners working underground with workers who were not proficient in English: “Inserting a 
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foreign national without fluency in English into such a maze of overlapping and precise safety 

requirements is a recipe for disaster” (Tumbler Ridge News, n.d.). The USW were joined by the 

Union of Operating Engineers (IUOE) and the Construction and Specialized Workers Union 

(CSWU) in their attempt to get an injunction to halt more Chinese miners from coming. The 

injunction was denied. Eventually, the unions were able to access the ten federal government 

Labour Market Opinions (LMO) used to justify the decision to hire temporary foreign workers. 

Ultimately, Human Resources and Skills Development Minister Diane Finley was ordered by the 

Supreme Court to require HD Mining to produce documents to demonstrate that the 300 

Canadians who applied to work in the mine did not have the appropriate qualifications 

(Crawford, 2013). And in 2014, the program was refocused as the “International Mobility 

Program aimed at more highly skilled workers”; other changes included “caps on how many 

foreign workers could be hired” (Stueck, 2018). These issues demonstrate the critical role that 

unions played in attempting to secure worker rights and, in this instance, highlight how state and 

corporate interests aligned to support profit over the interests of workers.  

Given the instability of the capital economy and unreliable nature of CSR, the Tumbler 

Ridge research participants look to the state to fill the increasingly large gaps in the capital 

economy. Establishing Tumbler Ridge as a viable coal resource was a gamble that a balance 

could be maintained between the global market for coal, the accessibility of the resource, and a 

dependable labour supply. In building the town, there was an assumption that mining 

corporations, markets and labour would not only appear in response to the opportunity but would 

remain. As recently as 2006, the Tumbler Ridge approach to land use planning (a compact 

townsite with extensive infrastructure) and governance (local authority over a large land base 

beyond the townsite) was touted as building resilience that would enable the community to 
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“outlive the life of the mines that were to fund its creation” (Jackson & Illsley, p. 170). The 

authors cited five policy and design decisions that were intended to enhance resilience: “a 

comprehensive land use development strategy which anticipated the eventual decline of the 

resource base”; “an independent local administration”; “a functioning set of property markets”; 

an economic risk management strategy”; and “modern infrastructure and services” (pp. 170-1).  

None of these strategies has been sufficient to address the footloose nature of capital in 

Tumbler Ridge. Enabling the District to tax mine operations did cover a significant portion of 

municipal costs but is effective only as long the mines are operating. The establishment of a local 

administration with authority over a huge geographic area was seen to create the capacity to act 

as a regional and community services centre. But it failed to consider competition with other 

existing regional centres, in particular Chetwynd, which borders the mining area and has the 

additional attraction of being on the main highway. The creation of “property markets”, while 

intended to give people a stake in the community, failed to anticipate the changes to labour 

mobility. Now home ownership rather than providing a stake in the community is instead a stake 

through people’s shoes—owning homes they cannot sell and having to work elsewhere. The risk 

management strategy required a portion of mining property taxes to go into a provincial 

contingency fund to protect against a downturn in the global coal market. Given the multiple 

recessionary events since 1983, is the contingency fund sufficient to do anything other than keep 

the lights on? Scott (p. 7-8) highlights the hubris involved in modernist plans which, while often 

well-intended, fail to achieve their lofty goals and assigns this partly to distant planners believing 

that they know what local populations require. The planning for Tumbler Ridge tried to 

anticipate and mitigate imagined risks, but could not anticipate the multiple processes, the 

complexity, the contradictoriness, and disjunctions of globalization, as they continue to play out.  
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It is therefore not surprising that the provincial government does not appear to have a 

process in place to anticipate the inevitable downturn, to deploy necessary resources quickly and 

to coordinate across ministries. As Trent Ernst notes: “The provincial and the federal government 

is not really designed to meet the needs of a boom and bust cycle, which is kind of funny since 

there’s so many communities across the province and across the country”. From the perspective 

of Tumbler Ridgians, provincial and federal departments responsible for employment and 

income supports respond quickly in the short term, providing information sessions to help laid 

off workers access income supports and skills-upgrading. But the lack of a sustained, 

comprehensive response that addresses not only the immediate crisis but also pays attention to 

the range of needs—social as well as economic—that emerge from an economic downturn and 

aligns with and supports the community’s efforts at diversification, is missing.  

Lack of coordination between regional needs and provincial planning is also evident. The 

Site C dam121 is a sore spot: community members believe the government misled the community 

regarding access to Site C dam jobs. Councilor MacKay describes the situation:  

We were told that this area would be first [to get jobs] . . . by the minister himself and the 

local MLA. What actually took place…say a dozer operator for example. When our local 

guys went to Site C, there was already workers there doing that same work that had been 

there for at least two-three weeks.  They were from Nova Scotia, from Quebec. Now how 

did that all happen?  And there's so many people here that could be working there that 

aren't. I mean, here we are just down the road and we have a lot of skilled labor, miners 

 
121 The Site C Dam is the third hydroelectric dam project in the Peace River region of northeast BC. It 
will require flooding 107 km of the Peace River Valley. The project has been at the centre of controversy 
between environmentalists who are critical of the loss of farmland, First Nations whose territories will be 
impacted, and some local residents who believe it will provide needed jobs (The Narwhal, 2018) (BC 
Hydro, 2017).  
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do that work more than those people do. That's what they do. There's nobody operates 

‘dozers better than somebody from a mine that works on benches. [Building] a dam and 

putting a soft slope on it is nothing for those [mine] operators.  

Economic crises engender social crises, but there is little evidence of a coherent 

integrated response to the community’s needs. Most social and health services are provided by 

agencies contracted by the provincial government, but contracts often do not have the elasticity 

to address changing needs. Thus, community members experience a lack of responsiveness from 

agencies whose budgets are locked in. Budgets set for a five-year period when the economy was 

stable are insufficient for periods of economic crisis. Paula Coutts, reflecting on the insufficient 

response of WorkBC, believes this is because WorkBC is a contracted service, and the service 

volume standards were set when the economy was more robust: “I'm guessing that the contract 

wasn't enough to cover this huge influx of people but I'm sorry then it's up to WorkBC in Victoria 

to say we've got a thousand people out of work in this part of the north”. Service location is also 

an issue when communities are in crisis. WorkBC, located in Dawson Creek, sends a worker to 

the community once a week and provides gas cards to residents to come to Dawson Creek to 

access service on days the service is not available in Tumbler Ridge. Coutts observes “instead of 

coming here and spending a week doing those interviews, they're giving 20 or 30 people $50 gas 

cards to go to Chetwynd or Dawson. It’s just like -- give your head a shake. You know these 

people would rather have that money for food or something”. And government efforts to provide 

supports are often hampered by bureaucratic and siloed processes between funders, contractors 

and communities. Examples include WorkBC addressing labour market needs; (Government of 

British Columbia, n.d.); Ministry of Social Development and Social Innovation, responsible for 

income assistance (Government of British Columbia, n.d.); and the Northern Health Authority,  
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responsible for health services. The result is a lack of timely, adaptive, coordinated responses to 

community needs.  

The failure of provincial and federal governments to address the critical issues facing 

Tumbler Ridge reflect scalar disjunctures and a lack of sensitivity to the rural context. Responses 

scaled at a provincial and regional level are characterized by a lack of coordination across 

government departments and agencies and between provincial and regional levels, inflexible 

government contracting practices that limit responsiveness, lack of emergency response capacity 

to address immediate and pressing needs, and, challenges in sustaining local governance 

capacity.  

It is at the local level that people can have direct input into the decisions that affect their 

economic and social health. As in all communities, people have the choice to try to inform and 

influence governance decisions, or to take independent action. And in the context of exercising 

power in social relationships, “agency is generated by mobilizing . . . power” (Ommer, 2006, p. 

17). And yet, Tumbler Ridge research participants are most critical about the capability and 

responsiveness of local government to address the issues that are of greatest concern to them and 

about their individual capacity to influence outcomes. About half the people I heard from 

believed they had some voice in the decisions affecting the economic and social life of the 

community, but very few people felt they had a significant voice and almost half indicated they 

had no voice at all. Several people commented about disengagement from the processes set up to 

provide voice at the local government level, such as connecting with councilors about issues of 

concern, reviewing council information, decisions and plans online, or attending council 

meetings. As Gary Tomkinson put it: “I don't think there's a lot of people go [to Council 

meetings], but a lot of people complain and bitch on Facebook about what they have done, but 
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they don't attend the meetings to find out what they're going to do. They just grumble after the 

fact”. Tomkinson is frustrated because he sees the political economy as a ‘ground up’ exercise. 

“Things will come from people raising a question” and it works its way up through the various 

levels of government. This disconnect from local government is evidenced by low voter turnout, 

although the community’s turnout for the 2014 municipal election was 32.5%, just slightly lower 

than the provincial average turnout of 33.3% (CivicInfoBC, 2017).  

In Tumbler Ridge, local government, in addition to providing infrastructure and planning 

services, is also the largest employer when mine production is slowed down or halted entirely. 

But the District faces a variety of challenges. When the mines shut down, the District loses tax 

revenue necessary to support the infrastructure that might make Tumbler Ridge attractive to new 

industries and workers and their families. Second, as the economy declines, so does the 

population, further reducing the tax base, and along with it, the pool of resources necessary to fill 

council and staff positions. Most of the people I heard from appreciated that the District had done 

a good job of managing its finances, in sustaining the infrastructure as well as providing jobs to 

residents; however, many people were dismayed at the turnover of senior municipal 

administrative staff. Ernst observes that “it's tough to find somebody who's willing to work there 

[Town Hall] for more than a short period in one of the senior management positions. The 

longest-term employee there is like 28 years old and he's the CAO [Chief Administrative Officer] 

and he's been there for less than a year”. Ernst suggests this problem is the result of limited 

career opportunities and friction between elected officials and senior administrative staff.  

Local government in the context of Tumbler Ridge counterposes three functions: service 

provider, employer, and site for democratic engagement. It is not clear whether being a service 

provider and a major employer affects people’s attitudes towards civic engagement. Certainly, 
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Tumbler Ridge’s voter turnout rates are similar to the BC average. Notwithstanding their 

relationship with local government, Tumbler Ridgians place a higher value on the political and 

capital economies, but it is at level of the social economy where much of the work is being done 

to address community issues.  

Like many other small communities, the Tumbler Ridgians involved in the research 

believe that the commitment and contributions of their community organizations are 

unparalleled. As Charles Helm reflects, “I don't think you will find a community on the planet 

where your community organizations and volunteerism have had a bigger proportion to play. 

These organizations have not just contributed, but they have led the way. They have created the 

opportunities that the other elements in the economy now make use of.” That level of 

commitment is particularly important in a community with an unpredictable economy and senior 

governments that lack the nimbleness to respond to real time needs.  

The social economy has played a role in bolstering both the economic and social health 

of the community. On the economic front, organizations like the Wolverine Nordic Mountain 

Society (WNMS) and the Tumbler Ridge Museum Foundation (TRMF) have been instrumental 

in positioning Tumbler Ridge as a paleontological and tourism destination through the creation 

of the Geopark. But it appears, from the perspective of the respondents, that the most pressing 

demands for the social economy are around community health and wellbeing. The action taken 

by the regional library to address the needs of hungry children and struggling unemployed 

miners is one example. In talking with others in the community, librarian Paula Coutts noticed 

that kids were turning up in school and other places hungry. So, the library began to offer snacks 

and then started a daily after-school library program giving kids protein, dairy and fruit. And then 

something unusual happened: “there was an article on us in the newspaper and within a couple of 
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months I'd raised $10,000. Just people bringing me money. Companies and the thrift store. So 

that's a volunteer organization helping another. And the community support was amazing and not 

solicited”. In September 2016, the library was seeing 20 to 40 kids a day. When they have more 

than they need to feed the kids, the Library gives it to laid off workers who run out of money 

before their EI cheques comes in. And as Coutts observes, “libraries are always busier during a 

recession”, noting that although the population has dropped significantly the library utilization 

rates have remained the same.  

The library also stepped into the breach when, according to Coutts, the federal 

employment service office closed when the town was in a boom period, by initiating a volunteer 

resume writing program. The volunteer service turned into a full employment program including 

job searches, assistance in signing up for EI, as well as resume writing and assistance completing 

applications. In providing food for hungry kids and employment services for unemployed 

miners, the library, under Coutts’ leadership, was prepared to act autonomously to stretch the 

mandate rather than waiting for approval.  

Although community groups are working hard to mend the social fabric, the social 

economy itself is showing signs of wear and tear in the face of a reduction in corporate donations 

and individual contributions as companies shut down and workers are laid off, along with 

volunteer fatigue as volunteer numbers drop. As one business owner observed, the community 

has benefited from attracting retirees with time for volunteer work. However, economic 

downturns have resulted in reduction in health and social supports causing an exodus of older 

residents, some of whom would have been active volunteers. Moreover, worker transiency also 

negatively impacts the social economy. A municipal employee observes that people do not have 

time when working out of town to be a member of a community organization or to make regular 



Globalization’s Ruptures and Responses 

 232 

commitments to volunteer at things like coaching minor hockey or figure skating. While no one 

will die from not learning to figure skate or play hockey, the lack of ambulance attendants is 

more dire. Although Tumbler Ridge research participants see the social economy as less 

important that the political and capital economies, it is clear that the social sector has played a 

critical role, providing essential services and often acting to bring capital and political interests 

together to solve complex problems. But it is at the household level that the gaps in the capital, 

political and social economies are felt.  

Tumbler Ridgians surveyed and interviewed understand the household economy as one of 

personal and family responsibility. Helm puts this in terms of individual action: “the answer of 

how you make good in a small town like this, you don't just let things happen, but you try to 

contribute as much as you can and take charge of the process”. It is in tough times that the 

household economy is critical to survival. The prudent management of household budgets, 

growing food, canning, and hunting are all ways in which households manage through the lean 

times. Tomkinson worries that younger miners do not appreciate the importance of managing 

through the downturns. Instead they made good money and “spent their money like a bunch of 

drunken yuppies” because they didn’t believe the economy could completely shut down. The 

sense of personal responsibility also extends outside the household to the larger community. 

Family members look after each other’s children and grandchildren, neighbours swap childcare, 

people arrange ride shares on the community Facebook page. Paula Coutts describes how “I used 

to feed my three kids. I don't have to pay to feed them anymore so I can certainly feed three 

others and I think that's what a lot of people do”. But Councilor Rob MacKay notes that many 

lack strong family or social networks to support them. 
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Although Tumbler Ridge research participants placed the lowest importance on the 

household economy, it plays a critical role in the community’s survival. The household and 

social economies are interconnected, filling the gaps left by the political economy. And as Rob 

MacKay notes, when the capital economy is strong each part of the economy supports the other; 

resource extractors contribute financially to community groups when times are good. However, it 

is the household, social and political economies that ensure there is a field where the capital 

economy can operate. Tumbler Ridge is not unique in seeing state structures, such as levels of 

government and government institutions, as the locus of political action. Nor is it unique in 

undervaluing the social and household economies and failing to recognize them as loci of 

political action—as places where people can take responsibility and exercise judgement.  

Intersecting Indigenous Interests 

Besides the traditional forms of local, regional, provincial and federal governments, there 

exist a set of governance interests which have never been extinguished—those of Indigenous 

peoples. Tumbler Ridgians believe the role of creating a sustainable economy rests primarily 

with local government, the provincial government, local businesses and citizens, and they have 

difficulty imagining a role for nearby First Nations, believing that they are “too far away for 

meaningful impact”.  

As described earlier, multiple First Nations and Indigenous interests are at play in the 

region. Of the Treaty 8 signatories, the West Moberly, Saulteau and Kelly Lake Bands have the 

most interaction with Tumbler Ridge. These and other nearby First Nations are actively engaged 

in economic development activities, enabled, to a large degree, by the provincial government’s 

recognition and acknowledgement of First Nations’ legal right to be consulted and 

accommodated on land use decisions that could impact their interests (Government of BC, n.d.). 
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Moreover, these First Nations are actively reaching out to businesses, as the Saulteau website 

shows: “Saulteau welcomes everyone to its traditional territory provided they show respect for 

our community and the environment.  Our door is open to any business, company or corporation 

wishing to discuss a new business idea or project.  Our members realize there are positive 

benefits to sustainable resource development and development of new sustainable business 

ventures” (Saulteau First Nations, n.d.). In practical terms, First Nations may act as economic 

gatekeepers for projects proposed in their traditional territories.  

In August 2016, the Saulteau had 89 economic initiatives under review ranging across the 

spectrum from resource extraction, to secondary industries, to tourism. Economic Development 

Officer Gil Davis’s advice to Tumbler Ridge:  

Definitely having existing relationships and enhancing those relationships with the First 

Nation communities is important. I think we have to work more in partnership. Like I 

said before, it's about teamwork and collaboration to come up with new ideas and new 

solutions to these problems. We have certain things that we have to take into account, but 

at the same time, as long as we, our lands department, are doing our job and making sure 

that they're protecting our environment and our treaty and Aboriginal rights and title, 

after that, we can't cut off our nose to spite our face and again, like I said, breaking down 

the silos, knowing what each other is doing to a certain extent that we can communicate 

openly and work together. Because as a region how do we survive if we're all working 

independently and not cooperatively?  

According to Councilor Rob MacKay, the District of Tumbler Ridge has established an 

Aboriginal Relations Committee and is currently engaging with the West Moberly Band. He cites 

the example of utilizing the Northern Lights College campus in Tumbler Ridge to offer a mining 
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skills training program for First Nations noting: “I think they got about 18-19 students through 

that course and actually working at Walter Energy”. Comparing the District’s approach to Davis’ 

‘partnership’ approach exposes a scalar mismatch: the District’s response suggests that they are 

doing something ‘for’ the West Moberly Band; Davis’ approach emphasizes working ‘with’ and 

implies that both parties have something to contribute, have authority, and can act in mutually 

beneficial ways.  

Former council member Brenda Holmlund, a Cree woman originally from Saskatchewan 

who has lived in Tumbler Ridge for decades, helps to put this scalar mismatch in context. 

Holmlund, observes that local government doesn’t understand First Nations’ governance rights at 

a fundamental level: “the culture and the people and the fact that this is their traditional land 

which is different than reserve land”. Holmlund’s observation is demonstrated in Tumbler 

Ridgeans’ view that nearby First Nations and local Indigenous organizations have no appreciable 

role in developing a sustainable local economy. Many people acknowledged Indigenous rights at 

a superficial level but the immediate and pressing concerns facing Tumbler Ridge took priority. 

As Paula Coutts pointed out, “It's like, well they were here first you know. They do have a say. 

But we've got a community that we need to sustain and so I think that they need to help us 

sustain that community because it'll help them in the long run too.”  

This scalar mismatch is due, to some degree, to a tendency to see Indigenous peoples as 

powerless and needy, an effect that results in part from a contemporary focus on the historic 

injustices of colonization through a process of ‘truth and reconciliation’. The struggle to balance 

an appreciation of the historic and contemporary injustices towards Indigenous peoples with the 

bleak economic reality of Tumbler Ridge is articulated by Gary Tomkinson. He describes the 

historic mistreatment of Indigenous people as “hideous” and “unimaginable” but he is frustrated: 
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“For 51 years and specifically the last little while, every generation has their hand out because 

grandpa had to go to residential school and I'm sort of getting tired of that”. He believes 

Indigenous people have a right to their traditional hunting and fishing territories and says: “I 

don't want to destroy the Peace River with the Site C dam. I just want a job to support my family 

so why is that my fault that your lands are getting destroyed because I want a job so I can support 

my family?” When faced with the potential loss of livelihood, it is easy to slip into the binaries 

of ‘victims’ and ‘culprits’.  

Given this fundamental lack of understanding or appreciation of the significant role that 

First Nations play in economic development initiatives in their territories, opportunities may be 

missed. Care must be taken to understand relationships with Indigenous peoples not as a simple 

binary of colonizer/colonized and to understand their identity not “as an archaic survival but as 

an ongoing process, politically contested and historically unfinished” (Clifford, 1988, p. 9). 

Certainly, opportunities exist for Tumbler Ridge to engage with adjacent First Nations, but this 

engagement needs to be grounded in a realistic understanding of the powers, authorities, 

capacities, and challenges of adjacent Indigenous communities. As Charles Helm observes from 

the involvement of local Indigenous communities in the Global Geopark, there “is just so much 

potential” in working with local First Nations.  

Aspirations for the Future 

Despite the significant problems facing Tumbler Ridge, at the time I conducted my field 

research residents were surprisingly optimistic about the community’s future economic prospects 

with most expecting to see modest to significant economic growth. Most people commented on 

the significant role that the mines play in the local economy but as one person observed “in the 

next 10 years we can expect the mines to reopen, then close again. Until a significant number of 
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people has jobs locally in other industries we are doomed to boom and bust cycles. I am not sure 

how many of those cycles it will take for people to decide not to invest in this town”. Given 

Tumbler Ridge’s resiliency to multiple boom/bust cycles, respondents identified the town’s 

primary strength as the ‘community’ and secondly, the natural setting and the amenities 

associated with that including the opportunities for healthy activities, the UNESCO Geopark and 

tourism prospects. In terms of the challenges going forward, job availability was the biggest 

concern. Despite the significant challenges facing the community almost half indicated they 

would stay (men were slightly more likely than women), while over one-third of the people I 

heard from indicated they were ‘on the fence’. Although most people acknowledge the challenge 

of residing in a single industry town, one business owner described subtle distinctions in attitude 

between those who have been here since the 80s and those who arrived more recently. The long-

time residents were more likely to see change as unnecessary: “The mines will come back and 

everything will be fine” but in the interim “Tumbler Ridge has to do something to mitigate those 

down times because they're going to become more frequent and longer as time goes on. It's not 

going to get better, it's going to get worse”. More recent arrivals accept that mining cannot be 

depended on to sustain the community, but there is no consensus on what types of economic 

activities should replace or complement mining. Despite a strong commitment to pursue tourism 

several problems must be overcome: first, invisibility and being off the beaten track --“Even as 

close as Fort St. John, they’ve never heard of us”; second, the long time frame required to 

develop a strong tourism economy, and finally, the need for additional infrastructure to support 

tourism—there is no intercommunity public transportation, only a commercial airport and the 
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rail line exists, but only for hauling coal122. And as noted earlier, the Community Forest brings 

some revenue into the community, but very few jobs.  

Tumbler Ridge recently acquired high speed internet with the capacity to bring fibre 

optics to the doorstep. Thus, knowledge workers and people who conduct business over the 

internet and who put a high value on quality of life factors such as community and access to 

nature could work from Tumbler Ridge. Developing these knowledge and digital economies will 

require some digital infrastructure upgrades to increase transmission volume as well as 

investments in local skill development (Markey, Halseth & Manson, 2012, p. 18). Local 

newspaper editor Trent Ernst believes this would make Tumbler Ridge competitive with other 

interior communities like Kamloops, Kelowna or Elkford and that knowledge workers could be 

attracted to the community based on its physical qualities. 

Conclusions 

Tumbler Ridge is an artificial construct created by the state for coal extraction. There is 

no denying that Tumbler Ridge is in a beautiful setting, rich in natural resources, and that great 

care was taken to create a model community attractive to workers and their families. People were 

attracted to Tumbler Ridge by the promise of well-paying jobs. When market uncertainty 

threatened the labour supply, state and corporate responses were aimed at keeping people place-

bound through the provision of inexpensive housing even as capital was shifting to an operating 

model that made a place-bound labour supply irrelevant. Currently, attractions of place are 

counterbalanced by a sense of entrapment.  

Is the situation facing Tumbler Ridge simply a matter of planning hubris? Certainly, 

planners in the late 1970s and early 80s cannot be faulted for failing to anticipate the trajectory 

 
122 As of 2017 the BC Rail line was inactive 
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of global capital nor the velocity that it would move at. However, they could have anticipated the 

challenges of creating a community outside of the traditional transportation corridors. Settlement 

patterns attest that this location has never been on any staples trade route. And even traditional 

Indigenous occupation appears to have been seasonal and not part of a larger set of trade 

connections. As recently as 2006, Jackson and Illsley, while noting the detrimental effects of 

dispersed mining sites dependent on labour commuting from regional hubs, suggested that 

Tumbler Ridge was “an alternative paradigm for sustainable development of the provincial 

hinterland . . . [allowing] new communities to be created at strategic locations, with their 

municipalities given sufficiently large boundaries and developed powers to operate as instant 

regional hubs”. But they also note that such centres would require ongoing support from public 

sources and suggest using “fiscal instruments to recycle more tax revenue back to these new 

regional hubs . . . [as] a means of counterbalancing the centripetal attractions of Canada’s 

metropolitan areas” (p. 178, emphasis added). I would argue that Tumbler Ridge is not in a 

strategic location, rather it reinforces elements of marginality and peripherality understood by 

staples theorists as counter to sustaining a staples economy. A case could be made that investing 

in an existing regional hub like Chetwynd, along with the creation of the railway spur, would 

have been a more prudent and cost-effective approach.  

But hindsight is not useful for the present-day residents of Tumbler Ridge. Faced with a 

declining population where the numbers of those who remain are cyclically diminished by 

outflows of labour to distant sites, Tumbler Ridge is struggling with significant social and health 

challenges. If left unattended, these challenges will continue to deplete the dwindling stock of 

social capital making it even more difficult to recover without significant help. Tumbler Ridge is 

a textbook example of the unpredictable nature of the global economy and the ineffectiveness of 
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state efforts to create stability. The precipitous decline in population is directly related to the 

capriciousness of the global demand for coal, the availability of alternate coal supplies elsewhere 

which lie on established transportation corridors closer to large metropolitan centres, and the 

attraction to industry of using a highly mobile labour supply. Moreover, are the attractions of 

Tumbler Ridge sufficient to sustain it as a LDLC resource hub and is that a desirable course of 

action given the documented negative health outcomes? 

It is within this volatile and erratic environment that Tumbler Ridge attempts to navigate. 

Community efforts to diversify are overridden by global corporate and labour interests. Although 

there is much talk about working collaboratively across corporate, government and local 

interests, corporate interests are driven by bottom-line economics. As a result, issues of critical 

importance (local jobs) are sidelined in exchange for superficial CSR initiatives (moving fossil-

embedded rocks). This is not the result of an uncaring corporation—there is no singular, coherent 

corporate entity: mines open, close, and change ownership regularly, making it difficult to assign 

accountability. Given this erratic environment, it is not surprising the Tumbler Ridgians express 

increasing ambivalence to globalization. It is hard to reckon with a capital economy that operates 

locally but produces decreasing tangible benefits to the community, undermining Tumbler 

Ridgians’ trust that government and industry working together would ensure a stable economy. 

Tumbler Ridge is also hampered by its inability to imagine mutually beneficial relationships with 

local First Nations, even while the courts and governments are actively recognizing and 

endorsing increased Indigenous sovereignty.  

The creation of Tumbler Ridge was a political act. So it is perhaps understandable that 

residents view the state as “the container for politics” (Magnusson & Walker, 1988, p. 41) and 

invest it with the authority to take action. In view of a 34-year history of increasingly deleterious 
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recessionary events, what role should the state play to address the challenges facing the 

community? Given that Tumbler Ridge was created by the state, does the state have a duty to 

act? Given the mutability of global capital, is it not the role of government to have contingency 

plans in place to respond quickly to increasingly frequent recessionary episodes? But the state is 

increasingly unable to “mediate between global capital and local communities” (Magnusson & 

Walker, 1988, p. 53). And, whatever steps the state takes -- in particular federal and provincial 

governments -- research tells us about the danger of “imposing universal solutions designed by 

outsiders” on small communities (Sinclair & Ommer, p. 277); instead governments must look for 

ways to allow communities to set the agenda, shape the discourse, and contest the existing power 

structure (p. 286). Although there is a critical role for the state in addressing the crisis in Tumbler 

Ridge, it may be equally important for Tumbler Ridgeans to recapture the political space, 

building on current efforts such as the Global Geopark or the Library’s autonomous action to 

address local need, and through these efforts, to reimagine what their community and economy 

could and should look like. Creating this political space in Tumbler Ridge must happen quickly 

before the community’s capacity to respond is irrevocably damaged.  

Postscript November 2018 - 2019 

In November 2018, I contacted the Economic Development Office in Tumbler Ridge for 

data on mill rates, and rather than the depression I had heard in the spring, staff was upbeat and 

optimistic about the future. Canadian company Conuma Coal had bought and reopened the 

Wolverine, Brule and Willow (Chetwynd) mines. Many people were back at work in the mines; 

many of those who had signed on with Site C stayed on, given the short commute. The houses 

were full, and rentals were hard to come by. The town once again had a robust tax base. The 

elation of the boom permeated the conversation. In early 2019, I spoke with Dr. Charles Helm. 
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He had recruited some African doctors and was no longer practising, instead providing 

supervision to the new recruits. I asked him if this was part of his retirement plan. He indicated 

he would have continued his practice, but the increasing number of fentanyl overdoses and 

deaths had taken an emotional toll. And so, the cycle continues marked by the headiness of the 

prospect of jobs and the despair at the costs of economic downturn. 
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Chapter 7 —Tofino 

This chapter is organized in four sections. The first section describes the place, people, 

and political organization. Next, I describe the evolution of the current economy, the rupture 

events of the 1990s, and the social and economic health of the community. The third section 

examines the range of governance modalities and the challenges and opportunities they present 

for Tofino in particular in relationship to the Nuu-chah-Nulth peoples. Finally, I examine 

Tofinoites’ aspirations for a sustainable future. 

Tofino’s response to rupture is expressed through the experiences of ten actors 

representing different community perspectives. Ruby and Whitey Bernard, in their 80s, are long-

time Tofino residents. In addition to being business owners, both served on the local council—

Ruby as a council member, and Whitey as a council member and as mayor. Rebecca Hurwitz, 

Executive Director of the Clayoquot Biosphere Trust, has lived in Tofino since 2000, having first 

come with her mother during the Clayoquot protests in 1993. Pam Frazee is a local physician and 

long-time resident. Andrew Bailey is the editor of the Westerly News serving Tofino and 

Ucluelet. Duncan McMaster owns a bed and breakfast and currently serves on Council. Jenn 

Dart works for the Chamber of Commerce and is involved in the surfing community. The other 

three people wish to remain anonymous. All three are young: one is a business owner, one is 

employed in tourism, and one is a local First Nations man, employed in the fish farming industry.  

As I mentioned in the methodology section, I had difficulty recruiting people for 

interviews and survey participation in Tofino. The interview participation rate for Tofino was 

1:162 compared to 1:115 in Tumbler Ridge, a community of the same size. There are likely two 

reasons for this: first, the community has been the focus of intense research interest since the 

1990s; and, secondly, the community is focused on meeting the demands of the tourist economy 
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during the season and preparing for those demands in the off-season leaving little energy to 

participate in research projects.  

 

REFLECTION 3 

I first came to Tofino in 1971. The road from Port Alberni has barely changed 

since that time. A narrow two-lanes winding around the margin of Cameron 

Lake on one side with overhanging rock outcroppings on the other. An 

adventure for city kids in their Westphalias looking for the wild west coast. 

Now the road sees thousands of vehicles a day during the tourist season. On 

this late September day, it is clogged with traffic and road repair delays: a 

two-hour trip turns into three. As I make the turn at the junction leading south 

to Ucluelet and north to Tofino, I am met by the first of many signs advising me 

that I am in a Tsunami Hazard Zone. 

About This Place  

The explanation for the juxtaposition of Tofino’s appealing broad sandy beaches and 

imposing tree clad mountains can be found two hundred million years ago. During the Mesozoic 

era, the place we know today as Clayoquot Sound began to form in the tropical South Pacific. At 

that time, today’s West Coast was a shoreline, east of what we now know as the Rocky 

Mountains, on the western edge of the large tectonic plate known as Laurentia (the North 

American Craton). One hundred million years later, Laurentia would collide with other 
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terranes123 forming most of British Columbia, with Wrangellia arriving from the eastern South 

Pacific during the Cretaceous period and docking against the North American Craton in the 

accretionary belt.  

Wrangellia differed from Laurentia in its volcanic make up. The two terranes joined 

together with the volcanic mountains of Wrangellia forming what would become the Vancouver 

Island Ranges, putting in place the process which would result in island-building. The coming 

together of the various terranes created unstable interfaces that we experience today as an area at 

high earthquake risk extending down the coast of the Americas. For 190,000 years during the 

Pleistocene era continental ice sheets scoured the landscape resulting in glacial till which, when 

exposed to sea and wave movement, produced the beaches for which present day Tofino is 

famous (Horsfield & Kennedy, pp. 7-13).  

Tofino is situated in the coastal temperate rainforest, noted for its complex structure, 

many canopy layers, wide range of trees of varied size, variety of epiphytes (plants that live off 

other plants), and dense understory (Pojar & MacKinnon, 1994, p. 17). The survival of the 

ecosystem is dependent on high rainfall levels throughout the year but especially during the 

winter. This geography is home to giant red cedars with the potential to grow to seventy meters 

high and live over 1400 years and sword ferns taller than an average person (to 1.5 metres tall). 

Tofino gets an average of 3.3 metres of rainfall spread over 202 days each year. While it is a wet 

climate, the temperature rarely drops below freezing, and the average summer temperature is 

14.4°C (Horsfield & Kennedy, pp. 13-14). The area is home to wolves, which are routinely 

sighted on the beaches, black bears, cougars, deer, a variety of whale species, mink and river 

otters, and an abundance of shorebirds.  

 
123 Terranes refer to strata in fault-bounded areas.  
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The People 

Archeological evidence suggests Indigenous populations occupied the Tofino area as 

early as 5000 years ago (Horsfield & Kennedy, p. 14). There are three present day First Nations 

in the Clayoquot Sound area: the aaḥuusʔatḥ (Ahousaht), hišqʷiʔatḥ (Hesquiaht) and 

ƛaʔuukʷiʔatḥ (Tla-o-qui-aht124) forming the central region of the Nuu-chah-nulth125 territory 

which extends approximately 300 kilometres along the Pacific Coast of Vancouver Island, from 

Brooks Peninsula in the north to Point-No-Point in the south (naas-a-thluk, 2014; Nuu-chah-

nulth Tribal Council, n.d.).  

Early non-Indigenous exploration of the west coast was driven largely by trade, initially 

in sea otter pelts and subsequently, sealskin, fish oil, whaling and timber. The first Europeans to 

contact Indigenous peoples on the west coast of what was to become known as Vancouver Island, 

were the Spanish in 1774, followed by British Captain James Cook in 1778. Captain James 

Hannah was the first commercial trader to visit Clayoquot Sound. The sea otter trade reached its 

peak between 1790 and 1812 with “up to two dozen trading vessels . . . taking tens of thousands 

of sea otter pelts” (Horsfield & Kennedy, p. 47). Captain John Meares (1788) who traded with 

Wikaninnish, Chief of the Tla-o-qui-aht people, believed the population under Wikaninnish’s 

leadership exceeded 13,000. During the 1800s, Britain, France, Russia and Spain and the newly 

formed United States of America all vied for the lucrative sea otter pelt trade. While trade was 

originally the primary objective, establishing territorial claims became more pressing as the 

British felt the need to assert their sovereignty in the Pacific Northwest to deflect the Americans’ 

desire to expand the Oregon territories. Thus, the emphasis on trade shifted to colonization 

(Clayton D. W., 2000, p. 237) and in 1849 Vancouver Island was established as a Crown Colony.  

 
124 Clayoquot is an anglicized version of Tla-o-qui-aht. 
125 Translated as “all along the mountains and sea 
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The second half of the 19th century marked a shift from a singular trade focus to 

acquisition of territory and subsequent colonization efforts. During this time, dispossession of 

territory and resources from Indigenous people and the establishment of reserves took place 

(Clayton, D. W, p. 233). The period of exploration and trade had provided the knowledge to 

enable the British to make plans for the region which eventually resulted in the establishment of 

Vancouver Island as a Crown Colony (p. 235). Colonists arrived with perceptions of land as a 

“shell awaiting development—a waste land applicable to systematic colonization” and deplored 

as a moral flaw the failure to ‘appropriately’ use land (Clayton D. W., p. 235). But Indigenous 

peoples were not passive actors: the process was dynamic and Indigenous people actively 

contested126 and subverted colonial power where they could (Clayton D. W., p. xv). Nonetheless, 

exploration, trade and political assertions of territory resulted in “processes of imperial 

aggrandizement and projects of state expansion that seized and devoured space from a distance 

and gradually turned Native land into Western territory from afar” (p. xvi).  

While acknowledging the long-term negative impacts of colonization on Indigenous 

populations, it is important to recognize that the Nuu-chah-nulth were powerful actors in their 

own right in their initial dealings with Europeans, a situation that shifted over time as marked by 

two distinct periods. In the first period between 1770 and 1850s, the Tla-o-qui-aht engaged with 

non-Indigenous traders for mutual commercial benefit, in competition with other Indigenous 

groups. Trading in this environment involved complex relationships across interests: existing 

historical trading patterns and rivalries between Indigenous nations, and the introduction of non-

Indigenous traders with little local knowledge. In this context, Indigenous peoples and traders 

 
126 See Cole Harris’ history of reserve-building in the Alberni area for a record of Indigenous resistance 
and assertion of title.  
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co-created “spaces of interaction and power. It required improvisation on the part of traders in an 

unfamiliar environment” (Clayton D. W., 2000, p. xiii).  

The present-day population of Tofino is 1932, a 3% increase since 2011. The District of 

Tofino covers 10.55 square kilometres and has a density of 183.1 people per square kilometer. 

Indigenous people currently make up approximately 33% of the region’s population (Clayoquot 

Biosphere Trust, 2018) but only 5% of Tofino’s population (Statistics Canada, 2017).  

Of Tofino’s 1037 private dwellings, 27.2% are not occupied by usual residents127 (BC 

Stats, n.d.). The median total income for those age 15 to 64 is $33,024 on par with the BC 

average. While 74.3% of the population receive government transfers, the average amount 

($1,447) is significantly lower than the BC average ($4,592). The median employment income of 

$29,965 is 31% lower than the BC median ($39,186). Almost half of Tofinoites (45.3%) have 

income less than $30,000/year, while 9.1% of Tofinoites have an income of $80,000/year or 

more. Nonetheless, the prevalence of low-income based on the low-income measure, after tax 

(LIM-AT) is 10.9%, significantly lower than the BC prevalence of 15.5%  (Statistics Canada, 

2017). The reasons for this particular mix of demographics—in particular unoccupied housing 

and low income – are directly related to Tofino’s reliance on tourism and will be explored in 

greater detail later in this chapter.   

The research participants choose to live in Tofino because of work opportunities, the 

qualities of the community, and the physical attributes of the locale. The attributes that keep them 

there are more sharply focused on the locale, followed by community attributes; work, and 

family and friends residing in the community also influence people’s decisions to stay. As local 

newspaper editor Andrew Bailey observed, “You don’t accidentally end up in Tofino. You really 

 
127 ‘Usual residents’ is a term used by Stats Canada to depict owners or renters who occupy a dwelling for 
most of the year.  
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have to scrape to live anywhere on this West Coast. This is not where you come to find 

opportunity. This is where you come to find a life and you fight to get opportunity”.  

Most Tofino research participants value the beauty of the natural world, from the easy 

access to the ocean and surf to the rainforest geography, wilderness and wildlife. People also talk 

about the sense of community and the unique lifestyle with its sense of freedom, and a high 

quality of life. Tofinoites describe the culture as “laid back”, “friendly” with “solid values” and 

having a “small-town vibe”. As one survey respondent noted, “It’s [sic] vibrancy goes beyond a 

normal town of 2000. This is due to the tourism economy and appreciative visitors from many 

parts of the globe, both near and far”. Tofinoites describe two experiences of place:  the first, 

relates to the “unique, wild beauty” of the place; the second relates to the challenges and 

opportunities of being a place “on the edge” and at the “end of the road”.  

This sense of being on the edge is amplified by the volcanic geological history of the area 

which places Tofino and environs squarely in the Cascadia subduction zone with a history of 

earthquakes, a fact hard to ignore with the Tsunami Hazard Zone and Evacuation Route signs 

lining the highway into Tofino. In fact, seismic events are a regular occurrence in this area. For 

instance, in the month preceding March 18, 2017 there were three earthquake events near Tofino 

ranging from 4.0 to 5.2 on the Richter Scale (Earthquake Track, 2017). The most recent 

megathrust quake occurred in 1700 and was accompanied by a massive tsunami that wiped out 

the Huu-ay-aht village of Clutus. In 1964, an earthquake in Anchorage, Alaska, resulted in 

tsunami damage in communities up and down the coast, including Tofino, eventually surging up 

the Alberni Canal where it destroyed 55 houses and damaged 375 others (Horsfield & Kennedy, 

p. 15). Tofino’s vulnerability is amplified by its geography—a small, bulbous peninsula at the 

end of a narrow isthmus with the highest point of land being Radar Hill at 51 metres above sea 



Globalization’s Ruptures and Responses 

 250 

level (20 metres is considered a safe height in the event of a tsunami). To address this risk, 

Tofino has a system of sirens, evacuation and emergency response plans in place.  

 

Figure 7: Tsunami Evacuation Map  

Adapted from: 

https://tofino.civicweb.net/filepro/document/58592/Tsunami%20Evacuation%20Map.png 

The map in Figure 7 depicts the areas considered to be above the 20-metre mark and 

shows the vulnerability of the evacuation route which traverses the length of the peninsula.  
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Political Organization 

Tofino is governed by several authorities each operating at different scales. They include 

the District Municipality of Tofino, Alberni Regional District, Clayoquot Biosphere Trust, 

Pacific Rim National Park Reserve, and the Nuu-chah-nulth Tribal Council. A district 

municipality has the same authorities as a municipality but is distinguished by size (i.e., it is 

larger than 800 hectares) and density (i.e., a population density of less than 5 people per hectare). 

Tofino covers an area of 10.55 sq. km bounded by the ocean on three sides and the Pacific Rim 

National Park on the south, but has a density of 183 people per square hectare. The latter is likely 

the result of population growth since the town’s original designation as a district municipality. 

Governed by a mayor and six councillors, the municipality provides local infrastructure (roads, 

sewage, water), land use planning, emergency preparedness, permits and licences, and cemetery 

services, and levies property and businesses taxes. Building inspection services are provided on 

contract by the Alberni-Clayoquot Regional District (District of Tofino, n.d.). Tofino has an 

elected regional director representing Area C—Long Beach.  

Tofino is impacted by its proximity to the Pacific Rim National Park Reserve, which was 

designated as a park by the federal government in 1999. The Park is primarily concerned with 

ecosystem and archeological site management in collaboration with local First Nations and 

administrators are party to treaty negotiations with the Nuu-chah-nulth. The Long Beach section 

of the Park encompasses 34,800 acres of beach and temperate rainforest (National Geographic, 

n.d.); the only road to Tofino traverses the Park (Parks Canada), and given Tofino’s position as a 

peninsula at the end of an isthmus, the road is critical to evacuation in the event of a tsunami.  

Tofino exists within the larger Clayoquot Sound Biosphere Reserve established in 2000 

as one of eighteen UNESCO biosphere reserves worldwide aimed at “creating sustainable 
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communities, while conserving . . . natural and cultural heritage”. Eight communities are 

encompassed in the reserve including Tofino, Ucluelet, the Alberni-Clayoquot Regional District, 

and five First Nation communities of Ahousaht, Hesquiaht, Tla-o-qui-aht, Toquaht and 

Yuulu?ilath (Clayoquot Biosphere Trust, n.d.). Interestingly, Meares Island, in the heart of 

Clayoquot Sound, is not part of the Biosphere (see Figure 8).  

 

 

Figure 8: Clayoquot Biosphere Reserve Areas  

Adapted from: http://clayoquotbiosphere.org/what-we-do/on-the-map/ 

Provincially, Tofino is currently represented by Scott Fraser (Alberni-Pacific Rim), an 

NDP MLA who serves as Minister of Indigenous Relations and Reconciliation. Originally from 
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Tofino, Fraser was a former Mayor of Tofino and was involved in the establishment of the 

biosphere reserve. The Member of Parliament for Courtenay-Alberni, NDP Gord Johns, is also a 

former Tofinoite. The closest constituency offices are in Port Alberni.   

Current Economy 

Tofino was originally the site of a resource extraction economy, but today only 5.3% of 

Tofinoites are engaged in such activities,128 while the largest areas of activity are in 

accommodation and food services (29.6%) and retail trade (10.6%). In terms of occupations this 

translates to 32.7% of Tofinoites in sales and services, 19% in management positions and 11.9% 

in trades, transport and equipment operators (Statistics Canada, 2017). Tourism, although the 

most significant economic driver, is not the only industry. Other activities include fish farming, 

which is a major industry in Clayoquot Sound employing many First Nations; commercial 

fishing (geoducks, prawns, crabs); silviculture; craft industries such as a brewery, charcuterie, 

chocolatier, coffee roasting; recreation services; construction; and government agencies like 

municipality, RCMP, hospital, and the Coast Guard.  

Although tourism is not the sole economic driver in Tofino, it is the largest and most 

visible. No one knows the total number of tourists who visit Tofino each year; however, Parks 

Canada estimates 940,000 visits to Pacific Rim National Park Reserve in 2015 (Clayoquot 

Biosphere Trust, 2016). To put that in perspective, British Columbia saw a total of 5,532,065 

visitors in 2016 (Destination British Columbia Corp., 2017), so almost 20% of BC’s tourists 

come to the Tofino area. Adjacent to the park boundary, as the nearest town, Tofino likely sees 

many of those visitors. If evenly distributed over the calendar year that would mean roughly 

2600 visitors a day, more than doubling the population of the town. Such numbers put great 

 
128 Based on the North American Industry Classification System (NAICS) 2012, this includes agriculture, 
forestry, fishing, hunting, mining, quarrying, and oil and gas extraction. 
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strain on the local road, water and sewage disposal infrastructure designed for a population of 

roughly 2000. The impact is exacerbated by the seasonal nature of tourism, heaviest during the 

spring, summer and fall, although Tourism Tofino is actively encouraging visitors during the 

shoulder and winter months.  

The current economic drivers, although not as provoking as logging in the 1990’s, come 

with their own sets of challenges. For instance, open pen fish-farming employs many Nuu-chah-

nulth people but is controversial from an environmental perspective. Those who support fish-

farming suggest that farmed fish takes the pressure off the declining commercial fish stocks and 

note that several fish farms or processors have received environmental certification. They also 

point to the other businesses that support the fish farming operations such as fuel, feed, net lifting 

and cleaning contractors, farm repositioning contractors like tugboat operators, dive companies 

(to pick up any fish that have died), and trucking companies to move the product and bring in 

stock. Unlike tourism, fish-farming is a year-round industry. As Whitey Bernard says, “You 

know a lot of folks don't see that. You know they just see the tourists all over the streets but a lot 

of the people that are working in this are residents of Tofino and Ucluelet”. He also notes that the 

fish farming industry provides steady employment compared to the seasonal commercial fishery, 

and that they are relatively well-paying jobs as compared to the tourist industry, which also is 

seasonal. As Bernard notes, “if you've got a business that can't operate year-round, you're subject 

to a rainy summer, road construction out here, all those things that can affect you. I've seen 

summers here where it's rained every bloody weekend from May to October”. 

Another sensitivity is that local government has no say in the approval of fish farms 

which are in Nuu-chah-nulth traditional territory and provide significant employment to local 

First Nations. Fish-farm corporations, such as Cermaq, a Norwegian company, must negotiate 
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agreements with the Nuu-chah-nulth and are subject to federal and provincial regulations. These 

external decisions have an impact on the larger community. And fish-farming is just one form of 

resource extraction in which the Nuu-chah-nulth will have a deciding voice. They are also 

engaged in logging and have been approached about mining on Catface Mountain (Meares Island 

Tribal Park).  

As local newspaper editor Andrew Bailey notes, “the people who want to protect the 

environment like tourism because tourism is what saved the forest, what saved Meares Island. 

So, tourism and the environmentalists are very linked because exactly what sells Tofino is 

exactly what the environmentalists want”. At the same time, the successful resistance to logging 

Meares Island depended on the support of First Nations. The Nuu-chah-nulth have made formal 

claims to historic territories encompassing all of Tofino and environs. But as the discussion 

above shows, the interests of environmentalists and First Nations do not always coincide.   

It is clear that Tofinoites are strongly impacted by the global economy from fish farming 

to tourism; this is not a new phenomenon having been experienced with the increased 

globalization of the forest industry and the economic restructuring that ensued. And yet, while 

most of the Tofinoites surveyed and interviewed understand that they are impacted by larger 

global forces, they understand the impact in an abstract way. At a general level, people are aware 

of the high degree of dependence on imported domestic and foreign goods, producing very little 

locally for their own consumption. Further, given Tofino’s international appeal as a tourist 

destination, people are highly sensitive to changes in the global economy and its effect on 

currency rates and tourism volume. People are also very aware of the interrelationship between 

tourism and land prices, particularly when it comes to local housing. In addition, although 

resource extraction (fish-farming and logging) is a small part of the Tofino economy—roughly 
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5% -- both are highly dependent on foreign investment and thus sensitive to global economic 

changes.  

Most Tofinoites surveyed express strong opposition to foreign ownership of businesses or 

properties, but when you unpack their concerns, they are primarily about non-residents who own 

housing. As one survey respondent noted, “It is killing our town, it has driven up the cost of 

living so much that many of our locals are forced to leave. Taxes on property has [sic]increased 

so much that the average family can’t afford to keep their homes. Rent is crazy high and takes a 

full paycheque to just have a roof over our heads. If I was a single mother, I’d be homeless”. The 

interview responses tended to be a bit more reflective, emphasizing that if foreign investment is 

regulated so that the money derived from the investment stays in Canada, or that investors have 

some tie to the community or provide some benefit to the local economy it would be acceptable. 

As Whitey Bernard notes: “Creative Salmon which produces the Chinook salmon … something 

like 75% of their production goes from Tofino to Vancouver Airport on to Air Japan to Japan, at 

top dollar and quality controlled. But all the management people that work there and everything 

are all in the community, so it doesn't really matter who owns it”. 

History of Rupture  

Rich in natural resources, Clayoquot Sound became the site of increasing extractive 

activities through the 19th and 20th centuries, including mining, logging, and fishing. But it is the 

political economy of the forest industry that sets the stage for understanding present-day Tofino. 

With the establishment of the Hudson’s Bay Company headquarters in Fort Victoria in the 1840s, 

small scale logging operations began in the southern island, gradually expanding to the central 

island, with the extension of the E&N Railway in the 1880s. By the mid-1900s, small forestry 

operations were being displaced by large corporations. For example, the H. R. MacMillan Export 
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Company, established in 1919, eventually merged with the Bloedel Stewart Welch Company and 

the Powell River Company to form MacMillan Bloedel in 1960 (Schiwy, 1996). MacMillan 

Bloedel was later acquired by Washington state-based Weyerhaeuser in 1999 (Hunter, 2013). By 

the mid-20th century, logging operations were dominated by large companies like MacMillan 

Bloedel Ltd.   

Concern about the sustainability of the resource is reflected in a series of commissions, 

studies and legislation beginning with the Fulton Royal Commission of Inquiry on Timber and 

Forestry in 1910 and followed by the first Forest Act (1912) establishing timber sale licences, 

forest reserves and a timber export tax. In 1945, a second Royal Commission of Inquiry into 

Forest Resources (the Sloan Report) emphasized the need to develop sustainable management 

practices and recommended a “sustained yield” forest policy and addressed in the Forest Act 

(1947). A third Royal Commission in 1956 (again chaired by Gordon Sloan) assessed the 

government’s implementation of the sustained yield policy. Two more Royal Commissions were 

to be established: the Pearse Commission in 1976, resulting in a new Forest Act, and the Peel 

Commission in 1991. In an 81-year period, the Province had established five royal commissions 

on forestry practices (Magnusson & Shaw, Source Research Documents). 

Despite political efforts to address forest sustainability, concerns followed each Royal 

Commission study. The Friends of Clayoquot Sound (FOCS) was formed in 1979 in response to 

potential logging on Meares Island, a fear realized when the provincial government announced in 

1983 that 90% of Meares Island would be logged. In 1984, in collaboration with the Tla-o-qui-

aht and Ahousaht bands, FOCS blocked loggers’ attempts to land on Meares Island. This would 

be the start of a decade of civil unrest known as the ‘War in the Woods’ and set the stage for 

understanding present-day Tofino (Magnusson & Shaw, Source Research Documents). 
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To appreciate contemporary Tofino, it is important to understand the rupture event which 

put the town on its particular economic trajectory. Tofino’s experience of rupture has the 

distinction of taking place on the global stage where symbols like ‘Baby Stumpy’ captured 

international attention129 (Stefanick, 2001). It has also been widely studied (see, for instance 

Horsfield and Kennedy; Magnusson and Shaw; Doyle, Elliott and Tindal; Gale and M’Gonigle; 

Hayter; Marchak et al; Aycock and Herbert; Ommer; and Pralle). It is common knowledge that 

Tofino and, more particularly, Clayoquot Sound was the site of the largest act of civil 

disobedience in Canadian history to that date — the ‘War in the Woods’ that was a pivotal event 

in the Province’s forestry history. But this decisive moment of rupture in 1993 was the 

culmination of a long development of reaction to the impacts of logging on pristine landscapes 

exemplified by Tofinoite Rowland Brinckman’s 1930 poem to protest the proposed logging of 

Cathedral Grove near Port Alberni (Horsfield and Kennedy, p. 497). 

Several factors shifted the dynamic from a single poet to a social movement which can be 

traced to the relationship between the logging industry and government and the increased focus 

on economic restructuring following the recession of the early 1980s. Government benefited 

from ground rent and stumpage generated by logging, and in turn provided infrastructure like 

roads and highways that opened larger parts of the province to resource extraction. In exchange, 

logging companies undertook road development in their TFLs to access harvestable timber—for 

example, the road between Port Alberni and the Tofino/Ucluelet junction was developed by 

MacMillan Bloedel and BC Forest Products (BCFP) and completed in 1959 as part of an 

agreement with the Province. The questionable ethics of the relationship between the Crown and 

the industry surfaced in 1955 with provincial Minister of Forests Robert Sommers serving 28 

 
129 ‘Baby Stumpy’ was the stump of an old growth tree transported to Europe by Greenpeace and 
displayed as evidence of the rapaciousness of BC forest practices.  
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months in jail “for accepting a bribe to facilitate the awarding of timber licences130 to BCFP” 

(Horsfield & Kennedy, p. 499).  

Although large corporations held the timber licences, much of the logging was carried out 

by small local companies, providing employment in both Ucluelet and Tofino. In the mid-70s, 

MacMillan Bloedel and BCFP began to bring in their own crews, signaling the start of what 

would become decades of economic restructuring. The initial result was fewer jobs for local 

loggers but increased need for services such as food and accommodation131. At the same time, 

there was increased interest in wilderness recreation, indirectly abetted by logging roads which 

opened previously inaccessible areas, exposing questionable logging practices to external 

scrutiny. Increased eyes on the ground generated local, and ultimately, international resistance to 

logging. As Horsfield and Kennedy note, “Everyone in town had seen the results of clear-cut 

logging around Ucluelet, and even if they supported logging elsewhere in Clayoquot Sound, they 

did not want that kind of devastation happening within sight of Tofino” (p. 501). Again, as 

mentioned above, the first of what would be a series of confrontations happened in 1984 in 

response to the provincial government decision in 1983 to grant MacMillan Bloedel permission 

to log 90 percent of Meares Island, directly across the harbour from the townsite (Horsfield & 

Kennedy, p. 501).  

Economic restructuring was characterized by the continuous shape-shifting of the 

industry as capital searched for exploitable resources and competitive advantages. The result 

 
130 According to historian Richard Rajala, Sommers was involved in the awarding of Tree Farm Licences 
(TFL) not Timber Licences. According to the Ministry of Forests, Lands and Natural Resource 
Operations, a TFL “grants virtually exclusive rights to harvest timber and manage and conserve forests, 
recreation and cultural heritage resources on a specified area of land” (Province of British Columbia, 
2019) 
131 MacMillan Bloedel built a subdivision in Tofino to house loggers and their families causing concern 
that Tofino would become a ‘company town’.  
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locally was a constantly changing corporate presence. Whitey Bernard, a businessman and 

former Mayor and Councillor during the period of unrest, who has lived in Tofino for almost six 

decades, describes the shifting landscape:  

M & B doesn't exist anymore anyway. They sold M & B to Weyerhaeuser. M & B's gone. 

BC Forest Products is gone. It's all Western Forest Products. I think Interfor is still 

around. Well, all the big logging divisions are gone in Port Alberni and Port Alberni's is 

operating very similarly to how they operated in the Interior for years. The mills have 

been highly unionized. The forest operations are mainly contractors like you've got your 

logging truck contractor, you're boom boat contractor, the guy that runs the loader, the 

guys that run the skidder, they're all either individual or small companies and the owners 

are the workers as well as the guys they hire and they get around a whole lot of stuff . . . 

You know all the big contractors like Pat Carson Bulldozing and all those guys are no 

more.  

From MacMillan Bloedel (later taken over locally by Noranda) and BC Forest Products 

which was purchased by Fletcher Challenge, a New Zealand-based company whose tree farm 

licences were subsequently purchased by International Forest Products—Interfor—the face of 

corporate interests was constantly changing.  

Resistance was also surging in the Indigenous community with Tla-o-qui-aht Chief 

Councilor Moses Martin asserting the Tla-o-qui-aht’s rights to the land by declaring Meares 

Island a tribal park in 1984 (Morrow) and fostering collaboration with the local Friends of 

Clayoquot Sound. The Tla-o-qui-aht’s act of occupation resulted in MacMillan Bloedel filing a 

successful injunction to the BC Supreme Court seeking to counter a Nuu-chah-culth request for 

an injunction to halt logging. MacMillan Bloedels injunction was later overturned by a BC Court 
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of Appeal ruling that logging should cease until the land claim issue had been resolved thus 

setting the stage for the Nuu-chah-nuhlth to pursue treaty negotiations.  

Resistance in its many permutations took a toll on the community. Relationships between 

Tofino and Ucluelet, where many of the loggers resided, were strained with Ucluelet feeling the 

brunt of lost logging jobs. Industry and provincial offices moved, or threatened to move from 

Tofino to Ucluelet, increasing the tension between the two communities and further eroding 

Tofino’s economy. More injunctions were sought by Fletcher Challenge, triggered by serial 

episodes of civil disobedience attended by fines, arrests -- including that of Ahousaht hereditary 

chief Earl Maquinna George -- and jail time for some. In addition, the conflict was attended by 

property damage, threats to people’s lives, and divisions between the Tla-o-qui-aht, who had an 

interest in having some logging occur, and the town of Tofino. The legacy was divisiveness 

within the community of Tofino, between Tofino and Ucluelet, and with the Nuu-chah-nulth. In 

response to an increasingly polarized and inflammatory situation, the Harcourt NDP government 

proposed the development of a Forest Practices Code (1991) to address “rapacious logging 

practices” and an independent review of resources and the environment, the Commission on 

Resources and the Environment, known as CORE, in 1992 (Horsfield & Kennedy, p. 513). 

CORE was intended to be “an inclusive decision-making approach . . . that incorporated 

comprehensive community-based participation into resource management planning” (Takeda, 

2015, p. 8).  

In 1993, NDP Premier Mike Harcourt announced the Clayoquot Sound Land Use (CSLU) 

decision intended as a compromise position balancing the interests of loggers and 

environmentalists. Although it allowed logging in two-thirds of Clayoquot Sound, it signified “an 

increase in protected areas from 15 to 33 percent”; however, much of the protected land 
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consisted of relatively unremarkable ecologies (e.g., bog land) rather than old growth forests 

(Takeda, 2015, p. 73). In addition to doubling protected areas, the CSLU decision confirmed 

integrated resource management areas, and sustained local jobs. Environmental organizations 

were caught off-guard and withdrew from participating in the CORE review process in protest of 

what they saw as a lack of transparency and good faith. The situation was not helped by the 

provincial government decision three months earlier to purchase $50 million in MacMillan 

Bloedel shares. The result was a summer of protests involving 10,000 to 12,000 people moving 

through the protest camp. By September 1993, 932 people had been arrested—309 in one day 

alone.  

The CORE mandate was abruptly terminated in 1996 but the groundwork for community 

engagement and consensus based decision-making had been laid. On May 5, 2000 the Harcourt 

government pledged support for a UNESCO Biosphere designation for the area. The federal and 

provincial governments contributed $12 million for the establishment of a Trust to ““support 

research, education and training in the Biosphere region”” (Horsfield & Kennedy, p. 529). The 

Trust governance body reflects regional, political, economic, environmental and Indigenous 

interests. (I discuss the role of the Clayoquot Biosphere Trust in greater detail later in this 

chapter.) Moreover, the international attention garnered by the protests brought the beauty of the 

area to millions of people who had previously never heard of Tofino.  

Whitey Bernard shares his perceptions of harms experienced by the community. He 

describes the Meares Island planning process as “co-opted by the environmental movement” and 

asks whether environmentalists had any idea what happened to those loggers who lost their jobs. 

But he recognizes that  
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it wasn't the environmentalism that really closed it [logging] in the end. It was the fact 

that they [the logging companies] had moved their logging resources too far out to be 

economic . . . that's why they were coming to put pressure on this end of the Sound. So, it 

was awful to see what happened down there [Ucluelet]. You know people moved away. 

Guys went up to the interior. Marriages broke up. Property values went down. People 

couldn't get what they owed on their houses out of it and it was…there were a lot of 

angry people…a lot of sad stuff. They [Ucluelet] hated Tofino down there because they 

thought Tofino was responsible for it. It wasn't Tofino that was responsible for it at all. It 

was Sierra Club and all these people.  

Bernard describes two other factors in shifting the economy away from logging towards 

tourism: the establishment of the Pacific Rim National Park132, and the negotiation of the $8.5 

million Tourism Industry Development Subsidiary Agreement (TIDSA) for Tofino that enabled 

the Council to put in the infrastructure to support the anticipated tourism133. Although not 

providing a full historical accounting of the development of the national park and the subsequent 

support for the tourism industry, Bernard’s remarks highlight some of the political decisions that 

would significantly impact the development of the region.  

Pam Frazee has been a family doctor in Tofino for 30 years. Her husband, also a 

physician, practices in Ucluelet so she has a perspective on how both communities have changed. 

Frazee sees the shift over 30 years from predominantly fishing and some logging, noting that 

most logging was centred in Ucluelet. She observes that 

 
132 The idea of a park had its genesis with the Canadian National Parks Association in 1929, but would 
face many political, jurisdictional and regulatory hurtles, in particular in regard to forestry land use, to be 
brought to fruition (Horsfield & Kennedy). 
133 A request to the BC Archives for supporting documentation was unable to be processed due to the 
pandemic.  
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the fishing industry seems to have been kind of decimated. The old trollers, like small 

boats, it just doesn't seem to happen anymore here. There is some bigger boats down in 

Ucluelet and there's still a fishing industry there, but you know before I came, fishing was 

very, very big and there was fish plants everywhere. And everyone worked in the fish 

plants and the herring fishery was this huge sort of moment in the year when a lot of 

people came and a lot of money was made.  

 Frazee describes how the ‘War in the Woods’ impacted the relationship between Tofino 

and Ucluelet, with anger going both ways: 

There was huge numbers of people. There was a communion between the First Nations 

people and the environmentalists over saving Meares Island . . . so that created alliances 

and like I said, there's a lot of pride in the fact that Meares Island did get saved from 

logging and so Tofino got to be in this beautiful area with the pristine background.  

She observes the shifting culture from “the old guard, the settler kind of people…family 

members of settlers who felt that the people that were the environmentalists and artists, that sort 

of came seeking the beauty of the area, were not locals. They were like interlopers in a way and 

they were sort of interfering with the economic drivers of the area” but as Frazee observes that 

attitude has shifted over time particularly as many who work in Tofino live in Ucluelet.  

Community Health and Wellbeing and the Price of Success 

Tofino is a stunningly beautiful place, whether facing west toward the Pacific surf and 

miles of sandy and rocky shoreline or looking east toward the forested mountain slopes of 

Clayoquot Sound. It is this physical setting that underpins Tofinoites perception of their 

community as healthy, linking human health and environmental sustainability. Tofino is also an 

insular culture, both metaphorically and physically. Some people describe Tofino as an “end of 
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the road” culture where people “work to live” which as one business owner noted can be 

challenging because “if the surf's good, it's hard to get people to show up -- a two-week painting 

job on your house takes two months, but it's futile to resist it”. 

Andrew Bailey describes a natural atunement to health fueled by a relatively young 

population, engaged in a variety of healthy outdoor activities and committed to sustaining an 

environment that will ensure those opportunities continue:  

I’ve never seen a healthier place because you are always outside and you are always at an 

event and you are loved by everybody else that lives here because everybody is scraping 

the same way you are and everybody loves the place that you’re in and there’s nobody 

who is stuck here and so everybody loves each other and you all share this in common.  

But as Dr. Frazee points out the picture is not so rosy for the Indigenous population, 

citing the rash of suicides occurring in Ahousaht, problems with alcoholism, family violence, and 

removal of children from families, the consequences of a history of colonial policies aimed at 

extinguishing Indigenous rights and culture. But she also notes that where alcoholism is not a 

factor, First Nation members’ health is quite good, with Tofino showing lower levels of diabetes 

than the national average.  

Research participants describe a family-friendly, supportive culture where people seek 

opportunities to come together through community events and activities, and an appetite to 

embrace different cultures and histories. Pam Frazee described how a 2015 whale watching 

accident134 epitomized the community cohesion in times of need (Canadian Broadcasting 

Corporation, 2015).  

 
134 Six people died when a whale-watching board capsized outside of Tofino.  
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The whale watching accident . . . showed how well our community came together. It was 

a very strong community . . . coalescence and cooperation between First Nations [ and the 

townspeople]. But the actual people that did the saving are wonderful. They're wonderful 

people. And that's just so Ahousaht, so First Nations that they are out on the water. First 

Nations people on the coast are just really connected to the ocean. Sometimes in negative 

ways because they've lost a lot of their family members on the ocean, so it brings up a lot 

of emotion when people die in the ocean.  

 Tofino interview and survey respondents describe their community as resilient, 

supportive, and committed to place. Resilience is underpinned by a relatively young population 

and a strong, albeit seasonal, economy. Supportiveness is exemplified by people’s willingness to 

help each other out and a high degree of voluntarism. Commitment to place is expressed by an 

environmental ethos and a deep appreciation of the physical space. Hurwitz reflects on the ability 

to think and act regionally: “I think generally we know that people are very happy living here 

and that they have a great sense of belonging and I think we have a lot of opportunities in our 

region to connect people to one another and to this place”. 

On the surface, Tofino is a success story—a community that diversified from a resource 

extraction-dependent economy. But scratch the surface and you see deep structural problems: a 

large proportion of the work force are employed in low paying, seasonal service industry jobs; 

the tourist accommodation market puts housing out of the reach of many workers; and the 

volume of visitors puts exceptional stresses on municipal infrastructure supported by a small tax 

base. Together each of these inter-related challenges constitute a ‘wicked problem’ particularly, 

insofar as the potential solutions “are precarious, controversial, and difficult to implement . . . 

pit[ting] those involved in trying to solve them against each other in jurisdictional conflict” 
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(Durant, Fiorino, & and O'Leary, 2004, p. 29). Although most Tofinoites interviewed and 

surveyed are willing to weather these challenges almost half say they will consider leaving if the 

issues cannot be addressed.  

Research participants identify five challenges: housing insecurity; structural economic 

challenges; social infrastructure gaps; inadequate physical infrastructure; and environmental 

vulnerabilities.  

Housing Insecurity 

At the root of the problem is geography: the geography that makes Tofino attractive—a 

10.55 sq. km peninsular community at the end of the road, with water on three sides, stunning 

scenery and abutting the Pacific Rim National Park on its southern boundary -- also means there 

are absolute limits to growth and to the volume of people who move through the area 

sustainably. Although the municipality owns land, councillor Duncan McMaster observes the 

challenges of expansion in a finite space: “land available [is] either prohibitively expensive to 

build on or you just can't build on it. It's just lots of rocks and things like that”. He notes that 

there are two or three developments planned or underway but once they are completed “we're 

full to the brim. And then I could see house prices going up and become more and more a place 

for the people with money to have a second home and it's going to be tighter and tighter on the 

young people in this town”. 

There is competition to develop the limited space and suitable building sites, between 

creating accommodation and services for tourists who bring money into the local economy, and 

providing housing for workers, necessary to support local businesses. The result is an inflated, 
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unaffordable housing market135. The problem is further exacerbated by the seasonal nature of the 

industry. Some of the larger resorts provide staff accommodation, but workers who are unable to 

acquire housing in Tofino must go further afield, generally to Ucluelet, a 30-minute commute in 

light traffic. As one young worker observes,  

it's a bit of a vicious cycle because it's such a seasonal area so a lot of our workers and 

sometimes a lot of students, a lot of seasonal workers who leave in the wintertime and so 

they'll come up looking for places to live and they'll have jobs already, but they can't find 

places to live because they'll all be rented out as vacation rentals and then a lot of the 

seasonal workers end up leaving because they can't find a place to live and so then that 

also loses the business of workers.  

She also notes a secondary, yet still profound, impact of lack of housing on the 

community, describing a situation where friends were able to buy a house in Ucluelet which 

enabled them to continue to work in Tofino, but meant that the woman who was a volunteer 

firefighter “can’t be on the fire department now in either community because she can’t be 

reliably available in one location”. While Ucluelet is a solution for some, Frazee notes another 

impact of low paying jobs and insufficient housing: “There's a lot of people who are kind of 

camping in the illegal places and it's a problem. And people are very creative. But it is very tight 

for housing here and then if you are a person of low income or mental health or addiction issues 

and you know your housing is not secure…there's no community resources really for that”.  

Land scarcity and competing demands for land use are further exacerbated by the ‘shared 

economy’ of Airbnb. The Clayoquot Biosphere Trust’s annual Vital Signs report estimates there 

 
135 The 2015 median assessed value of a single-family dwelling was $509,400, a nine percent increase 
since 2012 as compared to Ucluelet when the median price was $272,000 (Clayoquot Biosphere Trust, 
2016).  
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are 354 Airbnb units in the region. Of Tofino’s 1037 private dwellings, 27% (282) are 

unoccupied or occupied by seasonal residents and may form a significant portion of the region’s 

Airbnb supply, creating the perfect conditions for monopoly rents—rents, moreover which 

happen outside of any governance framework, although local government is investigating ways 

to manage the issue. The growth in Airbnbs is reflected in a gradual but significant decline in 

market rental units since 2013. As Hurwitz notes: “It's a huge issue, most certainly, and the 

trends around housing availability are pretty shocking in the last couple of years particularly 

we've just seen that the vacancy of available housing is dwindling at a scary rate”. Hurwitz sees 

the intersection of living wage and housing affordability as a critical disconnect.  

Presently, Airbnbs pay no hotel tax or commercial property taxes—a growing problem. 

As one long-time resident observed, “When you commodify a use beyond its original intent, you 

falsely inflate the value of it”. She describes the downstream effect of inflated property values in 

which people buying homes are forced to add additional rental accommodation to afford to be in 

the market—and the accommodation may not be a legally permitted use. She observes that 

Tofino has had a housing affordability/availability problem since the 1950s, but awareness has 

been amplified because “social media in part has probably given a megaphone to the issue. 

Everybody in Tofino has a housing story”. While the municipality will be looking into the issue 

in the next year (Zeidler, 2016), housing needs are constantly changing creating an unpredictable 

planning environment. As a former planner notes, “the snapshot we take today of what Tofino 

needs will be different next week”. She also notes that some people believe that those creating 

the demand (i.e., businesses) should be responsible for solving the problem but she notes that 

everyone in the community is dependent on the tourism economy and that many resorts do 

provide staff housing. The shifting need can be imagined: currently the regional median age is 34 
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(Clayoquot Biosphere Trust, 2016). What will happen 30 years from now when those people who 

stay are 64? What kind of housing will they need? Will they be able to remain in the community? 

Presently there are only 4 units of seniors housing in town. The stock of Airbnb accommodation 

might be suitable but there could be direct competition between tourism and seniors’ needs. As 

this business owner notes, if these future needs are not considered you risk “creat[ing] a 

community that you will have to leave one day”.  

Whitey Bernard describes people who are:  

buying properties and putting them on the market for Airbnb in residential neighborhoods 

and not living on the property. [It’s] my understanding is that there's been a couple of 

houses sold out on Chesterman's Beach where the guys are just changing them into four-

bedroom apartments and they're going into the rental market. Well, that money isn't 

contributing to the hotel tax and they're being taxed as a single residential unit. Those 

houses if they want to rent them, they should be rented out to permanent rentals, for 

hospital staff and people like that.  

Council member Duncan McMaster worries that, “A lot of the young people I doubt 

whether they'll ever own a home in Tofino unless they get help from somewhere else”. He notes 

that the Council has set aside land for affordable housing but that the municipality needs a 

partner willing to construct the housing. He believes that “Tofino missed the boat. Ten to 20 

years ago when they went harder on some of the developers and the hotels that came in and they 

should have demanded more housing”, noting the difference between the big hotels in Banff and 

the town’s insistence that they provide staff housing.  

One tourism industry employee described having to turn people away at the Highway 4 

junction during the summer of 2016 because there was no accommodation available, leaving 
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potential visitors with the option of going to Ucluelet or turning back to Port Alberni, over an 

hour from the junction. As Pam Frazee says,  

I don't like how successful our tourism has been because there's just getting to be more 

and more visitors and there's more traffic and private enjoyment of the beauty out there 

is…you're having to share it with more and more people and so…I'm really getting a 

sense of how the First Nations people must have felt that they had all this place to 

themselves and then it has been very overrun by non-First Nations people and now it's 

getting very overrun with non-locals.  

The housing challenges arising from the financialization of housing as a market 

commodity rather than as a resource fundamental to community health may be the determining 

factor in whether people choose to stay or leave Tofino. Witness the following three comments:  

If I can't afford to own a home and there is few rental opportunities, I will shut down my 

business and leave.  

I have loved this town and area so much all my life and never in my life felt like I would 

ever leave until now. It has shifted to catering to tourists and made it very hard financially 

and emotionally to keep this our home.  

I've been forced to move twice in the past 1.5 years due to the place I was renting being 

sold. Each time this has happened it's been extremely hard to find a new place and rent 

has increased significantly. If it keeps happening and the housing situation doesn't 

improve, I could see my partner and I leaving. 
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Structural Economic Challenges 

 The heavy reliance on tourism leaves the community vulnerable to recessions and does 

not sustain full employment through the winter. Low-paying jobs often require recruiting from 

outside the community and as Jenn Dart, a Chamber of Commerce staff notes, “unless you own 

the business you are probably working for minimum wage”. The Biosphere Trust Vital Signs 

report indicates that a living wage for Tofino would be $19.27 per hour compared to the BC 

minimum wage of $10.85 in 2016136. As one worker noted: “Only in the summer can most 

people make a living. There are so many tourists that most locals do not even enjoy Tofino for 

the summer months”. A transient workforce also has an impact on businesses that must 

constantly recruit and train.  

Rebecca Hurwitz is in a position to see the relative health of the various member 

communities and notes the wealth imbalance, in particular between Indigenous and non-

Indigenous communities. Indigenous peoples make up 33% of the region’s population 

(Clayoquot Biosphere Trust, 2018, p. 3), and Hurwitz notes “there's a lot of barriers [to First 

Nations] to accessing the economy, both as a legacy of the Indian Act and the reservation 

system”. Although there is no poverty data for the indigenous population, over 20% of the 

region’s 6-year-olds live in poverty, and over 25% of 18 year-olds137, in both cases, a much 

higher rate than in BC (slightly over 15% for six and 18 year-olds) (Clayoquot Biosphere Trust, 

2016, pp. 4, 13).  

Gaps in Social Infrastructure 

Although the community has a hospital and doctors, Dr. Frazee describes a physician and 

nursing shortage about a decade earlier which had a major side effect—the loss of the ability to 

 
136 The report does not indicate what the average wage in Tofino is currently.  
137 Based on the low-income measure after tax (L-IMAT) threshold.  
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provide birthing services locally. Although there are many young families and increasing birth 

rates, all except emergency births take place in larger centres (Port Alberni, Nanaimo, Victoria). 

This means women have to make arrangements to find alternate accommodation in the period 

preceding their due date so they can deliver their babies safely. First Nations women receive 

funding for accommodation and travel, but non-Indigenous mothers do not. Consider also the 

disruption if there are other children at home. Frazee describes the financial hardship of 

“hav[ing] to go out of town for . . . two or three weeks and maybe stay…you know pay for your 

accommodation and you can't tell when you're going to deliver. It's terrible. Basically, you have 

to have a relative somewhere to go to”. Frazee tried to get Island Health to help with the costs 

but was unsuccessful. This is particularly challenging because the majority of the population are 

in their child-bearing years.  

Frazee notes that their advocacy efforts paid off with an increase in doctors and nurses, 

but she notes that even with a properly resourced health sector, tourist demand on services means 

that emergency room usage is almost twice as high as the rest of BC on a per capita basis. For 

instance, the west coast experiences 744 ER visits per 1000 (2015) compared to a BC rate of 403 

(Clayoquot Biosphere Trust, p. 9; Clayoquot Biosphere Trust, n.d.). Vital Signs also notes that if 

the region had a similar physician-patient ratio to Central Vancouver Island rather than the 

current six physicians serving a regional population of 5,297 they would have 12 physicians 

(Clayoquot Biosphere Trust, 2016, p. 9). Tofino is located in Local Health Area 70 (Alberni) and 

compared to the Island Health region as a whole the area is distinguished by higher birth and 

teen birth rates; higher rates of preterm births and low birth weight babies; a lower life 

expectancy (78 years); and higher death rates related to diabetes, alcohol-related causes, and 

motor vehicle accidents.  
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Duncan McMaster describes a problem at the other end of the continuum: as people age, 

the community lacks the services to support them in Tofino. As with childbearing mothers, 

seniors “often have to travel to Port Alberni, Nanaimo, Victoria for issues they may have to deal 

with and then as that develops, that's when you tend to see the older generation moving out of the 

community just to be closer to those facilities”.  

The other worrisome gap in the social infrastructure involves access to education: there is 

an elementary school in Tofino, but older students are bussed to Ucluelet for high school. School 

District 70 six-year completion rates138 show the district performing below the provincial 

average, with Indigenous students falling significantly below overall district performance 

(Clayoquot Biosphere Trust, 2016, p. 14).  

Inadequate Physical Infrastructure 

The volume of visitors creates inordinate pressures on infrastructure designed to support 

2000 people. Tofino’s drinking water is piped in from Meares Island and the town has run out of 

water at least twice in the recent past, necessitating usage restrictions and emergency measures to 

meet basic needs. To put this in context, during January when there are few tourists, the 

community used 25,990 cubic meters of water compared to 35,465 cubic meters in July at the 

height of the tourist season (District of Tofino, n.d.). Recent upgrades to the reservoir system 

have been implemented to increase capacity. At the other end of the process — sewage disposal 

— Tofino is one of seven Vancouver Island municipalities that continues to dump its sewage into 

the ocean, a situation the federal government has mandated be remedied by 2020—a challenge 

for a population of 2000 to pay for a system that must support thousands of people a day (Bailey, 

2015), and a fact hard to reconcile with “a community known for its environmental activism” 

 
138 Represents the number of students who complete Grade 12 within six years of starting Grade 8.  
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(Journal of Commerce, 2007). And as one tourism worker noted, “And then you know, think 

about it in the summertime we've got a million tourists through here”. There is a certain irony to 

this predicament, if one considers MacMillan Bloedel chairman Adam Zimmerman’s response to 

the suggestion that tourism could replace logging as a major industry during a shareholders’ 

meeting in 1984: “Who needs tourists? Tourists are a goddamn plague! Tourists are the most 

polluting thing you can introduce into the environment139” (Horsfield & Kennedy, p. 502).  

Traffic levels in the summer are unsustainable, with limited public transportation to move 

tourists between the town and peninsula beaches, and none to move workers residing in Ucluelet 

or the First Nation communities along the peninsula to jobs and services in Tofino. These 

infrastructure challenges take on even greater significance given Tofino’s exposure to a tsunami 

when the predicted major earthquake occurs.  

The infrastructure problems raise critical questions about limits to growth. Ironically, the 

provincial programs available to Tofino are designed to help the community attract more tourists. 

Tofino is designated as a Resort Destination Municipality (RDM) which gives the district 

authority140 to charge a hotel tax (3% for fixed roof accommodation only) to be collected by the 

province and redistributed to the District to develop tourist-related infrastructure, excluding 

investments in basic municipal infrastructure such as water or sewerage. For instance, in 2014 

the Province allowed Tofino to use its funds for “[s]pecial events, trails and paths, beach access 

and improvements, downtown revitalization and civic centre upgrades” (Government of British 

Columbia, 2014). The Province has also defined the nature of the organizations that may carry 

out marketing activities -- Destination Marketing Organizations (DMOs). The authority and 

financing flowing through the DMO has been problematic. The District is provided money to 

 
139 Captured by a CBC camera during the 1984 MacMillan Bloedel annual shareholders’ meeting.  
140 Authority is granted under the Municipal and Regional District Tax Program. 
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promote tourism, in 2016 receiving $1.3 million with 90% required to go towards tourism. Of 

that amount $660,000 was used to fund the Tourism Tofino as a DMO reporting directly to the 

District. Tourism Tofino used to be under the umbrella of the Tofino Chamber of Commerce 

according to Bailey, a model that is used in many resort communities, but its budget far exceeded 

the Chamber’s budget, so Tourism Tofino was made into a discrete entity thus privileging 

tourism planning over other economic activities. Bailey describes the disconnect between the 

District and the DMO: Tourism Tofino attracts tourism without providing any resources for the 

municipality to plan for the increased need for accommodation and infrastructure. And there are 

arguments between the District and Tourism Tofino over who pays for what: for instance, the 

District pays for a seasonal bus service to beaches to reduce congestion and move people around 

which they feel the DMO should pay for. This arrangement affects the community’s capacity to 

plan for a more diversified economy with local businesses engaged in a range of economic 

activities represented by the Chamber of Commerce, the DMO with its sole focus on tourism, 

and the District concerned with the overall social, economic and environmental infrastructure 

having limited authority over the RDM funds that it collects. In effect, the District’s role in 

representing all of its constituents is curtailed.  

McMaster reflects on the challenges of the infrastructure deficit, noting that the District 

needs to repair and upgrade roads, create more parking and address liquid waste management. 

“We’ve got a limited tax base and that's going to be a struggle. There's no doubt taxes are going 

to need to go up to pay for all these services which is going to make it harder for the people that 

are basically surviving on minimum wage and then how it's going to be for all of the people that 

are surviving on fixed income”. From his perspective, the root of the problem is the constraints 

placed on the money the District collects through the tourism tax, noting that “as we get more 
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tourists, we get more taxes to be spent on marketing which attracts more tourists which puts 

more stress on the infrastructure”.  

Environmental Vulnerabilities 

Globally, 2016 was the hottest year on record. Increasing temperatures are expected to 

have an impact on river water levels and important spawning habitat, with increased winter 

precipitation causing flooding and erosion (Clayoquot Biosphere Trust, 2016, p. 19), factors 

which may impact commercial and sports fisheries. People expressed concern about the 

implications of increased tanker traffic and risk of oil spills in an area known for its pristine 

coastline. Although outside the recollection of more recent arrivals, those who lived in Tofino in 

the late 1980s recall the breach of the tanker barge Nestucca off Grays Harbour, Washington, 

resulting in 5,500 barrels of spilled bunker oil. Although over 200 nautical miles away, the oil 

came up on Tofino beaches in masses several inches deep and some the size of dinner tables 

(Horsfield & Kennedy, p. 509). People also expressed concern about environmental degradation 

associated with fish farms, potential mining projects, and loss of old growth trees.  

Taken together the challenges that Tofino is facing suggest that it has reached a tipping 

point where unsustainable tourism demands will ultimately erode the qualities of community that 

people most value. The pessimistic perspective is that Tofino will become “a transient town that 

has lost its soul and what brings people here”. Those with more hope want “to keep Tofino wild 

and free and not have it turn into another city by the ocean”.  

Regulation Modalities 

Tofino’s economy is largely fueled by externalities—tourists from around the globe, and 

multinational corporate actors such as Cernaq. How does this affect the way Tofinoites conceive 

of governance, and particularly, of having a voice in the decisions that affect them? Governance 
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occurs in a variety of modes and scales and across diverse authorities from the formal structures 

of the state (for instance, the municipal council, and regional district boards) to formal structures 

of influence and coordination (for instance, the Clayoquot Biosphere Trust) to self-governance 

(that is, the actions taken by citizens individually or collectively outside of the normative 

structures). In Tofino, respondents understand governance predominantly through the functions 

embedded in the District Municipality of Tofino and the Ucluelet and Alberni-Clayoquot 

Regional Districts. As well, the Clayoquot Biosphere Trust is increasingly seen as a form of 

governance.  

To a large degree, self-governance is experienced through residents’ perceptions of 

having ‘voice’ in shaping decisions, both within the normative governance bodies and also by 

taking action independent of those institutions. Tofino interview participants believe citizens, 

along with local government, and First Nations should be the primary voices driving decisions 

about creating a sustainable economy. Nonetheless many of the people I heard from feel they 

have only a marginal voice in the decisions affecting the economic and social health of the 

community and a surprising number feel they have no voice at all. Those few who feel they have 

a voice pointed to the ease of access to decision makers in small communities, the opportunities 

to run for office—“if you feel strongly you can run for council and you'll probably get on”, and 

the opportunities created by being part of a biosphere reserve. To a large degree, Tofinoites 

understand ‘voice’ to be related to the ability to influence formal governance structures as 

opposed to using other vehicles such as civil society organizations and networks to influence 

change or to take action.  
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Research participants experience ‘voicelessness’ in three contexts: governance 

complexity, positionality, and culture141. In the first instance, people find it difficult to figure out 

how to interact in the complex planning environment involving multiple governance interests, in 

particular, keeping abreast of what is going on with First Nations. As one First Nations resident 

noted, “I don’t know how many of us are actually politically involved or interested . . . then 

something bad happens (laughter)”, suggesting a reactive response to issues. The second issue is 

how people conceive of having voice as a binary proposition of being either for or against 

something. As Councillor Duncan McMaster observes: “I used to sit on the sidelines and throw 

stones, so I decided to step in. At least now I have a voice”. For McMaster, having voice is 

synonymous with influencing outcomes. But he also notes that to have voice people have to be 

willing to engage: “unless it's a really hot topic you'll rarely see people at a council meeting 

because I think people are out working or they've got better things to do. It's not like some small 

towns where going to the council meeting is the entertainment for the week”. And the third 

consideration is what McMaster describes as a local ‘individualist,’ ‘non-conformist’ culture, in 

which people work outside of conventional governance structures. 

Tofino research participants’ perceptions of the relative importance of the capital, 

political, social and household economies were surprising given the intensity of Tofino’s capital 

economy: respondents place the highest importance on the social economy, followed by the 

political economy, then the household economy, and finally the capital economy. It is not clear if 

the lack of importance attributed to the capital economy is because it is simply taken for granted, 

Tofinoites being unable to imagine a world without a capital economy any more than people can 

 
141 Despite the expressions of voicelessness in the local arena, Tofino punches above its weight on the 
provincial and federal stage, producing a provincial MLA who is currently the Minister of Indigenous 
Relations and Reconciliation, and a federal MP. 
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imagine governance without a state. But it does support the importance that Tofinoites place on 

the role of citizens, local government and First Nations as the critical partners in addressing long 

term economic and social sustainability.  

As in many communities, the Tofinoites interviewed and surveyed are proud of how 

groups and individuals come together to support community well-being. Vital Signs identifies 32 

registered charities in the region which covers Ucluelet as well as Tofino (2015). People talk 

about the numerous community events142, fundraisers and business/non-profit collaborations. But 

there are challenges to sustaining the social economy in a relatively young population: the 

demands of work and family life limit the amount of time people can invest in community 

activities. This is further compounded by the intense demands on workers during the tourist 

season, low wages and the need for some people to have more than one job to survive. And as 

Duncan McMaster notes, the older people143 who volunteer are “getting to the stage now where 

they are definitely getting burnout”. 

In terms of formal governance structures, those surveyed place particular emphasis on the 

local and regional, ranking local government, First Nations, and citizens as being the most 

important players in creating a sustainable economy. Provincial and federal governments are 

considered relatively unimportant, except where they have an impact on the local, for instance, 

the desire to see Island Health “realize the extra load the tourists put on health services” and to 

provide a facility for delivering babies in Tofino. The other area of concern is provincial policies 

that do not align with the community’s commitment to achieving sustainability objectives around 

water and sewage management. Many of the respondents regard the provincial and federal 

governments as being aligned with corporate interests, expressing frustration about intransigence 

 
142 Vital Signs noted 24 annual events and festivals in the region in 2016. 
143 Less than 10% of the regional population are 65 and older.  
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around issues like the need to raise the minimum wage, to take action to move away from 

extractive industries like logging, fish farms, and mining, to develop a non-urban policy 

perspective, and to provide help with infrastructure and housing. Many research respondents 

want the federal and provincial governments to take the Biosphere designation much more 

seriously, expressed by one survey respondent as “a total ban on fish farms, mining, 

unsustainable logging, and [to]really help local First Nations to transition to sustainable 

businesses and better homes and transportation”.  

Despite the importance attached to the local political economy, some Tofino research 

participants express concerns about how elected officials and administration staff work together. 

One business owner attributed a historic high turnover rate among administrators to elected 

officials lacking a clear understanding of where their role ended and the staff function began, 

resulting in dysfunction and a loss of corporate memory. Although she sees the current 

environment as healthy with “respect” and “professionalism”, she describes the dilution of the 

concept of public service over the last 20 years and the increased demands made of elected 

officials:   

The professionalism that's expected, and love it or not, these individuals [elected 

officials] have put their names forward in a lot of cases to essentially volunteer and put 

themselves in the firing line for four years of their life and I think that one of the 

challenges is probably people who maybe are closer from a training and a practical point 

of view to the technical knowledge are those in their 30's and 40's so to speak. They don't 

have the time to give to serve in public office and so the people who can serve in public 

office tend to be older and maybe retirees. Because there's a lot of time requirement but 

they're a little bit further away from the ground on things so I think that just the nature of 
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it is a bit more of a disconnect. Maybe if elected office positions were treated more like 

professions and compensated accordingly there may be a difference, but that's a big 

burden for small communities.  

Local governance is further complicated by the overlapping array of jurisdictions: five 

First Nations (Ahousaht, Hesquiaht, Tla-o-qui-aht, Toquaht, and Yuulu?il?ath); two regional 

districts (the Alberni-Clayoquot Regional District and the Ucluelet Regional District); the Pacific 

Rim National Park, which is under federal jurisdiction; and the district municipality. Most of the 

survey and interview respondents feel a duty to engage with local First Nations, in part to redress 

occupier abuses of the past, but also in recognition of their potential to play a significant part in 

future developments. The establishment of the Clayoquot Biosphere Reserve has created a forum 

in which these interests can come together.  

The household economy is limited in terms of capacities of individuals and individual 

households to influence decisions. However, it is at this level that adaptions to the market and 

political economies often take place: for instance, working in the ‘grey economy’, bartering and 

exchange or growing one’s own food. Food security is an issue in Tofino. Except for access to 

seafood, most food comes from outside of the region making cost a concern (Clayoquot 

Biosphere Trust, 2016, p. 5). Unsuitable soil makes large-scale local production unfeasible, 

although household gardens are becoming more common, community gardens exist in all but one 

of the biosphere communities, and three out of six schools have gardens (Clayoquot Biosphere 

Trust, 2016, p. 11). Roughly half of Tofinoites who participated in the research reported that they 

split their shopping between local and away. The primary reason for non-local shopping is that 

people are unable to get what they are looking for in Tofino, followed closely by better prices 

and the opportunity to bundle appointments and shopping in a larger centre. Due to the high 
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dependence on external goods and services, Tofinoites have very limited consumer power as 

compared to people living in larger urban settings.  

Many of the research participants point to the Clayoquot Biosphere Trust (CBT) as an 

important governance mechanism but it is important to understand that the CBT works primarily 

as a convenor for planning and relationship-building rather than having authority to act on behalf 

of the member communities. The Biosphere Reserve is governed by a Board of Directors made 

up of the eight member communities: the five First Nations, the two regional districts, and the 

District Municipality of Tofino (Clayoquot Biosphere Trust, n.d.). It also includes two member-

at-large seats and four non-voting board advisors (Environment and Climate Change Canada; 

Ministry of Forests, Lands and Natural Resources, DFO, and Parks Canada). Member 

communities are encouraged to engage in a public process for selecting board representatives. 

Board members are urged to act as conduits between the CBT and their communities, sharing 

information arising from their deliberations. CBT Executive Director Hurwitz emphasizes the 

importance of the Trust as a bridging mechanism noting that previous regional boards including 

the Regional District did not have representation from all the First Nations communities. From 

Hurwitz’s perspective, the broad representation encompassed by the CBT allows the Regional 

District to focus on service provision to residents and to collaborate with all the Clayoquot 

Sound communities to address emerging needs that build on the strengths of individual 

communities rather than attempting to address needs on a community by community basis. 

Hurwitz uses the example of the potential for seniors housing in Ucluelet because of its closer 

proximity to the hospital in Port Alberni.  

The CBT operates on governance principles of respect, understanding the 

interconnectivity of things, and life in balance, principles that Hurwitz describes as “fundamental 
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Nuu-Chah-Nulth philosophies”. The focus of the biosphere is to promote “living sustainably in a 

healthy ecosystem, with a diversified economy and strong, vibrant and united cultures while 

embracing the Nuu-chah–nulth First Nations “living” philosophies of Iisaak (living respectfully), 

Qwa’ aak qin teechmis (life in the balance), and Hishuk ish ts’awalk (everything is one and 

interconnected)” (Clayoquot Biosphere Trust, n.d.). The Biosphere, a form of geographic 

governance, seeks to balance the interests of the environment with social and economic interests 

of the region. The biosphere reserve designation does not prohibit development but carries an 

expectation that it be undertaken sustainably. As Hurwitz notes:  

We're not so much focused on protecting or preserving the region. We're more interested 

in sustainable community development and sustainable environmental development if 

you can use that as a term. So really biosphere reserves are about people in place and so 

not a concept of a park or a place where people are not living, but rather to focus on how 

communities can live within nature and find a balance there.  

The establishment of the Trust, rather than representing a ‘field of authority’, creates a 

mechanism for a broader ‘field of care’, specifically for the realization of sustainable 

development objectives that will ultimately be judged on the world stage. The Trust, with a 

formal structure but no authority, is a vehicle for planning, coordination, problem-solving, 

influence and advocacy across jurisdictions.  

In addition to acting as a forum to bring together geographic, political, and cultural 

perspectives, Rebecca Hurwitz describes how the CBT is working to increase voice:  

some of the education programs we are offering are helping to increase that and that's one 

of the reasons we're bringing up this facilitation training. On one side of the coin, it's 

facilitation training. The other side of the coin is that it's participant training and so we 
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want to have an opportunity to think about how we all participate in public process and 

how we might influence the kinds of processes we have and the way that questions are 

asked. 

The CBT also plays a capacity-building role through providing grants funded by 

contributions from Trust donors. Rebecca Hurwitz describes the intention to “have a positive 

impact in our communities and . . . to raise the capacity of all of our non-profits”.  

In discussing governance, in particular, the roles that different interests play in creating a 

sustainable economy, research participants emphasize a critical role for local First Nations. Nuu-

chah-nulth interests are represented in the Biosphere Trust, and through joint District Municipal 

Council meetings. But it is the backdrop of treaty negotiations and provincial policies requiring 

consultation with First Nations regarding any developments in their territories, that will have a 

profound effect on the economic and social health of the region going forward. One only need 

examine the influence the Nuu-chah-nulth had on provincial policy leading up to the ‘War in the 

Woods’ and their ability to shift the dialogue through the establishment of strategic alliances (for 

instance, with the Friends of Clayoquot Sound). It is also clear that Nuu-chah-nulth interests may 

not always coincide with those of environmentalists or the community of Tofino as the Nation’s 

interest in examining the potential for mining on Catface Mountain attests. As much as many 

respondents express admiration and strong support for respecting Indigenous rights, the potential 

for conflict exists, and as the following discussion illustrates, it may exacerbate long-standing, 

historic enmities.   

 Although Nuu-chah-nulth peoples make up 33% of the region’s population (Clayoquot 

Biosphere Trust, 2018), they make up only 5.7% of Tofino’s population (Statistics Canada, 

2017). Presently, there are approximately 9,500 registered Nuu-chah-nulth with roughly 6,300 
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living off reserve (Nuu-chah-nulth Tribal Council, 2014). The Nuu-chah-nulth Tribal Council is 

pursuing a land claim through the BC Treaty Commission with the objective of achieving “self-

determination”, “self-sufficiency”, and “self-government” (Nuu-chah-nulth Tribal Council, n.d.). 

The regional Indigenous population has a significant impact on the social and economic fabric of 

Tofino: they own local businesses, work and shop in Tofino, and the children of many local 

reserve communities attend elementary school in Tofino. As one person noted: “We're part of 

each other's lives every day”. Most Tofino research participants acknowledge the need to work 

with local First Nations. As one non-Indigenous business owner observed, the relationship with 

First Nations is unique to each community: “And part of that's history, proximity, how you live 

your life on a daily basis in the communities . . . each community can only answer for 

themselves because that relationship is so unique between the communities”. Although the 

individual First Nations are part of the larger Nuu-chah-nulth nation, they are also unique 

communities with different interests and needs. Ahousaht, for instance, is a 45-minute fast boat 

ride from Tofino while Tla-o-qui-aht is a short distance down the highway.  

Andrew Bailey describes the local First Nations as strong, smart, proactive, and 

collaborative, a sentiment echoed by the Clayoquot Biosphere Trust. Despite these attitudes, this 

is not an unproblematic relationship: it is marked by an ahistorical view of Indigenous rights by 

some and the challenge of building relationships within the context of modern-day treaty 

discussions. The issue of off-shore parking, a special designation to enable people living off-

shore (for instance, residents of Ahousaht or Opitsaht) to park in Tofino for an extended period, 

illustrates the problem (District of Tofino, 2009). Councilor Duncan McMaster explains:  

You have a lot of people live offshore so the parking is a problem and it upsets a lot of 

business owners. We have maybe about 90 spots assigned for offshore parking, but that's 
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not enough for them and then of course everybody wants parking in their prime areas 

close to the dock and the downtown. The business owners don't like that reserved for the 

offshore and parking's a problem throughout the town as well. 

Some critics refer to the policy as ‘race-based’ parking. As long-time resident and former 

city councilor, Ruby Bernard, reflects: “. . . I constantly had to remind myself that I was elected 

to represent the people who voted for me and the District of Tofino. I am not elected to promote 

whatever it is we're dealing with now that has to impact with the natives, like more parking”. 

Ruby’s responsibility to voters highlights the challenges inherent in how the normative 

governance structures -- in this case, a district municipality – interact with external governance 

interests. Ruby’s response suggests that having a voice is dependent on being a ratepayer. And 

yet Ahousaht or Opitsaht residents, who likely do most of their shopping in Tofino, may work 

there, and have their children attend school there, have no say in local governance discussions 

and decisions.  

As one business owner remarked:  

in a lot of their [Nuu-chah-nulth] view, we're trespassers. We've trespassed on their land 

and how dare we say you can only park on main street for four hours. It's their land. They 

can park wherever they want for as long as they want. So that view is still very vocal as 

well and I can respect that. From a political level, from the Band Council level, there's a 

lot more, I think, structure and cooperation and trying to understand and work with each 

other within the structures for better or worse that we have to work with, but on an 

individual perspective and there's a lot of very complex and deep reasons why individuals 

have those perspectives.  
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And Duncan McMaster reflects, “we have to recognize they're our neighbors. They're not 

going to go away. We're their neighbors or invaders and we're not going to go away, so we have 

to get on.” 

From the Nuu-chah-nulth perspective, “Our authority and ownership have never been 

extinguished, given up, signed away by Treaty or any other means or superseded by any law. We 

continue to seek a just and honorable settlement of the land and sea question within all of our 

respective territories” (Nuu-chah-nulth Tribal Council, n.d.). The process entails government-to-

government negotiations between Canada, British Columbia, and the Nuu-chah-nulth, a process 

the Mayor of Tofino attends as an observer. This is a source of frustration for some Tofinoites 

who feel their voices are being silenced. And where bad feelings exist, they go both ways, as one 

business owner concedes: “there are members of the First Nations community that don't have a 

warm fuzzy feeling towards Tofino”.  

Not everyone accepts that First Nations have a right to the lands in question, a 

perspective that may cleave along generational lines. Whitey Bernard takes umbrage at the idea 

of “hereditary territory”, believing that First Nations are only entitled to “reserve territory”. As 

Whitey notes, “it is touchy here because they [First Nations] want, want, want but they are not at 

the level of being able to participate economically the same way everybody else is, so they want 

everything handed to them”. Whitey expresses concern that “All these secret land negotiations 

[that] are done between the provincial government and the bands are being held in camera. The 

Mayor is our only representation in there. The taxpayers and the businesses of Tofino, no matter 

where their sympathies lay have nothing to say about what's going on”.  

Whitey and Ruby have strong opinions about what First Nations people need to do to 

become part of the big picture: stop hiring other First Nation’s people to provide economic 
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development advice: “they might have a degree in business administration and all the rest of the 

good stuff, but none of these guys ever signed a paycheck in their bloody life. And they've got no 

‘skin in the game’”; fix the system of governance by replacing hereditary chiefs with elected 

chiefs; and, change the reserve system so that people can own their own homes.” Whitey 

proposes: “you can't make an economic base when you're isolated and then if you come down 

here and you want to compete and be part of the action, you've got to belong to the business 

associations, the Chamber of Commerce and you have to be paying some taxes into the 

municipality that's supporting that. You've got to be a contributor”. 

Ruby and Whitey’s deeply ahistorical perspective may be an artifact of their generation, 

one not evident in talking with younger people in the community. Theirs is a view based on 

colonialist policies (acquisition of land for private purposes by force if necessary), and 

disregarding treaty breaches (the original contracts with First Nations regarding their rights to 

traditional use of territories). As one local business owner observed: “First Nations think in terms 

of millennia whereas our culture tends to think probably more on a generation perspective”. She 

notes that the elementary school is half First Nation kids and that all the children in the school 

benefit from being exposed to First Nations culture. She believes that the most important thing 

for both parties is to invite each other to the table, both formally and informally:  

And not so much even just on the local government perspective…in the schools, in the 

sports events, like anywhere you cross paths, extend the invitation. Our council…it has 

come and gone in the past, but they're back doing joint council meetings with First 

Nations neighbors which is huge, just seeing how each other interacts on a daily 

basis…or on an administrative basis. 
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The Biosphere Reserve provides a vehicle for engagement across First Nations, local 

governments, geographies and cultures. As Hurwitz notes, “we have this rich history from the 

Nuu-Chah-Nulth people of hereditary chiefs and the hereditary chief system. From the little bit 

that I am privileged to know about, it is very holistic in nature and so there was always with the 

Nuu-Chah-Nulth people an ability to hold the interconnectedness of everything and to see things 

through a systems perspective, so not only the health of the people but the health of the 

environment was a direct reflection of the health of the people. It's been a strong backbone that 

we can lean on and learn from as non-Nuu-Chah-Nulth”. And Hurwitz also notes that the 

Biosphere Reserve was established on the basis that “it would not take away any voice from our 

Indigenous communities on the rights and territories of those nations. I think they should play a 

nation-to-nation role in speaking with Canada and the province. Really it's government-to-

government and that's an easy thing to say and a much harder thing to do”. Hurwitz 

acknowledges the challenges in maintaining relations in the context of nation-to-nation 

discussions. She describes four problems: a non-Indigenous compartmentalized government 

system compared to an Indigenous holistic perspective; the limited capacity of Indigenous 

communities to participate in the complex, compartmentalized governance tables; a timeframe 

that values short term actions over the achievement of coherent longer-term objectives; and the 

failure of the Province to lay the groundwork for effective engagement and long-term planning. 

As Hurwitz observes,   

the province isn't able to keep up with the…you know they set out some pretty guiding 

agreements, but they haven't done the groundwork yet and so it's really falling on local 

people here, local organizations to see how these new agreements actually work and I 

think we're going to learn some really hard lessons and we're going to hurt some people 
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along the way unless we can remember we are really piloting the next round of treaties 

and some people aren't calling them treaties but it's…they're new agreements and we're 

going to learn a lot and some of it's not going to be easy.  

Hurwitz sees the value of the CBT as “creating strong intercommunity or between 

community relationships and between our Indigenous and non-Indigenous residents and I think 

we're really purposeful about . . .  that work and we're just at the beginning of it so I have very 

high expectations for where it might lead us”.  

Aspirations for the Future 

Given the infrastructure, governance and administrative challenges and opportunities they 

face, what do Tofinoites imagine can be done to achieve a sustainable economy? Survey and 

interview results suggest that the actors Tofino research participants identify as most important to 

achieving sustainability are local businesses, community health and wellbeing organizations, 

economic organizations, and Indigenous interests. People attribute roughly the same relative 

value to each of these actors with one exception: they value the perspective of individual 

businesses over the organizations established to represent business and rate the importance of 

local health and wellbeing organizations over local business organizations. Although not 

specifically stated, responses gesture towards a sustainable economy as one where the volume of 

tourists does not exceed the capacity of existing infrastructure such as housing, water, sewage 

and which provides stable employment and a living wage.  

The preferential valuing of local businesses over the organizations established to 

represent them may go some way to explaining the mysterious case of the Tofino Chamber of 

Commerce. When I was doing my field work, I walked all around the community—not too 

daunting given the small footprint—looking for key organizations like City Hall, the hospital, the 
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Clayoquot Biosphere Trust office, the library, and the Chamber of Commerce. I asked several 

people to direct me to the Chamber office and was either met with a blank stare and comments 

like “I didn’t know there was a Chamber of Commerce”, or “you must mean Tourism Tofino”. 

Whitey Bernard explains the history as follows: at some point the Chamber “decided that big 

business basically was anyone with more than about two or three employees . . . and then 

decided to take very strong environmental positions”. This resulted in an internal struggle. 

“Some of us tried to get the Chamber to understand that Chamber members in their wisdom 

couldn't go out and sit on Interfor's roof if they were to be called a Chamber of Commerce”. As a 

result, in 1994 Whitey and others started the Tofino Business Association (TBA). “And that 

struggle ensued for quite a while until, for most of the businesses in town, the Chamber became 

irrelevant” and, in Whitey’s opinion, the Chamber was exclusionary of businesses like forestry, 

fish farming, and large resorts, and was anti-development. And other perspectives suggest that 

the community is divided on the appropriate role of business organizations with responses 

ranging from: “Tourism Tofino is corrupt” to the observations that local economic organizations 

“[s]hould mesh with local government and community organizations to ensure that everybody is 

on the same page as far as where and when they want growth”. Some survey respondents also 

expressed concerns that local businesses don’t have a sustainability perspective, for instance 

expressing concerns about open-pen fish-farming and continued old growth logging, and a lack 

of understanding by business owners of their environmental impacts. And yet, despite the 

concerns at the organizational level, the Tofinoites interviewed and surveyed value local business 

as “the heart and soul of [the]Tofino economy”. However, the community continues to struggle 

with a polarized tension between the corporate and the local as evidenced by the current 

existence of two organizations with similar mandates but very different approaches to addressing 
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the economic needs of the community: the Tofino Business Association (TBA) and the Tofino-

Long Beach Chamber of Commerce (TLBCC).  

The TBA describes itself as representing a cross-section of businesses from large to 

small, emphasizing sustainable economic and community development through advocacy and 

leadership and has articulated social justice objectives within its mission. Its membership 

includes some of the largest employers in the region including multinational Cermaq (fish 

farming) and Imperial Metals Corporation. It describes its policies as “inclusive, pro-business, 

pragmatic, community-focused and democratically crafted” (Tofino Business Association, 2019). 

Established in 1929, the TLBCC describes its membership as largely made up of entrepreneurs 

representing two-thirds of Tofino’s business community (over 300 businesses). It sees its role as 

lobbying for its members and educating the community on business issues. The TLBCC 

explicitly states advocacy on social issues and promotion of environmental stewardship as part of 

its mission (Tofino-Long Beach Chamber of Commerce, n.d.). It is clear that both organizations 

have tried to lay claim to the social and environmental high ground.  

Notwithstanding the implicit encouragement from the Province to increase tourism, 

Tofinoites interviewed and surveyed are looking at other options to create a more diverse and 

robust year-round economy. High-speed internet installation in 2016 is seen by some as a 

gateway to attracting knowledge workers—people who can work from anywhere and are drawn 

to Tofino’s unique qualities. At a broader scale, Rebecca Hurwitz describes how the Clayoquot 

Biosphere Trust is working on several ‘education’ economy initiatives “developing more of a 

learning tourism economy” by “building out an education economy that utilizes much of the 

tourism infrastructure that already exists and meets local learners’ demand and also attracts 
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people to the region that want to learn with us”. The CBT is also investigating the possibility of a 

three-day professional development training program  

around issues or topics that matter to us. So, things that … can either support our local 

communities or our nonprofits, work that is around sustainable development and 

ecosystems, leadership programs have become a big part of our work and then working 

with high schools, visiting outdoor high school field trips, there's a big market, groups of 

public schools and private schools that do annual field trips out here and so we just want 

to see that those are as meaningful as possible for our local communities.  

Despite the significant challenges facing the community, the vast majority of respondents 

expect to see modest to significant economic growth. The Nuu-chah-nulth have played a key role 

from the time of the 1980s recession, in setting the economic direction for the community; it is 

likely that they will continue to be a deciding voice in potential future economic initiatives from 

fish-farming to mining. And the Nuu-chah-nulth have reserve land, which they have used to 

support their own tourism activities. The degree to which the Biosphere Trust can serve as a 

forum to negotiate across this complex set of interests and capacities is yet to be seen. But the 

Trust is not the only vehicle for engaging with the Nuu-chah-nulth. There are opportunities at a 

government-to-government level as well as the potential for non-Indigenous Tofinoites to reach 

out to their Indigenous neighbours to address some of the pressing problems the communities 

face. The larger question is whether the Tofino can marshal the energy required in the face of 

intense demands of the capital economy.  
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Chapter 8—Community Comparisons 

 To recall, my primary thesis is that the research communities’ ability to respond 

coherently to rupture events is inhibited by a lack of awareness of the complex interrelationships 

of the constituent elements of the economy and a tendency to understand the state as the primary 

site of governance. This chapter provides the context to evaluate the thesis through comparison 

of the attributes of the individual communities and their attitude towards place, the global 

economy, and the roles of various actors in shaping the future of each community through the 

experiences of the research participants. Key differences and similarities between the three 

communities are examined, drawing on 2016 census data and qualitative data gathered through 

interviews and survey responses144. The first section examines the physical space of these 

communities, the motivations people have for being in these particular spaces, and the 

characteristics of the different populations. The second section examines the economies of the 

three communities from four perspectives: economic activity by industry and occupation; the 

patterns and degrees of engagement in local economies; perceptions of the impacts of the global 

economy; and prevalent attitudes towards different elements and actors in local economies. The 

third section describes the economic and social challenges experienced by the three communities 

focusing on income and housing. In the final section, I examine the governance modalities in 

each setting, attitudes towards formal and informal governance modalities, and the expression of 

autonomy in the context of the communities’ varied governance structures.  

 
144 As I indicated in the Methodology section, the purpose of the survey was to validate the 
representativeness of interview responses; the surveys also provide narrative content which can be 
analyzed alongside the interview results.  Because I am not concerned with the statistical significance of 
survey data, I do not report specific quantitative data, instead I describe relative degrees of difference on 
specific questions and between individual communities.  
 



Globalization’s Ruptures and Responses 

 296 

It is through the examination of comparative data across the communities that I begin to 

identify factors that may have resulted in the different degrees to which each community has 

engaged in autonomous action. How these factors have played out and the implications for 

governance is examined in greater detail in subsequent chapters. 

Place and People 

In this section, I examine the relationship between place as a geo-spatial entity -- an actor 

in its own right -- and the people who live in those places, in an attempt to understand how each 

acts on the other. In understanding the characteristics and attitudes of human actors, I seek to 

understand how they perceive their relationship with the physical space they occupy, across their 

action networks, and how those relationships shape their response to governance. In carrying out 

this examination, I understand ‘network’ in the context of the “continuously local” within the 

perspective of the global (Dicken, Kelly, Olds, & Yeung, 2001, p. 104).  

Each community is geographically unique. Tumbler Ridge, in the foothills of the Rocky 

Mountains, is heavily forested with mixed coniferous/deciduous forest of white spruce, 

lodgepole pine and trembling aspen; it also sits on rich coal deposits and fossil records. It is 

colder than the other two case study communities (its lowest mean low temperature is -11C), but 

it is a more moderate climate than nearby Peace River prairie communities and receives an 

average of 605 mm of precipitation yearly. Tofino, at the end of the Eowista Peninsula on the 

west coast of Vancouver Island, is a coastal temperate rain forest ecology, home to some of the 

largest coniferous trees in the world, nourished by an average of 3,271 mm of rain annually. 

Gabriola, part of a small, threatened coastal Douglas-fir ecosystem native to the Gulf Islands and 

south-east coast of Vancouver Island, has higher mean temperatures than either Tumbler Ridge or 
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Tofino, and with 957.6 mm of average annual precipitation is twice as wet as Tumbler Ridge but 

nowhere near as wet as Tofino (Current Results Publishing Ltd., 2018).  

While Gabriola is the only island community of the three, both Tumbler Ridge and Tofino 

are effectively islanded -- Tofino at the end of a peninsula and Tumbler Ridge on a secondary 

highway off the main transportation corridor between Prince George and Dawson Creek. Both 

Tumbler Ridgians and Tofinoites must travel almost two hours to get to the nearest large service 

centre. However, it is erroneous to conclude that Gabriolans have a shorter travel time. Although 

you can see Nanaimo from Gabriola, the time involved in getting to Nanaimo is much greater 

than a 25-minute ferry ride. Depending on where you live on the island, it can take up to 20 

minutes to get to the ferry line-up, and due to frequent overloads throughout the year, it is 

sometimes necessary to be in the line-up one hour before the ferry loads to ensure passage. A 25-

minute trip can easily be extended to one and a half or two hours. Over the decades, multiple 

proposals for a bridge connecting Gabriola to Vancouver Island have been met with strong 

rejection from the Gabriola residents. Moreover, the Islands Trust Act explicitly prohibits bridge 

access.  

Not surprisingly given Canada’s historic staples economy, physical geography has been a 

crucial determinant in the economic development of each community. Tofino and Gabriola 

emerged as part of the initial process of colonization: relying on the knowledge of local 

Indigenous populations, then displacing them, expropriating their land, extracting resources, and 

developing into population centres over time. Dispossessed Indigenous populations were 

relocated to small reserves surrounded by “clusters of permissions and inhibitions” (Harris, 

2002). Although dispossession occurred in northeastern British Columbia, and Tumbler Ridge 

intruded on traditional territories of several Indigenous communities, it did not result in 
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displacement as those populations had already been displaced to reserves during earlier processes 

of colonization.  

Tumbler Ridge represents a contemporary form of colonization, where land deemed to be 

‘owned’ by the Crown is tapped for resources as an economic public good. When the 

development of Tumbler Ridge started in the 1980s, no formal treaty process was underway, and 

thus there was no perceived or required need to consult with First Nations145. In the present 

context of the treaty process a reversal has occurred and Tumbler Ridge, ironically, finds itself 

surrounded by “clusters of permissions and inhibitions” in the form of requirements to consult 

with neighbouring First Nations regarding development activities which might impact First 

Nations traditional territories, restrictions which reserve populations have had to live with since 

colonization Harris, 2002, p. xxi).  

Tofino is located in the heart of Nu-chah-nulth traditional territory, abutted by several 

Nu-chah-nulth communities and acting as a primary service centre to them. The Nu-chah-nulth 

were important actors during the ‘War in the Woods’ dispute over Clayoquot Sound, asserting 

their territorial prerogative in advance of a formalized treaty process and securing the protection 

of Meares Island. Although some Tofino research participants express concerns about the 

changing dynamics of the relationship, at many levels the community has moved toward treating 

collaborative relationships as essential to the overall health of the community.  But crucially, 

although the Nuu-chah-nulth aligned with environmentalists during the ‘War in the Woods’, their 

interests do not always coincide with environmentalists’ objectives or those of the larger 

community—for instance, the Nuu-chah-nulth have recently expressed an interest in mining 

 
145 Three studies were conducted: two related to the archeological impact of development (December 
1976 and May 1978), and the third entitled “Barriers to the Recruitment and Employment of Indians in 
North East British Columbia” (August 1976). 
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Catface Mountain. Nonetheless, Tofino has taken steps to create opportunities for collaborative 

governance through the Clayoquot Biosphere Trust and the efforts of the District Municipal 

Council to work with the Nation, for instance by ensuring Nuu-chah-nulth representation on the 

Trust and hosting joint meetings between the District Municipality of Tofino and Nuu-chah-nulth 

leadership.  

Like the Tofino area, Gabriola was originally the site of a large Indigenous population: 

the Snuneymuxw. Lands traditionally used by the Snuneymuxw were pre-empted and made 

available to ‘occupiers’ under the terms of the Douglas Treaty. Although Snuneymuxw 

intermarried with early ‘occupiers’ providing the latter local knowledge crucial to eking out a 

living on the island, their presence evaporated over time. It was the rupture event -- the disposal 

of the Weldwood lands -- that resulted in the Federal government acquiring 1000 acres on 

Gabriola for future treaty settlement. Treaty negotiations are active and Gabriolans can 

reasonably anticipate decisions about these lands in the near future. Although some Gabriola 

research participants are apprehensive about the Snuneymuxw acquiring these lands, others are 

actively involved in preparing for a new relationship.  

Spatial configuration is another distinction between the three communities, as Table 9 

illustrates:   
 

 
Gabriola 

Tumbler 
Ridge 
District 

Tumbler 
Ridge 
Core (est) 

 
Tofino 

Land area (sq.km) 57.76 1558.97 20  10.55 
Density (people/sq.km) 69.8 1.3 99.5 183.1 

Table 9: Land Area and Population Density  

Source: Statistics Canada 

Tofino, the smallest community, has an area of 10.55 sq. km, with a population density of 

183; Gabriola covers 57.76 sq. km. with a density of 69.8, while Tumbler Ridge covers 1558.97 
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sq. km. and has a density of 1.3 people per square kilometre146. As mentioned earlier, Tumbler 

Ridge’s low density is misleading because the townsite itself occupies a very small part of the 

land mass of the district municipality -- roughly 20km2 -- with all the housing and businesses 

clustered in the townsite, so in practice the density is probably much closer to that of Tofino. As 

a result, one experiences Tofino and Tumbler Ridge as “towns” whereas one experiences 

Gabriola as rural. This rural distinction of Gabriola is also manifested in less infrastructure. 

Tumbler Ridge and Tofino have municipal water and sewage systems, street lighting and 

sidewalks. By contrast, Gabriolans are responsible for their own water through wells and 

rainwater collection and for disposal of sewage through individual septic fields. There are only 

two streetlights, no traffic lights, and no sidewalks. Most Gabriolan research participants 

apparently do not see this as problematic, vehemently rejecting the rare calls for sidewalks or 

street lighting147. So, although Tofino and Tumbler Ridge are in somewhat more remote 

locations, they have a much more urban feel, while Gabriola, visually close to Nanaimo, feels 

decidedly rural.  

Attractions to Place 

People are attracted to place for several complex reasons. Essentially, we are either in a 

particular place by choice -- however constrained that choice may be -- or by accident. But 

assuming that we have some degree of autonomy in deciding where we want to live, what is it 

that attracts us to one place over another? What is it that keeps us in that place even when it 

appears not to be in our best interest to remain there? Simple answers like the economy or the 

climate give only a narrow insight into what brings us to, and keeps us, in place. The present 

 
146 As noted earlier, Statistics Canada defines a population centre as an area with a population of at least 
1,000 and a density of 400 or more people per square kilometre (2016). Communities that do not fit this 
standard are considered rural.  
147 Observations from attending Village Vision public discussion forums over three years.  
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study asked research participants to consider seven variables in their decision to move to their 

community: the physical qualities of the locale; the qualities of the community; proximity to an 

urban centre; affordability; availability of work; availability of housing; and family or friends 

already residing in the community.  

Research participants in all three locations were attracted to the physical qualities of the 

individual locales. All three communities are inarguably beautiful, but while on the surface 

people in each recognize the beauty of their particular place, their appreciation takes decidedly 

different forms, which is reflected in qualitatively different senses of attachment. Tumbler Ridge 

research participants were attracted by the promise of well-paying jobs, modern housing and 

extensive, well-maintained community infrastructure. Tofino research participants describe a  

wild west coast setting which attracts young people with an adventuresome spirit who value an 

‘end of the road’ community culture and closeness to family and friends, to engage in a high-

volume tourism economy. Gabriola, on the other hand, has little in the way of economic 

attractions; instead, Gabriola research participants identified the promise of sanctuary, 

affordability and community as the main attractions. What participants in all three communities 

share is the deep regard for place. On Gabriola this is expressed reverentially, as a haven 

underpinned by a duty of care — “to protect and preserve”. Tofino research participants value 

the juxtaposition of proximity to wilderness and a sense of a tightly knit supportive community: 

“It's so close to wilderness, yet there are people to meet and things to do!”  (survey response). 

Tumbler Ridge was conceived as, and is perceived as, a space that exists to be utilized and 

managed for coal extraction. While valuing the beauty of their surroundings, Tumbler Ridge 

research participants tend to see them as wild spaces to be tamed and perfected: as Holmlund and 

MacKay both note, “the grass is always cut”. But Charles Helm locates attitude toward place 
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within a larger discourse of ‘frontier’. While Holmlund and MacKay describe a place to be 

‘tamed’, Helm describes a place of ‘possibility’, where mistakes made in other places can be 

avoided.  

In all three communities, place acts as a ‘public symbol’ (Tuan, 1974). Tofino, known 

internationally as the site of the ‘War in the Woods’, continues to attract people wanting to see 

evidence of old growth forests and the iconic seascapes of Pacific Rim National Park. This status 

has been enshrined in the establishment of the Clayoquot Biosphere Reserve. Tumbler Ridge, 

through the establishment of the Geopark, also acts as a public symbol globally, albeit one with 

less visibility internationally, or even regionally, than Tofino. As one person noted: “Even as 

close as Fort St. John, they’ve never heard of us”. Gabriola acts as a public symbol in a narrower 

context, as one of a group of islands to be preserved for all British Columbians. More explicitly 

than the other two communities, Gabriola represents a ‘field of care’ (Tuan, 1974, p. 444) in 

which place is imbued with implicit and overt expectations of protection and stewardship, in 

Gabriola’s case, under the legislative mantle of the Islands Trust Act (BC). Recall that ‘public 

spaces’ are representational; a key political task in such places is to sustain the factors that 

support that representation. This may or may not require enacting a ‘field of care’. Fields of care 

are more inwardly focused, less concerned with their external representation than with a sense of 

duty to care for what is around you. Gabriolan Susan Yates exhortation that every person should 

be familiar with their local ecosystem exemplifies this. In other words, there is an implicit 

responsibility associated with such a place and its stewardship. However, there is a high degree 

of irony in Gabriola research participants’ attachment to the ideal of ‘protection’. While the Trust 

mandate may express protection as a policy objective, zoning allows for uses such as forestry on 

privately held lands. Moreover, any private landowner may clearcut their property despite the 
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‘preserve and protect’ mandate. Thus, the economic value proposition outweighs cultural, social 

and environmental values.  

Gabriola and Tumbler Ridge research participants also place a strong emphasis on place 

as a site for autonomous action. Gabriolan Fay Weller notes: “my influence stems from the 

acting, the doing”, a sentiment reflected through a more individualist perspective in Tumbler 

Ridge physician Charles Helm’s observation that “there’s no one to watch over your shoulder all 

the time. You run your own show”. The Tofino data did not provide examples of autonomous 

action like the other two communities although Tofino Council member McMaster describes a 

local ‘individualist,’ ‘non-conformist’ culture, in which people work outside of conventional 

governance structures.  

Demographic Characteristics 

The 2016 census data helps to paint a more detailed picture of the three communities. 

This section examines demographic characteristics such as population trends, age of residents, 

proportion of Indigenous residents, and education levels. This data gives insights into how the 

demographic characteristics of the community influence or shape the actions they have taken.  

Population, Age and Indigeneity 

Of the three communities, Gabriola has the largest population (4033); Tofino (1932) and 

Tumbler Ridge (1990) each have roughly half Gabriola’s population. However, this was not 

always the case for Tumbler Ridge: during its early days in the 1980s, the population was 

approximately 4500 people. Gabriola at that time had fewer than 1200 people. As Table 10 

shows, since the previous census, Gabriola’s population has remained stable, Tofino’s has grown 

by 3% and Tumbler Ridge has declined by almost 27%, one of the province’s highest population 

declines, and a 44% decline since the 1980s.  
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Table 10: Population Change, 1986 to 2016  

Source:  Government of British Columbia, 2019148 

Of the three case study communities, Tofino, the smallest in area, has had the greatest 

percentage of population growth since the previous census; however, growth is seriously 

constrained by the geographic limitations of water on three sides and a national park on the 

fourth. Thinking of population in terms of the number of people resident in a community is also 

misleading when examining these three communities. For instance, many people who work in 

Tofino and consider themselves Tofinoites live in Ucluelet. And, for much of the year, Tofino’s 

resident population is vastly outnumbered by tourists.  

Gabriola, while not nearly as popular a tourist destination as Tofino, also experiences 

large volumes of tourists from the May long weekend to Thanksgiving. Locals estimate the 

population doubles during the height of the season. Although the actual number of people on the 

island is unknowable at any given time, BC Ferries adds extra sailings during the summer 

months to accommodate the increased traffic and even then, overloads are frequent. For instance, 

 
148 No data was available for Gabriola in 1986 and 1981. 
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ferry vehicle traffic in February averages 10,000 cars per month and increases in August to 

18,000 cars149.  

Although hoping to attract tourists, Tumbler Ridge sees an influx during just two short-

term major events—Grizfest and the Emperor’s Challenge. Major inflows of non-residents occur 

mostly when one or more of the mines reopens. However, in the face of cyclical and increasingly 

sustained shutdowns, Tumbler Ridge experiences an emptying out where people either leave 

permanently, or engage in long distance labour commuting, leaving behind women, children and 

youth, and the elderly. The contrast between Tofino and Tumbler Ridge is striking: in Tofino it is 

commonly difficult to find a place to park and the sidewalks are thick with tourists; in Tumbler 

Ridge, the town core is almost devoid of cars and people, except at 3:00 pm when the mail 

comes in.  

Gabriola has a comparatively old population with a median age of 61.3; both Tumbler 

Ridge and Tofino are much younger communities with a median age of 39 and 40 respectively, 

both slightly younger than the BC median age of 42.3. Despite Gabriola’s high median age, 55% 

(2220) of the population is of working age.  

 Gabriola Tumbler Ridge Tofino 

Median Age 61.3 39.4 38.9 

Table 11: Median Age in the Three Communities  

Source: Statistics Canada 

All three communities are predominantly made up of people of European descent. 

Tumbler Ridge has the highest percentage of residents who identify as Aboriginal (18.1%). 

 
149 Email communication with Steve Earle, chair of the Gabriola Ferry Advisory Committee, August 4, 
2018.  
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Almost 40% of Tumbler Ridge’s Indigenous residents are Métis while the remainder are from a 

wide array of nations and communities from across Canada, attracted to the area primarily by the 

promise of well-paying jobs. Tofino’s Indigenous population is 5.7% and Gabriola’s is 3.6%.  

 Gabriola Tumbler Ridge Tofino 

Indigenous identity 3.6% 18.1% 5.7% 

Table 12: Indigenous Identity  

Source: Statistics Canada 

However, it is important to note that Tofino is a major centre in the middle of the Nuu-chah-nulth 

territory and provides services to residents of many nearby Indigenous communities. These 

communities make up 17% of the Alberni-Clayoquot area (Clayoquot Biosphere Trust, 2016), a 

figure that more nearly approximates Tumbler Ridge’s figure—a community covering an 

exceptionally large geographic area (1559 sq. km.). 

Education 

 Gabriola Tumbler Ridge   Tofino BC 
Bachelor's degree  
or higher 

  29%      9.0%    23% 24.5% 

College, CEGEP or 
equivalent. 

  27%    18%    25% 18% 

Apprenticeship/trades cert.   9.0%   16.5%    17.5% 9.0% 
 

High school leaving cert.    24%   29. %    21.5% 29.5% 

No certificate, diploma  
or degree 

  9.0%   21.5%     6.5% 15% 

 
Table 13: Educational Attainment by Community  

Source: Statistics Canada, Census Profile 2016 Census 

As Table 13 shows, Tofinoites and Gabriolans are more likely to have academic post-

secondary education than Tumbler Ridgians: 66% of Gabriolans have attended college or have a 



Globalization’s Ruptures and Responses 

 307 

Bachelor’s degree or higher; Tofino is slightly higher at 68%. Given the nature of the Tumbler 

Ridge economy, it is not surprising that far fewer people have academic degrees (including 

apprenticeship and trades certification) (45.5%), and over 54% of the population has only high 

school or less.   

The impact of these statistics is suggested in librarian Paula Coutts observations about 

helping people who are functionally illiterate to fill out job applications to send to physically 

remote head office. She expresses concerns about an economy which expects not only literacy 

and numeracy but also, increasingly, digital literacy. She observes that while it may have been 

possible in the past to learn by doing, and to get jobs through your personal networks and 

contacts, this is decreasingly likely today. As industries adopt technological strategies, workers 

will need a more sophisticated suite of skills to be competitive, and literacy will become 

increasingly important. These statistics suggest that Tofino and Gabriola are relatively well-

positioned to engage in the knowledge economy.  

Economy 

In the following section, I examine economic participation in each community, focusing 

on labour force distribution by industry, occupational categories, work duration, and 

unemployment and self-employment rates. I conclude the section with an examination of 

community attitudes towards different scales and components of economic activity.  

Labour150 

Gabriola’s economic activities spread across a broad spectrum with retail trade (13%); 

professional, scientific and technical services (11%); construction (10%); administrative support, 

waste management and remediation services (10%); and health care and social assistance 

 
150 All data is from Statistics Canada Census 2016 
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representing over 50% of activity. Although Gabriola research participants support increased 

local food production, agriculture, forestry, fishing and hunting represents only 4% of economic 

activity. Moreover, while Gabriola bills itself as the ‘Isle of the Arts’ and works hard to attract 

tourists, services in arts, entertainment and recreation, and accommodation and food only 

account for 5% and 6% of economic activity respectively. A significant proportion of people 

work in sales and service (22.7%).  

In Tumbler Ridge, economic activity is focused on resource extraction (15%) and allied 

activities, such as construction (14%); educational, law, community and government services 

(7%); accommodation and food services (7%); and manufacturing (6%). Although the 

community is pursuing increased tourism revenue, economic activities such as retail (6%) and 

accommodation and foods services (7%) are predominantly focused on supporting the mining 

industry and the basic needs of the population. Not surprisingly, the major occupations in 

Tumbler Ridge are in trades, transport and equipment operation (24.2%) and sales and service 

(20.3%), while roughly 12% of jobs are in education, law and social, community and 

government services; the latter highlights the significant dependence on local government and its 

attendant infrastructure to provide local employment. For instance, the Tumbler Ridge 

community centre and golf club employees are municipal workers. In Tumbler Ridge, municipal 

infrastructure acts as an attractant to industry and a source of local employment even when the 

mines are closed. However, reliance on local government as a key employer is affected by the 

boom-bust cycles of mining; the current depressed housing market and the recent spate of 

foreclosures will ultimately impact municipal tax rolls unless the mines reopen.  

Tofino’s economy is dominated by activities that support tourism: accommodation and 

food services (31%), and retail trade (11%). Currently, resource extraction (agriculture, forestry, 
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fishing and hunting) plays a very small role in the formal economy (5%). The majority of people 

are employed in sales and service positions (32.7%), followed by management (19%) and trades, 

transport and equipment operation (11.9%).  

Industry and occupation data paint a picture of three very distinct economies: Gabriola 

with a diversified economy and reliance on service sector occupations; Tofino with an economy 

reliant on tourism and the service sector; and Tumbler Ridge with its dependence on resource 

extraction, and with its jobs in trades and allied activities, and government. In the cases of 

Gabriola and Tofino, most jobs are in the service sector and are generally lower paying. Although 

resource extraction provides higher paying jobs, Tumbler Ridge jobs are vulnerable to global 

market corrections. Coal has proven to be a very unstable resource and, if the patterns of the last 

twenty years continue, cannot be counted on to sustain a local economy.  

The Nature of Work 

Industry and occupation statistics provide only part of the picture; it is also important to 

understand how people engage in employment, for instance whether they work full- or part-time, 

whether they are self-employed, and what the levels of unemployment and self-employment are 

in each community.  

In contrast to the provincial average (46%), most jobs in all three communities are part 

year and/or part time—over 70% of Gabriola and Tumbler Ridge jobs, and 63% in Tofino (see 

table below). In Gabriola and Tofino, this can be attributed to a reliance on seasonal tourism, 

while in Tumbler Ridge, it is likely due to the unstable nature of the coal market and the high 

degree of long-distance labour commuting taking place.  
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Table 14: Comparative Work Patterns  

Source: Statistics Canada 

Not surprisingly given the variability of the coal market, the unemployment rate (see 

table below) is highest in Tumbler Ridge at 22.5% (compared to the BC average of 6.7%). 

Tofino’s unemployment rate (6.6%) is consistent with the provincial average while Gabriola is 

slightly higher at 9.7%.  

 
 

Gabriola Tumbler 
Ridge 

Tofino BC 

Unemployment rate 9.7% 22.5% 6.6% 6.7% 

Table 15: Comparative Unemployment Levels  

Source: Statistics Canada 

Compared to provincial self-employment levels (14.1%), Gabriola’s levels are 

significantly higher at 41%. Tofino also shows a high level of self-employment at 24%, while 

Tumbler Ridge is below the provincial average at 9%.  
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Gabriola Tumbler 

Ridge 
Tofino BC 

Self-employment rate 41% 9% 24% 14.1% 
 

Table 16: Self-employment Rates Across Communities  

Source: Statistics Canada 

While it is not possible to determine definitively why Tofino and Gabriola have such high 

levels of self-employment, the interviews suggest that in Tofino’s case, it has to do with a strong 

entrepreneurial culture that thrives in a tourism-dependent economy. For Gabriolans, the high 

self-employment rate may be a reflection of a large retirement population that either needs 

additional income to supplement pension or that has the freedom to explore avocations and 

generates income as a by-product (see the discussion below on income). But it is also possible 

that the high levels of self-employment in Tofino and Gabriola have little to do with 

entrepreneurism; more sinister reasons may contribute to high levels of self-employment in these 

communities. It may reflect a precarious labour market where part-time/part-year work is the 

norm. For some, self-employment may be an expression of autonomy and self-actualization, 

while for others it is simply the last resort in an unpredictable labour market. Tumbler Ridge’s 

lower self-employment rate may be an outcome of two factors. First, Tumbler Ridge was 

established for coal extraction and developed to attract workers with guarantees of housing and 

community infrastructure attracting a population seeking secure, well-paying jobs not 

entrepreneurial opportunities. While entrepreneurial opportunities for self-employment exist, 

they are dependent on a stable functioning anchor economy that can attract and hold people in 

place.   
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Attitudes Towards the Economy 

In examining the communities’ attitudes towards the economy, I probe at both a scalar 

level (global, national, regional, and local), as well as disaggregating different components of the 

economy, to understand what shapes people’s attitudes and how it affects the decisions they 

make. The discussion below addresses three questions. The first question focuses on the degree 

to which people perceive that they are affected by the global economy. The second looks at 

attitudes toward foreign ownership of property or businesses. Finally, I examine the values 

attached to different components of the economy. The intention is to investigate the relationships 

and structural alignments that take place within communities in response to the mutating 

character of capital. Just as perceptions of place help us understand attachment to place, attitudes 

towards the global economy and the constituent elements of an economy may provide insights 

into how the communities approach governance within the context of more broadly articulated 

economic domains. 

Perceptions of the Global Economy 

Respondents were asked to describe the degree to which they thought globalization 

impacted their community. As the following analysis shows, each community has a unique 

perspective.  

Although some Gabriolan research participants believe that the global economy does not 

affect them, most appreciate that there is some degree of impact. Gabriolans interviewed and 

surveyed tended to see globalization in a negative light, even while acknowledging that it is part 

of day-to-day island life. Although some respondents focused on resisting global incursions, for 

instance through local Land Use Bylaws, most took a more assertive approach looking for 

possibilities to work outside of or alongside global processes. Most Gabriola research 
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participants do not see themselves as manifestations of global capital. The general tone of 

responses was one of attempting to balance inevitability with possibility, as the following quotes 

highlight:  

Globslisation [sic] as it has been organised in the context of neo-liberalism weakens civil 

society in a number of ways, moving power and resources to the few from the many. 

Gabriola is partially insulated as a bounded community, yet not entirely. 

We are away from some of the large International companies that soak up the money and 

pay little to workers. We are being more dependant [sic] on loans of course still but we 

are working at being more self sufficient [sic]. We are working and managing our 

own community.  

We get most of our energy from elsewhere. Almost all the stuff sold in Gabriola stores is 

from elsewhere. All the building supplies for all the homes on the island came from off 

island. All the vehicles are from off island. All the pension income comes mostly from 

global investments in companies doing god knows what. Maybe CPP comes from 

Canadian taxes, but the taxes are mostly dependent on the global economy. To my mind 

there is no question that Gabriola is deeply intertwined in the global economy, but we 

are making progress towards getting disengaged.  

Effects are somewhat mitigated by the determination and activism of residents to 

improve sustainability, but clearly, global warming, industrial development, reliance of 

foreign markets impacts the cost of living and the precariousness of local economies.  

Our thinking is shaped by global media, but we have the opportunity to act locally and 

be innovative because of the small scale of our community  



Globalization’s Ruptures and Responses 

 314 

With the Islands Trust we control our growth. I believe this is a good thing in general, 

however hope that with the Village Visioning process we can do some forward thinking 

to make a truly self-sustainable environment. A place where young families can afford 

to live - which then means we have enough employees to keep our local businesses 

operating. 

These quotes tell two stories. First, Gabriola respondents primarily understand 

globalization as negative but not inevitable. Their responses reflect a range of attitudes from 

resistance (for instance, standing against freighter anchorages) to autonomous action (for 

instance, creating alternative energy initiatives). Second, as the highlighted sections demonstrate, 

Gabriola research participants express a determined optimism about the possibility of enacting 

local strategies, stressing the importance of a strong civil society, and what they perceive as the 

protective framework of the Islands Trust designation. Chloe Straw’s earlier observations about 

the potential of Gabriola to be a place where possibilities for a better world can be explored 

uninhibited by over-regulation exemplify this outlook.  

The attitudes shown in these quotes may arise from what fundamentally attracts people to 

live on the island—a sense of sanctuary, protected from the tribulations of the outside world, and 

a space unencumbered by unnecessary regulations. It may also be this belief that enables 

Gabriola respondents to imagine they can enact change, uninhibited by government or corporate 

interests. 

Of the three communities, Tumbler Ridge research respondents were most highly attuned 

to the global economy. This is understandable given that its entire history has been one of 

dependence on foreign investment through multinational resource extraction corporations abetted 

by pro-extraction government policies. Locals said:  
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Coal up TR up; coal down TR down it is that simple. 

The coal industry dictates wheather [sic] or not people want to stay here.  

Being there during boom & bust really affects mentality and stability. 

Mine closures brought by global coal prices resulted in people losing their jobs, their 

houses, and even their lives.  

Loss of employment; loss of homes/bank take-overs/; population decreased; schools 

suffering teacher losses/classroom sizes impacted; prominent citizens/volunteers moving 

away. 

… because most of the world thinks coal is bad and don't understand the difference 

between hard and soft coal and making steel and burning it for fuel when things are bad 

in the rest of the world raw material is hit hard and the cost of mining tr coal is very 

expensive compared to a lot of other properties world wide.  

Main industry coal mining closed down 2 years ago but maybe it's on the upswing now.  

Tumbler Ridge research participants understand the global economy through the single 

lens of coal as a commodity buffeted by forces outside of their control. In an economy dependent 

on a volatile coal market, their perspectives are understandably bleak, reflecting the negative 

consequences and harms of unpredictable market demand. There is a sense of inevitability in 

these comments laced with despair and the occasional glimmer of hope that the market will 

recover. Because Tumbler Ridge was established for coal extraction, no imaginary appears to 

reach beyond it. The potential for tourism and community forestry are seen as insufficient to 

sustain the community, instead hope resides in the possibility of a rebound in coal prices. Absent 
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from these comments is any expectation or consideration of state responsibility to intervene. 

Only librarian Paula Coutts asks, “Surely by now, governments can figure it out: do we need an 

agency like FEMA?”, distilling the enormity of the problems arising from a failed economy into 

a plea for help.     

Tofino research participants recognize that their primary and secondary industries 

(tourism and fish farming) are deeply entwined in the global economy. They also make a 

connection between the global demands of tourism and negative consequences such as lack of 

available, affordable housing on the community.  

Global tourism drives local economy; technology makes Tofino more known and 

accessible.  

 Tourism increases. uck!  

Economy elsewhere dictates our number of tourists.  

Tourism has a huge impact on Tofino, both positive and negative. Real estate is 

extremely high, I own my home, but my children would not be able to afford to ever own 

their own home. I rent tourist accommodation on my property, otherwise I would not be 

able to afford to live on Chesterman Beach or in Tofino.  

The housing market has been driven up through vacant home owners.  

 Only in the summer can most people make a living. There are so many tourists that most 

locals do not even enjoy Tofino for the summer months.  

Like Tumbler Ridgians, Tofino research respondents describe an economy over which 

they have very little control. The number of visitors is determined to a large extent by currency 

markets -- if the Canadian dollar is low compared to other currencies Tofino becomes a more 
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attractive option—and by the physical limitations of the number of vehicles that can be 

accommodated on the roads and the capacity of motels, lodges, and campgrounds. Tofino 

research participants, many of whom were attracted to Tofino because of its physical qualities, 

are tied to a seasonal capital economy that denies them the enjoyment of the very qualities that 

attract tourists and puts increasing stress on the basic necessities—housing and food. They are 

concerned about the ongoing viability of a high demand tourism industry with implications for 

local health and wellbeing as well as environmental implications related to sewage disposal and a 

limited water supply. Although Tofino’s problem is the inverse of Tumbler Ridge’s, Tofino 

research respondents express frustration with provincial Resort Destination Municipalities 

legislation which does not allow the taxes gathered to be used for anything other than tourism 

promotion. As Councilor McMaster notes, “as we get more tourists, we get more taxes to be 

spent on marketing which attracts more tourists which puts more stress on the infrastructure”.  

Tofino and Tumbler Ridge research participants are deeply aware of the impacts of the 

global economy on their communities. Their perspectives diverge when it comes to the degree 

that they perceive that the global economy provides a net benefit to their communities. Tumbler 

Ridge respondents understand themselves as a product of the global economy and, as much as 

they would like to diversify to break their dependence on external financial cores, they continue 

to focus their energy on attracting foreign investment. As a result, Tumbler Ridgians will 

continue to be at the mercy of the market or the state. The entire history of Tumbler Ridge has 

been one of an unpredictable boom-bust economy, although more recently the booms have been 

smaller, and the busts have lasted longer. 

Tofino research participants express the opposite problem: they are overwhelmed by the 

volume of economic activity, which threatens to undermine the very attributes of place that 
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attracted them in the first place. While they accept the inevitability of being active participants in 

the global economy, they are seeking ways to moderate the negative consequences of a relatively 

unregulated economy—one that is presently constrained primarily by carrying capacity. 

However, capacity limitations are invoked as a reactive rather than proactive mechanism, only 

coming into play when exceeded. Thus, Tofino respondents describe a strained physical 

infrastructure, significant housing challenges, the challenges of a precarious employment 

environment, and the erosion of access to the qualities of the place they love.  

Gabriola research participants perceptions of the impact of the global economy and their 

responses to it are completely different from the other two communities. Gabriola respondents 

reluctantly recognize that the global economy affects the community. But rather than simply 

resisting, Gabriolans enact strategies to assert autonomy. Survey and interview responses 

indicated a much higher commitment to try to spend money locally and to implement local 

initiatives to reduce their dependence on external inputs than in the other two communities. It 

would be easy to say that Gabriola has nothing that global capital desires. It has no old growth 

forests and wild surf; it has no coal or forests for extraction. But that would not be entirely true, 

Gabriola, like Tofino, has attractive land and, moreover, it has proximity to Nanaimo and 

Vancouver. That combination is resulting in land costs rising quickly. When global capital comes 

to Gabriola it does so with stealth, buying properties and businesses -- consider, for instance, the 

acquisition of Folklife Village by the Jim Pattison Group151, or the purchase of Dragon’s Keep, 

the Skol Pub and Raven Feed and Pet Supplies by Chinese investors. Crucially, these business 

interests have created jobs and other benefits for locals.  

 
151 Vancouver billionaire Jim Pattison has interests in a wide variety of industries around the globe.  
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 Challenges to Community Health and Wellbeing  

In the previous section, I examined statistical and empirical data to give a more 

comprehensive picture of the economies of the three communities. In this section, I explore the 

perceived health of the communities, with a particular emphasis on those elements of health 

related to or influenced by the economy. Health and wellbeing do not happen in isolation but are 

tied to a range of social determinants of health including “income and social status”, and 

“employment and working conditions” (Hasselback, 2017, p. 12). Moreover, achieving health 

requires that “an individual or group must be able to: identify and realize aspirations; satisfy 

needs; [and] change or cope with the environment”, and according to Hasselback, it is achieved 

when individuals and communities have the ability to “increase control over the circumstances 

which improve their health” (p. 6). To understand better how the case study communities 

perceived the challenges to community wellbeing, interviewees and survey respondents were 

asked to rank152 the most significant social and economic challenges in their communities. The 

results are captured in Table 17. 

 Gabriola Tumbler Ridge Tofino 
Job availability 3 1 6 

Livable wage 2 2 2 

Housing availability/affordability 1 7 1 

Food availability/affordability 5 3 3 

Social infrastructure (e.g., health 
and social services)  

6 4 4 

Physical infrastructure (e.g., 
transportation)  

8 6 6 

Lack of education and training 
opportunities  

7 5 5 

Out-migration of young people 4 8 8 

 

 
152 1 signifies the highest ranking 
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Table 17: Social and Economic Challenges by Community 

 

The top four concerns for Gabriolans interviewed and surveyed are housing 

affordability/availability, wages, job availability, and the outmigration of young people. These 

are interconnected concerns: having a job that pays a living wage is critical to affording housing, 

but not sufficient when little housing is available. Given the predominance of an economy based 

on service industry seasonal and part-time/part-year jobs, achieving a living wage is unlikely for 

many. Given the aging population, Gabriolans need younger people to perform services that will 

allow others among them to remain on the island as they age.  

Tumbler Ridge research participants are concerned with job availability, livable wages, 

food security, and the need for social infrastructure. The focus on jobs is understandable given 

the unpredictable nature of the local economy, one seemingly outside local, regional, or 

provincial government control. The focus on having a living wage relates in part to a resource 

economy, that when functioning, provides high paying jobs and, in part, to a valid concern that 

alternatives such as tourism will only provide seasonal, low-paying jobs. Issues around food 

availability and affordability reflect the costs of transporting food from larger centres to Tumbler 

Ridge, and the impact of a declining population on what can be reasonably stocked in local 

stores. Many Tumbler Ridgians interviewed and surveyed support the concept of shopping 

locally as a way to strengthen the local economy but when faced with limited local choice and 

social isolation, they often choose to drive to larger centres for their purchases. The concerns 

about social infrastructure reflect the increasing social problems being experienced in the 

community, a trend that arises from repeated recessionary cycles, and also reflects a lack of local 

jobs, which forces workers to commute long distances to work and be absent from the 

community for extended periods of time. Respondents describe issues of substance misuse, 
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increased mental health problems, including in young children, domestic violence, and an influx 

of lower income residents from areas with higher housing costs.  

Tofino respondents’ major challenges relate to housing, livable wages, food security, and 

insufficient social infrastructure. Housing and wages are deeply intertwined. With a limited 

housing supply in a highly competitive market, seasonal, low-wage workers cannot compete for 

housing which is the prime commodity for the type of tourism in which Tofino specializes. 

Tourism inflates the cost of housing, making it difficult to attract the workers necessary to 

support the industry. Tofino, like Tumbler Ridge, also has similar issues around food security. 

With the exceptions of the local fisheries, all food products must be transported in, the high costs 

driving up the price of food. The nearest major service centre is 1.5 to 2 hours away, depending 

on traffic, weather and road conditions.  The primary social infrastructure issue in Tofino is the 

lack of maternity services at the local hospital. Physician Pam Frazee describes the financial 

hardship for women who have to go to a larger centre with full hospital services to deliver.  

All three communities ranked having a livable wage as a very significant concern. The 

reasons for this vary, but become clearer when you examine the median total income in the 

context of employment patterns and housing data. 

Income 

An examination of income shows how the demographic variables of age, economy, and 

education play out in concrete terms. This section examines median total income153, transfer 

payments, and percentage of individuals over 15 without employment income. 

 
153 For the purposes of this discussion total median income includes: employment income (including from 
self-employment); income from investment sources; pension income; other regular cash income, such as 
child support payments received, spousal support payments (alimony) received and scholarships; income 
from government sources, such as social assistance, child benefits, Employment Insurance benefits, Old 
Age Security benefits, Canada Pension Plan and Québec Pension Plan benefits and disability income and 
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Income of Individuals  
15 and over in  
private households 

Gabriola Tumbler 
Ridge 

Tofino BC 

Median total income  $26,219 $35,115 $33,024 $33,012 
Government transfer 
recipients 

80.8% 69.7% 74.3% 70.5% 

Transfer payments as 
proportion of total income 

20.9% 14.1% 8.8% 11.1% 

Percentage without 
employment income 

42% 27.8% 12.4% 28.3% 

Table 18: Total Income, Transfer Payments and Proportion of Individuals Without Employment 
income  

Source: Statistic Canada 

The median total income for Tumbler Ridge ($35,000) and Tofino ($33,000) is consistent 

with the BC median income of $33,000. Gabriolans’ median income ($26,000) is 22% lower 

than the BC median. Gabriola’s low median income can be explained, in part, by the higher 

number of retirees and is reflected in the higher proportion of government transfer recipients as a 

percentage of total income recipients (80.8%) as compared to Tumbler Ridge (69.7%) and Tofino 

(74.3%) (see Table 18). This is also reflected in the proportion of total income that transfer 

payments represent: in Gabriola it is 21%, while in Tumbler Ridge it is 14.1% and in Tofino, 

8.8% compared to the provincial average of 15.1%. On Gabriola only 44% of income is from 

employment, compared to 78% in Tumbler Ridge, and 73% in Tofino, both of which are closer to 

the provincial average (71%). Provincially about 28% of individuals over 15 years of age do not 

have employment income. Tumbler Ridge’s profile is consistent with this, whereas Tofino is 

significantly lower (in other words, proportionately fewer people are without employment 

 
described below as transfer payments (Stats Canada). In contrast, total market income includes only 
employment income and income derived from investments and private pensions.  
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income), and in Gabriola a much higher proportion do not have employment income—again 

likely attributable to an older population dependent on pension, investment and savings income. 

Table 19 shows the prevalence of low income for the total population in each community and by 

age groupings. Not surprisingly given its lower median total income levels, Gabriola has a much 

higher overall incidence of low-income persons at 24.9%, compared to 15.1% in Tumbler Ridge 

and 10.9% in Tofino. Almost 40% of Gabriola’s children between 0 and 17 are captured in the 

low-income measure, after tax (LIM-AT), but Tumbler Ridge also has a fairly high incidence of 

low-income children at 24%. The impact of low income on Gabriola is felt most significantly by 

children and those of working age, and it is important to note that this encompasses roughly half 

of the population. Moreover for those over the median age of 61, the low income rate is still 

higher than in the comparator communities, in particular Tofino.  

  

Table 19: Total Low-income Prevalence by Age Group  

Source: Statistics Canada 

Of the three communities, only Tofino, at 16% comes in under the provincial average 

(18%); however, it should be noted that the regional rate is 20% (Clayoquot Biosphere Trust, 
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2016). Tofino’s statistics do not reflect the number of children living in nearby reserve 

communities and attending school in Tofino. Although not residents of Tofino, they are engaged 

in a variety of Tofino service systems (e.g., the elementary school, and health clinic). On 

Gabriola and in Tofino, the likelihood of experiencing low income status declines with age. In 

Tumbler Ridge it increases slightly as residents enter retirement age.  

Housing  

All three communities are experiencing significant housing challenges, whether it is 

availability (Tofino and Gabriola) or sustaining housing (Tumbler Ridge). As Table 20 shows, 

almost half of the dwellings in Tumbler Ridge are not occupied by the usual resident154 (45%). 

This reflects several factors. The return of housing held by mining companies to the market 

attracted speculative buyers from outside Tumbler Ridge. As a result, a number of properties are 

owned by non-residents either held for recreation use, or for rental income, often occupied by 

transient workers. Second, repeated recessionary cycles have caused a decline in property values 

with the likely result that many people may have mortgages that exceed the value of their 

property. Several respondents reported a high number of foreclosures. To a lesser degree, some 

dwellings are held by mining companies and are left vacant or rented intermittently until required 

for workers when the mines are operating. Having a high income does not mean that a household 

is free of financial challenges. Tumbler Ridge interview respondents gave examples of people 

who took advantage of the low housing costs, mortgaged their homes to buy costly non-essential 

purchases like snowmobiles, ATVs, and big trucks, and then faced serious economic 

consequences when the mines shut down, a phenomenon that one business owner describes as 

 
154 This is a Statistics Canada term referring to dwellings that are unoccupied or occupied by someone 
other than the owner.  
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being “rich/poor because they have every toy in their driveway, but if they lost their job they 

would lose it all”.  

 

Table 20: Occupied and Unoccupied Dwellings  

Source: Statistics Canada 

The situation in Gabriola and Tofino reflects the proportion of properties owned by non-

residents who may only use the dwelling seasonally or rent it out for periods when they are 

absent. In the latter instance, Tofino research participants believe that many unoccupied 

dwellings are used as short-term rentals through Airbnb155. In both communities seasonal renting 

is cited as a significant problem which affects local businesses’ ability to attract staff and results 

in housing instability for local renters. 

 
155 It is estimated that there are 350 short-term rentals listed on Airbnb in the Alberni-Clayoquot region 
(Source: Clayoquot Biosphere Trust, Vital Signs, 2016).  
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Table 21: Proportion of Renters to Owners  

Source: Statistics Canada 

Table 21 shows the proportion of renters to owners. Both Gabriola and Tofino have high 

proportions of home ownership. While home owners have housing stability, those who do 

depend on rental accommodation must contend with an unstable rental market as noted above. In 

both communities, this is felt most by those engaged in a seasonal, unpredictable labour market. 

The high proportion of renters in Tumbler Ridge (42%) is likely a reflection of an unpredictable 

job market and associated unstable housing prices; those unable to sell their homes are renting 

them out. Survey and interview respondents suggest that social agencies in larger communities 

are referring low-income families and individuals to Tumbler Ridge because of the availability of 

low-cost housing.  

0%
10%
20%
30%
40%
50%
60%
70%
80%
90%

100%
Gabriola Tumbler Ridge Tofino

Home Owners vs Renters

Owner Renter



Globalization’s Ruptures and Responses 

 327 

Social Class 

Many of the statistics examined above can be used to provide a description of social 

class. Viewed through a Weberian156 lens, we might draw on several factors to determine the 

“life chances” of people in the three communities. These include indicators such as education, 

occupation, and income, particularly the prevalence of low-income households. One might 

expect that individuals with higher education attainment, higher income levels and lower 

unemployment and poverty levels would have better life chances and be better situated to engage 

in shaping their futures, that is, to exercise life control, self-determination, and self-governance. 

But in examining the three communities, it appears that the attributes are mixed, rather than 

providing definitive groupings, as Table 22 shows:  

 Class Indicators  Tumbler 
Ridge 

Tofino Gabriola 

Jo
b 

Ty
pe

  
Professional and white-collar 
occupations  

 
40% 

 
46% 

 
55% 

Service and blue-collar occupations 60% 54% 45% 
 
 

E
du

ca
tio

n  

No certificate, diploma or degree 23% 8% 10% 
 

Secondary (high) school diplomas or 
equivalency  

 
31% 

 
25% 

 
24% 

 
Postsecondary certificate, diploma or 
degree (include apprenticeship and 
trade certification 
 
 

 
45.5% 

 
68% 

 
66% 

 
 

In
co

m
e 

Median total income as % of 
provincial average ($33,012) 
 

100% 100% 79% 

Prevalence of low income  
(BC average 15.5%) 
 

15% 11% 25% 

 
156 A Marxist analysis would examine the proportion of those who owned the means of production to 
those who did not. I was unable to do that with the data available, instead I used a Weberian approach.  
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 Class Indicators  Tumbler 
Ridge 

Tofino Gabriola 

Prevalence of low-income children 
(BC average 18%) 

24% 16% 38% 

 
Table 22: Class Indicators by Community  

Source:  Census Profile, Statistics Canada, 2017 

For instance, 60% of Tumbler Ridge jobs are in service and blue-collar occupations, and 

over half of Tumbler Ridgians have high school leaving certificates or less, and while the 

prevalence of low income is consistent with the provincial average, it is significantly higher for 

children. Tofino has a similar proportion of service and blue-collar jobs (54%) as Tumbler Ridge, 

but 68% of the population has relatively high educational attainment. The median income is 

consistent with the BC average; low income prevalence is below the provincial average 

including for children. This raises the question whether higher education levels are reflected in 

higher earnings despite a similar blue-collar profile. In terms of types of occupations, Gabriola is 

the inverse of Tofino and Tumbler Ridge with slightly over half those employed in professional 

and white-collar occupations, and educational attainment levels that are similar to Tofino. 

However, it is important to note that one-third of Gabriola’s working-age population have high-

school leaving or less. This may partly explain why median income is 79% of the provincial 

average and the incidence of low-income for the population as a whole, and children, in 

particular, is significantly higher than the provincial average. Clearly, in each community there 

are multiple dynamics at play. The larger question is how these class dynamics affect ‘life 

chances’ and social determinants of health such as life control, self-determination and self-

governance. I address this later in this chapter where I discuss attitudes towards governance. 
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Summary of Demographic Data Findings 

Tofino, Tumbler Ridge and Gabriola are distinct communities, but they do have some 

commonalities. They are each located in remarkable settings—Rocky Mountain foothills, the 

Pacific coast of Vancouver Island, and an island in the Salish Sea—all settings effectively 

‘islanded’ by water (in the case of Gabriola) or, in the case of Tofino and Tumbler Ridge, by 

being at the end of the road. Following colonial occupation, these communities’ primary 

economic activity was resource extraction. They were each impacted by the recessions of the 

1980s and 90s.  

Attributes Gabriola Tumbler Ridge Tofino 

Physical rural, island, 
accessible to an  
urban centre 

rural, isolated from 
major service centres 

rural, isolated from 
major service centre 

Population static declining increasing 

Age older  younger younger 

Education highly educated limited higher 
education 

highly educated 

Levels of Home 
ownership 

high medium high 

Primary economy mixed resource extraction 
and allied activities 

tourism and allied 
activities 

Unemployment slightly above 
average157 

high below average 

Self-employment  high  low high 

Median Income low average average 

 
157 References to averages refer to the BC average.  
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Attributes Gabriola Tumbler Ridge Tofino 

Prevalence of Low-
Income Households 

high average below average 

Prevalence of 
Children in Low 
Income 

high high below average 

 

Table 23: Comparative Community AttributesTable xx: Comparative Community Attributes 

The research participants who live in these places are deeply attached to place and go to 

great lengths to remain there. Although Tumbler Ridgians are trapped by the collapse of property 

values and limited economic choices, many express a desire to remain in the community. Much 

of the discussion in this chapter has focused on statistical information related to the three 

communities. Taken as a composite (see Table 23), we can see the commonalities and differences 

between these three unique communities: 

Gabriola is a rural, relatively accessible island community. Residents are older, well-

educated and likely to own their own homes. Gabriola’s population has remained static over the 

past two census periods. The island has a mixed economy of primarily low-paying, service 

industry jobs; the unemployment rate is slightly above average and self-employment levels are 

high. Residents’ median income is lower than that of most British Columbians, as evidenced by a 

higher proportion of low-income households and a higher percentage of low-income children.  

Tumbler Ridge, a rural, isolated community that presents as an urban setting has suffered 

severe population declines. The relatively young population is likely to have some high school or 

high school leaving certification; higher education is generally focused in trades. Home 

ownership has followed a volatile trajectory from the time housing was released to the market by 

the mining companies. The economy is primarily built around coal extraction and related 
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activities. Unemployment rates are high and there is low self-employment. While the median 

income and prevalence of low-income households is consistent with the BC average, the 

percentage of children living in low-income households is high.  

Tofino is also a rural, isolated community that presents as urban in terms of population 

density, a feature heightened by the volume of visitors during the tourist season. Tofino is 

growing, although growth potential is limited by geography. Tofinoites are younger and well-

educated. The level of home ownership is high but there is competition for housing for 

recreational use. Tofino’s is a mixed economy of tourism and resource extraction, the latter 

providing higher paying jobs. Unemployment levels are low but that may be an effect of seasonal 

workers leaving the community to find work elsewhere in the off-season. Self-employment 

levels are high. The median income is average, while the prevalence of low-income households 

and children is below average.  

Despite the statistical differences in the case study communities, each faces significant, 

interrelated economic and social challenges that may weaken attachment to place and have 

serious consequences for their future viability. I asked respondents about the challenges their 

communities face and whether they would leave, consider leaving, or stay, if these issues cannot 

be resolved. Tumbler Ridge and Tofino responses suggest that these communities are vulnerable 

to losing residents. In Tumbler Ridge almost three quarters of those interviewed and surveyed 

indicated that they would leave or might consider leaving, if the problems could not be 

addressed. The results in Tofino were similar, with the difference that in Tofino, most would, as 

opposed to might, consider leaving. The majority of Gabriolans interviewed and surveyed are not 

deterred by the economic and social challenges in the community with very few people 
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indicating that they would leave. There are many reasons for these dramatically different 

responses which are evident in the quotations that follow.  

In Tumbler Ridge, there are four determining factors. Paramount is the ongoing impact of 

economic volatility which is eroding commitment to place. One survey respondent said: “As 

soon as we can sell our house, we are taking the money, and running away”. But for some people 

leaving is not a simple option, they are constrained by family obligations: “My in-laws are here 

& in their 80's. Until they are gone from here, we will be here to help & support”. At the same 

time, there continues to be a strong commitment to place as evidenced by comments like: “I've 

been here through hard times before … this is home”. But even for those determined to stay, 

availability of employment or other source of income will be a determining factor as the 

following two comments attest: “If I ever became unemployed due to lack of work then I would 

probably move to be closer to family” and,  “I am retired and able to continue to live in TR even 

if economy is down”.  

Tofinoites’ commitment is affected by the nature of the place being altered: “I have loved 

this town and area so much all my life and never in my life felt like I would ever leave until now. 

It has shifted to catering to tourists and made it very hard financially and emotionally to keep this 

our home”. Their commitment is also affected by concerns about the effects of a mono-economy: 

“I love a diversified community. If Tofino turns into either a high-end retirement destination only 

or collapses into a low-wage slum servicing only resorts, this will no longer be the Tofino I 

wanted to move to. Might be time to move out.” Not surprisingly, housing instability also plays a 

role in Tofinoites decision to stay or leave: “I've been forced to move twice in the past 1.5 years 

due to the place I was renting being sold. Each time this has happened it's been extremely hard to 

find a new place and rent has increased significantly. If it keeps happening and the housing 
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situation doesn't improve, I could see my partner and I leaving.” Those who decide to stay either 

have secure housing and financial stability, or deeply rooted connections to place: “The 

Indigenous roots my fiancé holds to this land will keep us here.”  

Gabriola respondents share Tofinoites’ concern about the nature of the place being 

altered: “I love it here, and I am willing to exhaust several avenues to stay if finances become an 

unmanageable reality. The only reason I would leave is if the character and natural beauty of the 

place were destroyed by over-crowding and over development.” The other significant factor 

affecting Gabriolans’ attachment to place is whether there will be sufficient supports for aging: 

“Without government-supported home care, assisted living facilities, or hospice care in the 

community, it will be inevitable that I am forced to leave.” And yet there is hope that the 

community will be able to provide: “This is my home and I will try my best to sustain myself 

here. As the years go by and I grow older I see many helpful changes forming”.  

Each of these communities have unique attributes but respondents share a common desire 

to ensure the viability of their communities despite the challenges they face. In the next section, I 

examine how these communities imagine they might address these challenges.  

Governance  

Governance occurs in a variety of modalities and at various scales, from the formal 

structures of democratically elected governments at the federal, provincial, and local levels, to 

the less formal structures associated with civil society organizations (e.g., non-profit societies, 

networks, associations, etc.), to the acts of individuals taking responsibility to address 

community issues. Although each modality is unique in its scope and authority, individuals make 

choices about the degree and way in which they choose to interact within each. This section 
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explores the formal and informal governance structures in each community and examines how 

respondents understand governance to be enacted across scales and interests.  

The three communities enjoy two distinct forms of local government: Tofino and 

Tumbler Ridge are both District Municipalities, part of larger regional districts, but largely 

independent in terms of service provision; Gabriola is governed locally by two bodies, the 

Islands Trust which sets land use policy, and the Regional District of Nanaimo, which provides 

all other services (building permits, recreation services, economic planning, and environmental 

services like recycling and garbage removal).  

All three communities have governance mechanisms which focus attention on unique 

geographic considerations. Both Tumbler Ridge and Tofino have UNESCO designations, as a 

Global Geopark (Tumbler Ridge) and as a Global Biosphere Reserve (Tofino). Geopark areas 

have “geological heritage of international value” as determined by UNESCO (UNESCO, 2017). 

Biosphere reserves are “areas comprising terrestrial, marine and coastal ecosystems” established 

as learning sites for maintaining ecological biodiversity through sustainable use (UNESCO, 

2017). Gabriola is governed by the Islands Trust Act (1972), a particular form of geographic 

governance aimed at “preserving and protecting” Trust Islands and their unique physical 

attributes on behalf of all British Columbians, working with local, regional and provincial 

governments, and other organizations (Islands Trust, 2017). Despite their global designations, 

Tumbler Ridge and Tofino have no authority to direct government or corporate interests to act on 

issues that arise within their geographic remits. The Islands Trust Act, although regional in 

scope, does require that the Trust preserve and protect the islands for all British Columbians and 

gives local trust committees legislative tools to carry out their mandates, albeit limited ones. In 

every case, provincial legislation supersedes both local and global governance mechanisms (for 
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instance, legislation related to mining, forestry and agriculture). In this way, all three 

communities have broadly defined, place-based governance modalities aimed at sustaining 

unique qualities of place, but either limited authority or limited resources to achieve their 

objectives. I examine this issue in greater detail later.  

Attitudes towards Governance 

Outside of the formal governance structures, how do these communities envision 

governance occurring? And what importance do they attach to the roles of different actors? To 

answer these questions, I asked research participants to consider three lines of inquiry. First, I 

asked interviewees to explain how they would describe a healthy economy. The second question 

focused on considering different elements of the ‘economy’ using the taxonomy I described 

earlier—the capital economy, the political economy, the social economy and the household 

economy—to evaluate each element’s relative importance to the overall sustainability of the 

community. The third question asked respondents to consider the relative importance of a variety 

of actors across several domains: formal governance institutions, community organizations, 

Indigenous representations, and individual interests.  

A Healthy Economy 

Interviewees’ descriptions of a healthy economy provided insights into whether the case 

study communities understood the economy as the singular purview of capital or as a more 

complex interplay of social, political, and economic considerations. First, respondents in all three 

communities emphasized the importance of market economy activities such as job creation, 

industry diversification, and investment. Of the three communities, more than two-thirds of the 

Tumbler Ridge respondents’ comments emphasized this aspect, whereas in Gabriola about one-

third were related to activities in the market economy. The comparatively small number of 
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Tofino responses were split between the need for jobs, and the need for social and physical 

infrastructure.  

Tumbler Ridge responses were strongly focused on diversification, including suggestions 

to have a prison, to increase tourism, and to be a retirement community. Additionally, several 

respondents noted the importance of the local businesses that supported the primary industries 

from equipment suppliers to accommodation and retail services. Gabriola interviewees, while 

wanting diversification, a range of employment options and better paying jobs, expressed the 

need for businesses to be collaborative rather than competitive -- noting for example that “there’s 

no room for that [competition] in a small town”. One respondent envisioned “a network of 

cooperative . . . businesses that each produce a component of what the community requires for 

health, shelter and wellbeing”. An Indigenous Tofino respondent’s depiction of a healthy 

economy was one where there was “understanding by people, healthy communication, clear 

communication, agreement between different parties whether it be First Nations in the area or 

different companies”. The Gabriola and Tofino comments point towards an economic culture 

emphasizing achievement of common objectives through communication and collaboration.   

Physical infrastructure was noted by respondents in all three communities as an important 

element of a healthy economy. In Tofino, the focus was on “a guaranteed water supply and sewer 

systems and all municipal infrastructure . . . so that you can accommodate the people 

comfortably”. Tumbler Ridge responses focused on road maintenance and updating the town’s 

underground infrastructure. Gabriola respondents infrastructure concerns were about the 

reliability of the ferry service and the need to enhance public transit. Several Tumbler Ridge 

comments pointed to the important role of the provincial and local governments in providing 

infrastructure and, at the local level, working together on the town’s needs rather than pursuing 
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individual agendas. The most significant distinction between the three communities was Gabriola 

respondents’ emphasis on the need for social infrastructure so that  “people who live here have 

the resources they need to live here” and an emphasis on the importance of “getting along, 

neighbourliness, [and] cooperative living”.  

Although all three communities’ responses emphasized market economy considerations, 

themes of communication, mutual support, cooperation, and collaboration were evident in all 

three communities.  

Relative Ranking of Elements of the Economy 

I asked the previous question about the attributes of a healthy economy before I 

introduced the taxonomy that divided the economy into four spheres of activity. The taxonomy 

provided a framework for a deeper understanding of the economy.  

 

 Gabriola Tumbler Ridge Tofino 
Capital 4 2 1 

Political 2 1 3 

Social 1 3 4 

Household 2 4 2 

Table 24: Ranking of Economic Domains  

Table 24 shows the relative rankings158 participants gave for the capital, political, social, 

and household elements. It is in ranking the importance of the various economic spheres that 

striking distinctions between the three communities are evident. These rankings roughly align 

with the perspectives people expressed regarding the attributes of a healthy economy with one 

 
158 1 signifies a high ranking 



Globalization’s Ruptures and Responses 

 338 

minor exception – using the taxonomy Tumbler Ridge respondents ranked the political economy 

as of greater importance than the capital economy. I discuss these results in greater detail below. 

Relative Ranking of Different Actors 

 
Table 25 shows how each community ranked the importance of different actors in taking 

effective collective action in achieving a sustainable economy. Taken together they provide a 

more nuanced understanding of attitudes towards governance. 

 

 
 Gabriola Tumbler Ridge Tofino 
Local government 4 1 1 

Provincial government 6 2 8 

Federal government 8 6 9 

Local economic organizations 5 7 6 

Local community health and 
wellbeing organizations 

2 5 5 

Nearby First Nations 9 9 2 

Local Aboriginal organizations 10 9 7 

Local businesses 3 3 4 

Citizens 1 4 3 

Table 25: Ranking of Actors Needed to Create a Sustainable Economy  

 

Gabriola respondents place the greatest emphasis on the social economy and the least on 

the capital economy. Interestingly they attach equal significance to the political and household 

economies.  There are a number of ways of interpreting this information. One could attribute the 

emphasis on the social economy to the robust social infrastructure possible from having a large 

volunteer pool (mainly retirees) and the value volunteers place on their contributions. But the 

interview and survey responses showed that this attitude was distributed across age groups. In 

part, the explanation lays in the low value attributed to the capital economy. Gabriola research 



Globalization’s Ruptures and Responses 

 339 

participants express two dominant attitudes towards the capital economy: a strong allegiance to 

local, non-corporate economic endeavors and a belief that the capital economy is deeply flawed. 

This plays out in a very subtle distinction in attitudes toward individual local businesses—which 

Gabriola respondents are highly supportive of -- and organizations established to support 

economic development—which they see as having less of a role in sustaining the local economy 

and which they mistrust. This is more than simply a lower comparative ranking; it is based on a 

cynicism about the motivation of those types of organizations (for instance, the local Chamber of 

Commerce) which is seen to be “interested in capitalist development, for private profit and 

endlessly increased growth. What we need are organizations that support low-impact tourism, 

sustainable practices, community resources” (survey respondent). And Gabriola is not alone in 

this attitude; both Tofino and Tumbler Ridge respondents expressed similar perspectives valuing 

local businesses over local economic organizations but also having greater appreciation for local 

community health and well-being organizations than economic organizations. Gabriola 

respondents’ emphasis is decidedly local, focusing on the role of citizens, community 

organizations, and local businesses and local government as critical to ensuring a sustainable 

economy.  

Gabriola research participants have trouble imagining a role for Indigenous interests or 

the federal government in creating a sustainable economy159. This is perplexing for a number of 

reasons. First, Gabriola land will be central to the imminent settlement of current Snuneymuxw 

land claims. Second, the island is currently embroiled in a dispute with the Federal government 

regarding Port of Vancouver freighter anchorages proposed for the northeast shore of Gabriola. 

 
159 It is important to note that respondents were not required to give unique rankings to each actor. In 
other words, it would have been possible to rank all actors as important.  
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Both of these issues are within Federal jurisdiction and could significantly impact the social and 

economic health of the island.  

Given that the provincial and federal governments created Tumbler Ridge, it is not 

surprising that Tumbler Ridge research participants feel that government has the most important 

role in ensuring a sustainable economy, emphasizing local and provincial governments as the key 

actors. In the Tumbler Ridge context, the political economy is understood as the primary vehicle 

for attracting capital to the community. Of the four economic domains, Tumbler Ridge research 

participants attach the least importance to the household economy, yet it is at this level that the 

brunt of recessionary impacts is felt.  

Tumbler Ridge research respondents, like Gabriolans and Tofinoites, place a high 

importance on the role of local businesses in supporting the economy. And, like Gabriolans, they 

also mistrust economic development organizations. Key opinion leaders (for instance, a Council 

member and a member of the Geopark society) speak enthusiastically about the opportunity to 

work with Indigenous interests; however, at a general level, Tumbler Ridge respondents have 

difficulty imagining a role for nearby First Nations and local Aboriginal organizations in creating 

a sustainable economy despite the fact Indigenous people make up 18% of the population. As 

one survey respondent noted: they are “too far away for meaningful impact”—a reference to the 

vast area covered by the Treaty 8 Nations. 

Tofino respondents are focused on the capital economy, which is not surprising given the 

intensity and impact of tourism on the community. The household, political, and social 

economies are rated significantly lower than the capital economy. Interestingly, Tofino research 

participants identify the household and political domains as the next most important for 

achieving economic sustainability and community well-being. Given the volume of tourists that 
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come through Tofino each year, it is understandable that the capital economy would be perceived 

as having the greatest importance and one could surmise that Tofinoites have little time to do 

anything other than engage in the capital economy and look after their household needs.  

Although the political economy is seen as relatively less important, Tofino respondents 

see local government as having a key role in creating a sustainable economy. Like Gabriola, their 

outlook is decidedly local focusing on local government, nearby First Nations, local businesses, 

and citizens. They do not identify a critical role for either the provincial or federal governments 

in addressing economic sustainability. And yet provincial policies and regulations have a 

significant impact on the community’s ability to respond to the impacts of tourism and fish-

farming.  

Unlike the other two communities, Tofino research participants appreciate resident and 

nearby First Nations as critical actors in the economic health of the community, notwithstanding 

the negative opinions held by some residents. The Nuu-chah-nulth, in addition to having 

economic aspirations and enterprises of their own, are also important Tofino service consumers 

all year round. 

Expressing Autonomy 

As the above discussion shows, respondents in the three communities approach 

governance in subtly different ways. Gabriolans prioritize the role of citizens, local community 

organizations and local businesses. Tumbler Ridge and Tofino focus on local government. And 

Tofinoites privilege local government and nearby First Nations. Perhaps, then, it is not surprising 

that of the three communities, Gabriolans expressed a stronger sense of having a voice in the 

decisions that affected the health of their community as compared to Tumbler Ridge and Tofino 

where a large number of people expressed a sense of voicelessness. Of course, this is only 
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meaningful in the context of what is meant by ‘having voice’. I asked, “To what degree do you 

feel you have a voice in the decisions affecting the economic and social health of your 

community?” I intentionally did not define ‘voice’. Rather, I let respondents articulate their own 

interpretation. A typical response from Gabriolans surveyed and interviewed was “If one wants 

to have a voice one must be prepared to step up and serve. If you do this, you will have a voice”. 

Responses from Tumbler Ridge and Tofino were much more likely to focus on local government 

as the vehicle for expressing voice. As one Tofinoite noted, “You can actually maybe go right 

directly to the Mayor because you know her and she’s your neighbour”, a sentiment echoed in 

Tumbler Ridge. These perspectives align closely with each community’s attitude toward the 

political, social and household economies. Of the three communities, Gabriola respondents lean 

towards the autonomous actor exercising responsibility, within the context of overall community 

health and wellbeing.  

Conclusions 

To repeat, the aim of this research was to investigate how communities that have 

experienced externally generated ruptures resulting from globalization respond to these 

incursions, and the implications for local autonomy and sustainability. Chapters 4 to 6 provided 

insights into the case study communities—their geographies, economic and social conditions, 

their attitudes to the economy and governance, and the strategies they used to address ruptures. 

In this chapter, I compared both statistical and qualitative data to provide a deeper understanding 

of the attributes, conditions, and attitudes in the three communities that might influence or 

inform their responses to rupture and their efforts to govern through adverse events.  

These are distinct communities; however, there are some commonalities between them, 

for instance, both Tumbler Ridge and Gabriola have a high incidence of low-income children, 
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both Tofino and Gabriola have high levels of educational attainment, and Tofino and Tumbler 

Ridge are demographically younger communities. But notably, there are no statistical measures 

in which all three communities are the same. These variations may prove useful in interpreting 

the qualitative data.  

The theories examined in Chapter 2 and 3 provide lenses through which to examine the 

communities’ governance efforts. For instance, the literature on resource extraction economies 

and on affective attachments to place illuminate the tensions between cores and peripheries, and 

what draws people and keeps them in place. When viewed alongside the literature on how 

various entities attempt to govern within a global economy, we are able to understand the 

strategies and responses of the case study communities and the impacts of efforts to govern.  The 

three communities have different local governance structures and decidedly different attitudes 

towards governance with Tumbler Ridge respondents emphasizing local and provincial 

government and locals businesses as most important, and Tofino respondents emphasizing the 

role of local government, First Nations and citizens in achieving economic sustainability, while 

Gabriola research participants focus on civil society—citizens, community organizations and 

local businesses. Of all the communities, only Tofino sees First Nations as having a significant 

role to play.  

All three communities face future challenges ranging from economic uncertainty, to 

unsustainable growth, to demographic imbalances.  For Tumbler Ridge, the boom/bust cycles 

appear to be occurring at shorter intervals with smaller booms and busts of longer duration that 

erode the social fabric of the community and make it less able to rebound. Recovery efforts have 

ranged from attempts to attract new mining investment, diversification into other resource 

extraction activities, and participating in regional planning. The community has made gestures 
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towards tourism, using the Global Geopark designation as an anchor attraction, but many are 

concerned that the seasonal nature of tourism and relatively low-paying jobs would not provide a 

sustainable economy. As McAllister notes regarding the mining sector, community economic 

diversification efforts are rarely successful and depend on state support and investment and 

geographic location close to regional economic clusters and transportation corridors. Tumbler 

Ridge fails this test on two counts: it is neither on a major transportation corridor nor close to a 

regional economic cluster. Given that Tumbler Ridge was created by the federal and provincial 

governments for the single purpose of mining coal, what is the appropriate role for the state in a 

community that understands governance as primarily situated with the state? Clearly, a ‘can-do’ 

attitude, economic boosterism and savvy efforts to attract investment have not been sufficient. 

Perhaps it is a failure of planning that is to blame, or a failure to accept the material conditions in 

which the community finds itself, along with a tendency to continue to do the same things 

hoping to get different results.  

Tofino’s problem is the opposite of the Tumbler Ridge dilemma. Tofino has a seasonal 

economy of such high volume that the town is no longer able to house its workers; the only 

growth potential for Tofino resides with the surrounding First Nations communities and the 

capacity of Ucluelet to accommodate the overflow of workers and tourists. Although Tofino has 

diversified from a purely resource dependent economy, the tourism demands on infrastructure 

including human capital, and limits to growth have many Tofino respondents feeling alienated 

from place.  

Gabriola, despite its robust social infrastructure and strong sense of possibility, is facing 

the inevitable decline of the engine of its civic activities as the aging population dies. Gabriola is 

in a double bind: on the one hand, many Gabriola respondents appreciate their lean form of 
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governance which allows space for community groups to develop creative solutions; on the other 

hand, the success of this model depends on a large pool of willing and capable volunteers. The 

primarily service sector economy provides mostly seasonal, low-paying jobs leaving little to 

attract a younger population.  

This data also provides us with insights about social class. Assuming that income levels, 

occupation, and educational attainment are useful markers, what can we learn from the three 

communities about the degree to which social class inhibits or contributes to a sense of life 

control and self-determination, and the ability of individuals to have a voice in decisions that 

affect them and, ultimately, for communities to successfully respond to ruptures?  

For instance, if we see Tumbler Ridge as an example of a predominantly working-class 

town, does that help us to understand why they see the political economy, local and provincial 

governments, and local businesses as having the greatest potential to address the challenges the 

community faces? Does their emphasis on the state arise from their social position? Both Tofino 

and Gabriola have high levels of educational attainment. To what degree does this influence their 

sense of autonomy, the way it is enacted, and the outcomes achieved?  Both Tofino and Tumbler 

Ridge experience untethered labour, a critical class marker, where workers have little influence 

in shaping the conditions under which they labour. In Tofino’s case there are jobs in the 

community but insufficient housing; Tumbler Ridge, has the opposite experience—housing, but 

few local jobs.  And all three communities are experiencing housing challenges, but for very 

different reasons.  

Social class fault lines are evident in all three communities. In Tumbler Ridge, almost 

40% of those survey indicated they had no voice, including those who were not interested or who 

had no time. As one respondent noted: “One man one vote that its all” (sic). And despite their 
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highly active social economy, some Gabriola respondents also feel they have no voice. The 

reasons vary from lack of time -- “I have no time to do anything but survive” -- to feeling shut 

out by entitled elites--“the loudest and most entitled have taken over” and “a handful of left 

leaning people control the economy and social health in this community” -- to concerns about 

skewed consultative processes, indifferent government actors, and being considered an outsider 

in what is perceived as a closed community -- “Gabriola is a village, and I am a newcomer. It 

will take 35 years before I’d be considered local”.   

Despite these challenges each of the communities has achieved major accomplishments 

from acquiring UNESCO designations, to independently creating community infrastructure, and 

taking autonomous action on multiple fronts. Nonetheless, a sense of inevitability is evidenced to 

some degree in all three communities, interrupted by the occasional frenzy of community 

activity, but having little impact on what people perceive to be the unstoppable trajectory of 

global capital.  

In view of these findings it is important to revisit my original theses: first, that the 

research communities’ ability to respond coherently to rupture events is inhibited by a lack of 

awareness of the complex interrelationships of the constituent elements of the economy; and 

second, that they have a tendency to see the state as the primary site of governance. In the first 

instance, respondents were inclined to understand the economy in the narrow terms of the market 

or capitalist economy – what I referred to as the ‘capital economy’; it was only after probing that 

respondents expressed opinions about the roles of other domains and actors in creating a 

sustainable economy. This may result from a dominant narrative equating economic 

sustainability with economic growth rather than from a lack of understanding of the 

interrelationships of constitutent elements of the economy. Nonetheless, it does suggest a need to 
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pay attention to the interdependencies between the component elements and to understand what 

gets in the way of doing so. I explore this in greater detail in the next chapter.  

My thesis that respondents would tend to see the state as the primary site of governance, 

is only partially correct. Respondents in Tumbler Ridge, which understandably had the strongest 

orientation towards the state as the site of governance, also placed significant emphasis on the 

importance of local business and community organizations and citizens as critical actors. And to 

the degree that Tofino and Gabriola emphasized the state, research participants focused on the 

local expression of state and, like Tumbler Ridge, the importance of citizens and local 

organizations. (Understandably, given its origin, only Tumbler Ridge respondents saw a 

significant role for the provincial government to help address the issues the community faced.) 

This suggests that respondents’ valuation of the state is spatially situated, emphasizing the local, 

and understood to be interwoven with civil society. But it is unclear if the case study 

communities saw the state as a vehicle for influencing, moderating or regulating the economy, or 

simply an entity for land use planning, services, and infrastructure. If the former, are those 

expectations realistic given local authority and capacity? What is clear is that Tumbler Ridge and 

Tofino respondents placed the greatest weight on the state with significantly less weight given to 

citizens or civil society organizations. The reverse was true in Gabriola where individuals and 

civil society entities were understood to have the most important governance role. Given 

respondent expressions of voicelessness, particularly in Tumbler Ridge and Tofino,  do these 

valuation gaps point to a disconnect between state actors and civil society? 

The partial validity of my theses underscores the need to proceed cautiously in exploring 

how communities might govern themselves in response to global ruptures. In the chapters that 
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follow, I explore what gets in the way of communities acting in their own interests, engaging in 

governance, and, the conditions necessary for autonomous action.  
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Chapter 9—The Interface of Economies and Governance 

Gibson-Graham have observed the subordination of the local within the global order and 

the erosion of the capable autonomous agent (Gibson-Graham, 2010, p. 3). In this chapter, I 

examine how the case study communities’ attitudes towards the economy, governance, and voice 

have affected their ability to conceive and enact alternatives. I propose a theory to explain why 

the communities appear to suffer from various degrees of ‘tone deafness’ in discerning the 

interconnections between the constituent elements of the economy. Finally, I explore conditions 

necessary to enable communities to consciously engage in governance at multiple scales.  

From an analytical perspective, network and régulation theory help us to understand the 

complex relationships inherent in global capital as jurisdictional and relational connections 

between the economic, social, and political realms within the context of place. And as Dear and 

Wolch point out, although there are relational connections between these spheres, each is also 

relatively autonomous. We see this played out dramatically in Tumbler Ridge, in the intentional 

efforts of the state to engage and hold capital in place, and the social and political consequences 

of that endeavour. In Tumbler Ridge, there is a beginning reference point; history for Tumbler 

Ridge started in 1982. Everything that happened from that point to the present can be identified 

and tracked over time, laying bare all the moving parts: the actions the state took to attract 

capital, the way in which capital manifested itself in the community, the adjustments made by the 

state and capital, the changing faces of capital as mines opened and closed, as companies folded, 

merged or bought each other out. And we see how the nascent community evolved in response to 

capital—first as partners in co-creating the economy, then exploring efforts to widen the arena of 
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governance, and, throughout by adaptation to the changing demands of capital, adaptations 

which came with costs to community health and wellbeing.  

And yet from the perspective of the research participants, these complex relationships 

may not always be evident or easy to understand. In looking at the socio-economic evolution of 

the three communities, it is evident that many community members are clearly aware that 

powerful forces are at work, yet, at the same time, they have a fragmented understanding of the 

intersection of global capital, governance mechanisms and place. At the heart of this, is a 

tendency both to conflate everything into a box called ‘economy’ and to privilege ‘economy’ 

over the constituent relationships essential to achieving a sustainable economy—labour, the state, 

and civil society—which evolves from a tendency to cast everything in the very narrow terms of 

exchange value. Similarly, nature as an actor (actant) is reduced to a commodity available for 

exchange. I examine this in greater detail in subsequent sections of this chapter. In addition to 

either generalizing the ‘economy’ as omnipresent or privileging capital over other constituent 

elements, there was also a tendency in two of the case study communities (Tumbler Ridge and 

Tofino) to understand ‘governance’ as, primarily, a function of the state, and to limit ‘voice’ to 

the act of voting, despite these communities having assigned a high value to the role of civil 

society.  

Conceptualizing Economy in the Context of Governance 

The evolution of our conceptualization of the ‘economy’ provides some clues as to how 

we find ourselves engaged in a singularly reified notion of economy and a narrow interpretation 

of governance as the primary domain of the state. The concept of governance shifted from the 

18th century where ‘economy’ was rooted in the household and formed the basis of governance--

consider La Mothe Le Vayer’s description of the three types of government: self-government 
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(morality); the art of governing a family (the economy); and the ‘science’ of ruling a state 

(Burchell, Gordon, & Miller, 1991, p. 92). In La Mothe Le Vayer’s cosmology, activities of the 

individual, the family, and the state, are all sites of governance. The economy, vested in the 

family, is concerned with social reproduction and is enacted as a form of husbandry in which the 

household’s survival depends on its ability to manage and conserve resources. With increased 

industrialization and the push for capital to seek resources further afield, this concept of 

economy rooted in the household was replaced by a concept of economy external to the 

household. In this externally focused model, actors are consigned to narrow roles as producers, 

consumers and capitalists, and are untethered from both the locale, and the site of social 

reproduction—the household. Understanding the household economy narrowly, in terms of 

providing a supply of labour and consumers, limits our ability to pay attention to its role in the 

production of the social and political domains. As Burchell et al note, by the 19th century, the 

economy had come to mean “a level of reality, a field of intervention” (p. 93) as opposed to one 

element in set of interdependent domains.  

In Canada, the process of primitive accumulation is often understood through staples 

theory. According to this approach, the Canadian economy is built on a long-term reliance on 

resource extraction and limited manufacturing capacity, a continued push into more remote 

regions after resources are exhausted closer to the core, a reliance on foreign investment, and a 

massive investment in infrastructure predominantly underwritten by the state. Locales where 

secondary industry was not developed, required labour mobility attended by stresses in the 

household economy, ultimately weakening the social cohesion necessary for a vigorous civil 

society, a necessary component to “sustained and rapid accumulation” (Jessop, 1990, p. 181).  
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Both Tumbler Ridge and Tofino assign higher importance to the capital economy: in 

Tofino’s case, placing less value on the social economy, and in Tumbler Ridge, placing less value 

on both the social and household economies despite the fact that these spheres are shouldering a 

great degree of the burden caused by disruptive labour practices and the unpredictable nature of 

global capital. As we can see with Tumbler Ridge, the idea of social reproduction, as expressed 

through the ‘social’ and ‘household economies’, falls lower on their spectrum of concerns even 

though the majority of challenges the community faces are fundamentally challenges of social 

reproduction (housing, food, and income security). Gabriola, on the other hand, is deeply 

concerned with the social and household economies, not as a site of reproductive wage labour, 

but rather as a source of social labour. Conceiving of citizens as only producers, consumers, or 

capitalists and disconnected from the site of social reproduction, deafens us to the critical role of 

reproductive and social labour, and moreover to understand it solely as producing future workers 

and consumers rather than citizens and governors.  

It would be overreaching to suggest that Gabriolans are not caught up in the machinery of 

governmentality, but they also appear to be deeply engaged in acts of resistance and self-

governance, giving the capital economy relative insignificance despite the fact that their income 

sources are likely highly dependent on the capital economy. One might assume that this derives 

from the fact that the capital economy is objectively less important on Gabriola, because many 

Gabriolans are retired, semi-retired and relatively secure financially, freeing them to engage in 

self-governance. But the reason may be more prosaic: the absence of a comprehensive local 

goverance infrastructure. The narrow mandates of the Local Trust Area and the Regional District 

Area mean that many of the services provided through a municipal government model are not 

available to Gabriolans. The choices are clear: accept the absence of certain services, or create 
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the capacity to provide those services locally.  And certainly, having a guaranteed income 

(pensions), high levels of education and available leisure time is conducive to this pursuit. 

However, generalizing the population of Gabriola as predominantly retired and well-off 

discounts the half of the population who do not fit that profile (55% of the population are 

working age), and is a misrepresentation of those who participate in the various self-governance 

initiatives as financially secure. For example, of the 24 interviewees, six either had income 

below the BC average, or were dependent on precarious, seasonal or part-time employment 

including two who worked multiple jobs. In comparing opportunities for autonomous action 

between the three communities, it is important not to prejudge the capacities and motivations of 

individual actors —whether a Tumbler Ridge miner, a Tofino dish washer, or a precariously 

employed Gabriolan. Instead, we might seek to understand what makes it possible to open up 

autonomous spaces and what gets in the way?  

Toward a Social Theory of Simultaneity 

It should not be surprising that research subjects in the three communities have difficulty 

discerning the economy as a complex interplay of elements, in particular appreciating the 

interactions between capital, the state and citizens. We find ourselves at the tail end of a 40-year 

period of neo-liberalization that has as its hallmarks individuals’ responsibility for their own 

wellbeing, the ascendancy of market capital as the primary engine of a strong economy, and the 

conflation of nature, the social, political, and capital under the catchall of ‘economy’, the latter 

understood in terms of the market and capitalist production. Consider British Prime Minister 

Margaret Thatcher’s 1976 declaration that there was “no such thing as society”, ostensibly 

intended to encourage people to take more personal responsibility by meeting obligations rather 

than having expectations of entitlement. Bill Clinton’s 1992 presidential campaign and its 
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emphasis on the state’s obligations to enhance market and private production were underpinned 

by the mnemonic of “the economy, stupid”.160 And then, there is the more uplifting 

Reagan/Thatcher bromide—“a rising tide lifts all boats”—in which we are all assumed to a) have 

access to a boat, b) have a boat that is equally seaworthy as all other boats, and c) all experience 

the same benign tides. Such a reassuring analogy depends on treating the economy as if it is a 

natural phenomenon, one that, if left to its own devices, will naturally result in the best possible 

outcomes. A tsunami may raise all boats and may destroy all boats.  

There is no question that, for many in the research communities, having a ‘healthy’ 

economy is a critical concern. And in looking at the challenges they face such as housing 

instability, precarious employment, and, negative social impacts like child poverty (Gabriola and 

Tumbler Ridge), it is understandable that citizens would imagine an economic fix. There are two 

barriers to understanding what that fix might be. First, there is no consensus on what a ‘healthy’ 

economy entails; moreover, many people find it difficult to imagine an economic system other 

than one based on a competitive market economy. Second, overcome by what appears to be the 

“unified system” of capital (Gibson-Graham, p. 263), people are unable to discern the contingent 

nature of the economy as a product of capital, political, social and reproductive elements, 

reducing it instead to a singularity that centres on unregulated markets and private organization 

of production based on waged labour. Even the tools that we use to understand the impacts of our 

‘economic’ decisions such as Gross Domestic Product (GDP) -- are skewed towards a univariate 

analysis which “measures the rate at which a society is transforming nature and human activities 

into the monetary economy regardless of the ensuing quality of life” (Lent, 2018). GDP is a poor 

measure for understanding economic health for several reasons. First, it measures the dollar 

 
160 Clinton’s campaign also emphasized change and health care.  
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value of the goods and services produced for exchange within the economy without reference to 

the the negative externalities associated with their production (for instance, environmental costs, 

variations in workplace safety, poor labour practices, etc.).  Secondly, GDP values quantity over 

quality, which may have worked in industrial and agricultural production but does not suit 

communication and technological services, in particular online services where it is harder to 

quantify interactions and transactions.   

Despite the expansion of our understanding of the social determinants of health, to 

include the capacity to “realize aspirations; satisfy needs; [and] change or cope with the 

environment” (Hasselback, p. 6), or our efforts to adopt economic modeling that encourages us 

to consider the “triple bottom line” to assess the economic, social and environmental impacts of 

our decisions, we seem as a wider society unable to integrate this thinking fully into our daily 

lives. So we experience cognitive dissonance, celebrating increases in the GDP while 

simultaneously lamenting historically high rates of homelessness and other signals that all is not 

well.  

Examining the research communities’ varied valuations of the different elements of the 

‘economy’ demonstrates that when exposed simultaneously to multiple stimuli it is sometimes 

hard to distinguish what it is that requires our attention or for that matter, who should be taking 

action. What is it that hampers our ability to understand the economy as a complex set of 

intersecting interests involving multiple actors with varied roles to play?  

To understand this, I offer an analogy. Imagine standing in a forest with a river and a road 

nearby, when you hear a sustained roaring sound. Its source is not immediately clear, but slowly 

you are able to distinguish that it is a truck driving on the nearby road. But listening more 

carefully you realize there is also a plane flying overhead and, then you discern the sound of a 
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boat’s engine in the distance. What you ‘hear’ initially may be a generalized ‘noise’, or what is 

loudest, or what you are conditioned to hear. This effect is evident when we encounter the 

systems around us. Our ability to distinguish between the household, social, political, or capital 

economy realms is challenged. In the ‘noise’ of the ‘economy’, our efforts to discern and 

evaluate between its constituent elements is often condensed to the dominant ‘sound’. That status 

does not necessarily arise from any predetermined importance. It may result from a prevailing 

discourse, as in the 1992 US Presidential election campaign described above. And certainly, we 

are bathed in an ideology that is intended to hold us in place, ensuring that we continue to 

support the existing power arrangements, favouring some interests over others. True, the 

privileging of capital is the result of relentless, intentional messaging that insists that we accept 

capital as immanent and everything else as secondary at best, or irrelevant, at worst. Bathed in 

ideology, we are made ‘accomplices’ in our own subjugation and severed from our ‘real 

interests’. But people are not ‘cultural dopes’ (Lynch, 2007); rather, people have choice no matter 

how constrained (Giddens, 1979, p. 52): they may pursue goals and have the freedom to act 

politically (Ingram, 2013, p. 188). So, we must ask ourselves a deeper question: besides the 

relentlessness of the dominant message, what else is it that deafens us to recognizing the 

complex interplay between capital, political, social and household interests?  

Earlier Wolch and Dear noted “the simultaneity of social, political, and economic life in 

time and space” (p. 6, emphasis added). To further that understanding, I suggest a social theory 

of simultaneity to explain how we are enrolled in understanding the economy as a singular, 

immanent force rather than as one component of a set of interdependent systems. In the context 

of this dominant ideology, when we experience multiple intersecting systems simultaneously, we 

are unable to discern the component elements, causing us to experience them as homogenous and 
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singular. In doing so, the small changes in the various systems become invisible, creating a false 

sense of stability. Over time the accretion of small changes can emerge as a destabilizing rupture 

event (e.g., recessions) or a revolutionary shift (e.g., regime change). But our ability to sift the 

dynamics within and between systems is inhibited by an inability to discern the constituent 

elements at play—in effect, the inability to judge. And yet we know that there is something 

wrong, experiencing a subconscious sense of disconnection from the financial, administrative 

and bureaucratic systems and our daily lives. This effect is often described in the literature as 

‘particularity’ or the tendency to have a particular understanding of a subject, for instance, the 

economy or governance.  

To be clear, I am not arguing that the multiple systems essential to sustaining an economy 

should be understood ultimately as an “economic” system. Rather, I propose that what we 

conceive of as an economic system must be understood through a political lens that directs us to 

consider how we engage in governance through formal institutions and within civil society to 

achieve outcomes that address the common good161. This is not merely a problem of correct 

systems-theoretical analysis; it bears on our sense of agency. Overwhelmed by the cacophony of 

multiple signals from multiple systems condensed into a singular signal, it is difficult for people 

to see where they might have an effect. The impact of simultaneity is to deaden people to the 

possibility of their own agency. Within communities, this is expressed in a variety of ways: 

bewilderment, helplessness, and anger often directed at false targets within the community itself 

(consider the impact of Weldwood on Gabriola and the ‘War in the Woods’ on Tofino and 

environs). Another effect of simultaneity is to blur the manifestations of agency, institutional and 

structural power (Takeda, p. 189). Not only are we unable to disaggregate the constituent 

 
161Economists Samuel Bowles and Wendy Carlin propose an “expanded space for policy and economic 
discourse” that encompasses a strong role for civil society (Bowles & Carlin, 2020).  
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elements of what we generalize as the economy, but we are further disconnected from the power 

loci that could be used to effect change.  

Thus, citizens in Tumbler Ridge are concerned with structural and institutional power as 

the site of authority and legitimacy, even though it is through the actions of individuals and 

community organizations (‘agency power’) that the fragile fabric of the community is being held 

together. Tofino is also focused on structural and institutional power but sees agency exerted at 

the level of the household economy as equally important. However, it is agency power expressed 

through reproductive labour that is most constrained, marked by low wages, precarious 

employment and unaffordable housing. Civil society and household resources are consumed 

beyond their ability to be replenished not only impairing the community’s ability to regenerate, 

but simultaneously eroding the very physical and cultural attributes that attracted people to 

Tofino—the Pacific surf and ‘end of the road’ culture—which are understood by community 

members as essential to their wellbeing. Both Tofino and Tumbler Ridge minimize the role of the 

household economy and its role as a site of social reproduction, instead, focusing on structure 

(Jessop, 1990, p. 154), in which power can only be exercised as a property of structure. 

Alternatively, power could be re-imagined and re-expressed as social agency; in this way, power 

is derived by enacting specific capacities, establishing solidarity, and being implemented through 

social organization (Takeda, p. 22). As a result of the structural understanding of power that 

prevails in these communities, solutions are understood to reside in the structures of state and 

capital. This illuminates Jessop’s concern about the tension between structure and strategy in 

which reproduction is understood either structurally or as a mode of intentional voluntary action 

(p. 194).  
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It is insufficient only to have a theory explaining how we are made insensitive to the 

mechanisms and capacities available to navigate global capital; instead we need to be seized with 

the task of envisioning the economy as a set of interdependent elements. This might mean 

community conversations examining longstanding and emerging issues, and identifying the 

social, political and economic strategies necessary to achieve agreed on positive, sustainable 

outcomes.  However, the underlying and constant tension between the individual’s life 

experiences and the ideological structures within which they exist, raises critical questions about 

how individuals can act collectively outside of dominant ideology and the dominant discourse. 

How do we become awake to the possibilities that exist to actively engage in creating an 

economy encompassing all actors – to pierce the “protective insulation that separates economic 

from political life” (Giddens, 1998, p. 117)? To get there, we first have to acknowledge that our 

political organization is no longer a ‘liberal democracy’, instead it has been infused with a 

normative discourse of capitalism in which the economy is a totality and governance is an 

externality (Magnusson, 1992, p. 5). It is within this set of circumstances that we must examine 

our tendency to treat the state as “the container for politics” (Magnusson and Walker, p. 41) and 

to consider the conditions that support or undermine agency and autonomous action – in effect, 

to reconceptualize governance. 

Reconceptualizing Governance 

“There is no global subject to plan accumulation strategies, regulatory mechanisms, or 

hegemonic projects and to guarantee their successful implementation. Instead we find only 

different subjects whose activities are more or less coordinated, whose activities meet more or 

less resistance from other forces, and whose strategies are pursued within a structural context 

which is both constraining and facilitating” (Jessop, p. 196) 



Globalization’s Ruptures and Responses 

 360 

Individuals enact governance whether intentionally or intuitively; every act is a political 

act, including the act of doing nothing. We enact governance through the choices we make as 

consumers, through the activities we choose to engage in as labour, through granting or denying 

social license and through the multiple venues available in civil society to enact change. Just as 

people perceive the economy as singular and monolithic, it is not unusual for people to perceive 

governance in a very narrow way—in terms of territorial government that citizens influence. 

This happens through formal processes such as elections and state-sanctioned structures such as 

municipal, regional, provincial and federal governments and through which political 

representatives are elected to act on citizens’ behalf. For many people governance begins and 

ends there; the other spheres of influence and power like non-profit societies, cooperatives, 

networks, and social movements are understood as subordinate and lacking the authority and/or 

power to impact outcomes. So, when one asks whether an individual feels they have a voice in 

the decisions that affect them, the degree of influence they express is often directly related to 

formal, recognized institutions as the locus of the political. But digging deeper into the other 

spheres of influence often yields a more nuanced appreciation of the varied mechanisms by 

which communities are able to influence decisions and outcomes outside of the narrow ambit of 

the formal ‘political’. This misplaced focus on the state is also an artifact of social simultaneity, 

in which we imagine that there is a “single way forward” and the only vehicle for getting there is 

the state (Magnusson and Walker, p. 40). But as Jessop notes, there is no “global subject” in 

charge of the grand global capital plan; so likewise, there is no singular state entity that can 

address the struggles that happen locally, regionally and globally (p. 196). So how are we to 

imagine a way forward? 
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I will not spend too much time problematizing the state, because although it is a 

significant actor, it is one of many and must be understood as such, lest we distract ourselves 

from the multiple ways in which we govern. First, it is true that the state is challenged to 

“mediate between global capital and local communities” (Magnusson & Walker, 1988, p. 53). 

And many theorists have described the perception of the state, in the wake of neo-liberalism, as 

delegitimized, as having been hollowed out or in other ways reduced, how it is often 

dichotomized in popular culture as either monolithic, hegemonic and ruthless, or powerless and 

ineffective. While these characterizations have some elements of truth, they may obscure rather 

than illuminate the complexity and legitimacy of the state as one actor among many. We are 

encouraged, for instance, to see the diminishing state in terms of the potential for new 

governance mechanisms, in which the state is a co-governor interacting with private and civic 

sector governance mechanisms (Paquet, 1999, p. 81).  

The second problem is with our conception of the state as the site of authority. It is easy 

to fall into the mindset that the state is the only site of authority with its capacity to prohibit, 

penalize, and punish, but also to permit, allow, enable and empower. It is as though the state is 

the grantor of the right to autonomous action. And certainly, many in the case study communities 

defaulted to the state as the site of decision-making and saw their role as participating through 

voting or, in a few instances, by attending local government meetings. Jessop troubles the 

tendency to treat the state as a preordained entity—“already available”—and cautions us to not 

imagine the state as a “fully constituted, internally coherent, organizationally pure, and 

operationally closed system but [as] emergent, contradictory, hybrid, and relatively open” (p. 

201). While this characterization may be worrying to some who believe in the state’s immanent 

powers, it also allows us to imagine openings and possibilities rather than deficiencies. In 
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seeking other possibilities for governance, attention must be directed to the multiple sites of 

power and control that permeate our lives. As all three of the research communities demonstrate 

to varying degrees, autonomous action can be employed outside of the state and at a variety of 

scales. For communities experiencing economic crisis, a significant challenge may be not only to 

understand the shifting and more ambiguous role of the state but also to figure out how best to 

engage with the state in its various representations or to be open to the possibilities of working 

outside of the state altogether.  

Finally, although not a problem of the state itself, imagining the state as the singular site 

for enacting democracy and as the container for governance is debilitating. We see this expressed 

in Tumbler Ridge and Tofino, where survey respondents gravitated to the state as central in 

influencing the economic and social health of the community. And at the same time, some 

research participants expressed cynicism about the state, expecting it neither to be accountable 

nor effective, demonstrating Brown’s observations of the “hollowing out of a democratic 

political culture and the production of the undemocratic citizen” (Brown, 2006, p. 692). As one 

Tumbler Ridge survey respondent noted:  

In things that I'm directly involved in, I feel like I have a very good voice. I'm not one to 

sit back quietly if I have something to say. But I've just seen the frustration when they're 

dealing with the Council that people feel like they can't go anywhere so I've just kind of 

went ‘fine’, I'm not even going to go down that route.  

On Gabriola, the sense of voicelessness is expressed as anger towards the ‘entitled other’—

articulated variously as “left-leaning people” and those motivated by “market ideology”. These 

concerns are less about state governance than how decisions are influenced locally.  
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All three communities have pursued alternative governance regimes. Tofino and Tumbler 

Ridge sought UNESCO designations:  the Clayoquot Biosphere Trust and the Tumbler Ridge 

Global Geopark. Global in nature, these regimes represent efforts to express the concept of an 

“international commons” through the articulation of “agreed upon principles, norms, rules, 

decision-making procedures, and programs that govern the interactions of actors in specific issue 

areas” (Young, 1997, pp. 5-6). Rather than supplanting the authority of state actors, these 

regimes provide vehicles for civil society to interact around common geographies and purposes. 

In this respect, governance is more comprehensive than government, affording the potential for 

interaction between state and non-state interests. These governance regimes require that the 

majority of parties to the issue agree; the state, on the other hand, can act even in the face of 

opposition.  

However, these geographic governance mechanisms give a false sense of protection from 

an environmental and economic standpoint. The actors who come together under these regimes 

may be accountable to no one or may be accountable to state agencies whose interests, if not 

contrary to the interests of the governance regime, are not in alignment. In contrast, Gabriola’s 

governance is a traditional state model: authorized through legislation and expressed through a 

local governance structure (albeit anomalous to the BC context). Preceding the explosion of 

UNESCO World Heritage Sites and Global geoparks starting in 1978, the establishment of the 

Islands Trust in 1974 was a direct response to protecting a rare geography from the incursions of 

capital. But its tools are limited to land use planning: Local Trust Committees have neither the 

authority nor the capacity to address other critical issues facing these geographic communities. 

Nonetheless, this seems not to have inhibited Gabriola’s community members from creating 

alternative, ad hoc governance modalities. Although not constitutionally embedded, these 
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modalities seem to have more in common with Gudynas’ concept of ‘buen vivir’ than with the 

more formalistic UNESCO governance regimes, by envisioning community wellbeing in the 

context of nature and culture.     

The above discussion encourages us to consider the ways governance can be deployed in 

the absence of state authority or even formal state structures. Paquet suggests that governing 

failures are not just the result of the increasing societal “diversity, complexity, interdependencies, 

and turbulence” but often arise from poorly developed assumptions about the systems to be 

governed, poor decisions regarding governing tools, but also the unpredictable results of 

attempting to govern in the context of “deep network interdependencies”. As a result, we doubt 

the capacity of existing state governance modalities to govern within these complex systems at 

the same time that we fret about the lack of an entity to do so. As Paquet notes, “[n]obody 

appears to be in charge any longer” (1999, pp. 76-77). But this raises the question: was anyone 

ever really in charge? The comforting myth that ‘someone’ or ‘something’ is in charge relieves us 

of responsibility in the face of assumed inevitability but also infantilizes us, making us powerless 

participants in a game over which we perceive we have no control. This quest to have some 

entity ‘in charge’, is the imaginary of a fundamentally undemocratic world. In this world, we are 

not actors, but subjects, only able to act within the constraints imposed on us by higher 

authorities, rather than autonomous agents capable of forming judgements and acting on them.  

This is not to suggest that formal governance structures are unnecessary or undesirable. 

Several theorists point to the emergence of twenty-first century governance regimes in which 

problems are understood to be interconnected (Paquet, 1999; Ostrom, 1990; Kanter, 1999). In 

these regimes, governance and organizational constructs are more organic and less concerned 

with coherence, built on non-linear, self-organizing units, held together by networks and 
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engendering complex systems. With a tolerance for both chaos and order, these regimes are 

relatively undesigned, and ultimately adaptive. Power is dispersed and distributed, devolving to 

the lowest or most local level in proximity to the citizen (subsidiarity), reflecting the diminishing 

role of institutions and the increasing role of citizens and responding to well-articulated needs. 

These modalities of governance, in addition to guiding and steering, promote teaching/learning 

and reciprocal negotiation of partnerships. Evidence of these approaches exists in all three 

communities.  

For example, the evolution of Sustainable Gabriola demonstrates, a distinct shifting of 

power from the local government to a citizen group. I use the word “shifting” intentionally, as it 

was not a case of wresting power, rather one of citizens signaling a concern and the Local Trust 

Committee responding by giving space rather than enacting authority, and community members 

taking action162. Paquet describes the evolving role of the state as that of “a broker. . . an 

animateur,” acting in partnership with communities with the intention of creating “a 

participation-society (where freedom and efficacy come from the fact that the individual has a 

recognized voice on matters of substance and procedure in the public realm, and more 

importantly an obligation to participate in the definition of such matters)”. Paquet depicts the 

citizen as a “co-producer of governance” (p. 85). The challenge with Paquet’s vision of a 

‘participation-society’ is in how we might conceive of getting there. Certainly, there has been a 

long history of the state conferring limited degrees of participation often focused on information 

sharing and seeking input but rarely extending to co-creating. As long as the state is responsible 

for defining how citizens are engaged in co-governance, there will be legitimate questions as to 

 
162 I do not wish to give the impression that this was a straightforward process. Opening up the space 
required multiple attempts by citizens and rebuffs from the Local Trust before there was an 
acknowledgement of the legitimacy of citizen voice.  
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whether that constitutes co-governance or simply an enhanced form of consultation. So how are 

we to imagine a relationship with the state built on self-determination and self-governance?  

In The Forest Floor (Wakan, 2018), composer Judith Specht’s interpretation of Wakan’s 

poem, a subtle message about change is conveyed.  

 

Credit: with permission of Naomi Beth Wakan and Judy Specht.  

Specht notates the single syllable of change as two notes (e-f), signalling that change is 

not a fixed state of being, or an accomplishment that once achieved is frozen in time. Wakan asks 

us to consider that “change happens at the edge of things”. Wakan/Specht, through poetry and 

music, gesture towards the liminal spaces that occur in the interstices and cracks where change is 

possible. Wakan’s claim is supported by a variety of theorists who observe change happening “at 

the points of disjuncture and asymmetry and at the interstices of social relations” (Cutler, p. 258), 

in the “abyss” (Araujo), or in the “interstices of the dominant power structure” (White, Spring, & 

de Souza, 2016, p. 9). We are encouraged to ‘decentre’ the state and rather than using these 

abyssal and interstitial spaces to create another state, instead “occupying myriad spaces in order 

to create other possibilities” (Magnusson W. , 1992; Araujo, 2016, p. 81). I would suggest that it 

is not enough to act in spaces unoccupied by the state, we must also be prepared to act in any 

sphere in promoting the wellbeing of ourselves and community members. That is, we need to act 

in spaces occupied by the state but unimplemented or ineffectively implemented; doing this not 

as a form of resistance against something but as a form of action towards something. I would 

also suggest, using the example of Tumbler Ridge, that there must be a degree of openness, a 
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willingness to engage with the serendipity, to look for opportunity, and then to act on it. When 

two young boys accidentally discovered dinosaur footprints they started a chain of events, fueled 

by curiosity, knowledge of place, and a willingness to act that expanded Tumbler Ridge’s profile 

from being solely a coal mining town to being a Global Geopark. 

Another expression of governance is taking place on the margins of the three case study 

communities where the interests of First Nations are being actively articulated through treaty 

negotiations, a legal requirement to consult with Firsts Nations regarding matters with the 

potential to affect their territories, and state commitments to truth and reconciliation. This 

presents the possibility to examine the intersection of evolving and undeveloped relationships 

between Indigenous and non-Indigenous communities. Of course, this potential is blinkered to 

various degrees by a colonial mindset. In the contemporary context of truth and reconciliation163, 

the injustices and negative consequences visited on Indigenous peoples – the taking of land, 

introduction of disease and destruction of culture -- are acknowledged. But in summing up 

relationships spanning two and a half centuries, there is a tendency to take a totalizing view 

reducing Indigenous peoples to victims and failing to acknowledge the evolution of power 

relationships in which Indigenous peoples initially played a role as powerful equals164. 

This plays out differently in each of the case study communities. Of the three 

communities Tofino is the most engaged with their Indigenous neighbours, working to create 

opportunities for co-governance through the Clayoquot Biosphere Trust, through joint Council 

and Nuu-chah-nulth government meetings, and through collaborative economic planning. Yet 

 
163 The Truth and Reconciliation process is intended to address the legacy of Indian Residential Schools 
through the acknowledgement and redress of the injustices perpetrated on Canada’s First Peoples 
(http://trc.ca).  
164 It is worth noting that in addition to introduction of disease, native populations were also decimated by 
inter-tribal warfare (Harris, 2002). 
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Tofino is still torn between an ahistorical depiction of Indigenous peoples as victims or people 

who “want, want, want” and a desire to move forward together. The Nuu-chah-nulth surround 

Tofino and aside from tourism, opportunities for economic growth will occur in Nuu-chah-nulth 

territory through activities such as fish-farming, logging, and mining.  

Tumbler Ridgians have made efforts to engage with surrounding First Nation and Métis 

interests but have difficulty seeing how those relationship could result in joint benefits. Efforts to 

engage with Indigenous interests range from participation in the Global Geopark to establishing 

an Aboriginal Relations Committee of the local Council. In the former instance, there is a sense 

of potential, in the latter, efforts are aimed at “doing for” rather than “doing with” Indigenous 

actors. Despite the encouragement to see the partnerships and opportunities for collaboration 

described by Saulteau Economic Development Officer, Gil Davis, some in Tumbler Ridge, like 

unemployed miner Gary Tomkinson, are concerned with their own wounds and find it hard to 

imagine adjacent Indigenous communities as potential allies in addressing the problems that the 

community faces.  

Until recently, Gabriolans have had almost no contact with the Snuneymuxw despite the 

fact that the Nation is actively engaged in treaty negotiations involving a significant amount of 

land on Gabriola. While many Gabriolans express a desire to support Snuneymuxw aspirations, 

others have a sense of trepidation as to what the impact might be on the island. The Islands Trust 

has begun the process of preparing island communities for the treaty and reconciliation activities, 

but the treaty negotiation process is moving far faster than the Trust. As a result, a group of 

Gabriolans organized to create education opportunities for Gabriolans under the banner of From 

Truth to Reconciliation Gabriola (FTTR), bringing together Gabriolans with Snuneymuxw elders 
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and leaders to build understanding and relationships. These efforts include local businesses, 

community organizations and individuals.  

In examining the various perspectives and responses in the three communities, several 

lessons can be learned. First, communities continue to cleave to an ahistoric perception of space 

in which colonial governance structures (local governments) are inscribed in pockets of territory 

through which non-Indigenous communities imagine themselves as cores and Indigenous 

territories as peripheries, a reenactment of staples culture. Doing this encourages people to think 

in terms of ‘them and us’ binaries, succumbing to the tendency to value what is at the centre of 

our world more than we value what is at the centre of someone else’s world (Tuan, 1974, p. 27). 

In doing so we underestimate the latent power and potential in the so-called peripheral spaces. 

There is also a risk for some in the subject communities to view Indigenous peoples as ‘wards of 

the state’ whose affairs are none of their business. For some, the potential of relationship-

building seems a remote and abstract concept.  

The above discussion suggests a variety of considerations that might come into play in 

rural resource extraction-dependent communities. At present, land claims are before the BC 

Treaty Commission for the areas occupied by all three of these communities. While it is tempting 

to see the treaty process as the way forward, it serves a very narrow set of interests and should 

not be relied on as the only vehicle or overriding mechanism for collaborative planning. Rather 

we might look for ways to create synergies across Indigenous and non-Indigenous communities 

and within communities. As well, we could recognize that the distinctions of on reserve/off 

reserve take our attention away from the existence of Indigenous populations within non-

Indigenous communities and the existence of vast traditional territories encompassing and 

adjacent to non-Indigenous communities. Local occupier communities will likely be affected by 
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treaty negotiations at some point and this will require navigating the complex relationships 

involving multiple governance interests (i.e., local, First Nations, provincial, and federal). But 

perhaps the most powerful way to move forward would be to look for ways to build relationships 

on all levels, across all Indigenous representations and on a variety of concerns.  

In Summary 

In this chapter, I examined the ways that the subject communities have responded to the 

negative consequences of global capital, in particular, focusing on their efforts to ‘govern’ their 

way through the complex, sometimes invisible, set of everchanging relationships at play. 

Tumbler Ridge has shown a tendency to privilege the political and capital domains, reducing the 

concept of economy to a single variable despite the fact that the impacts of global capital have 

been felt deep within the social and household economies. Tofino, while valuing the social and 

household economies, focuses its efforts in the political realm to address the impacts of the 

excesses of capital. Although less so on Gabriola, all the communities have tended to conflate 

government with governance, treating the state as a ‘container for politics’ and consequently 

seeing themselves as relatively voiceless in addressing the challenges wrought by global capital.  

I have suggested that this tone-deafness results from being bombarded by the overall 

noise of capital, in which people are unable to discern the component elements of an economy 

and are consequently blinkered to their own potential role in defining and directing the economy 

in its broadest sense—what I have referred to as a social theory of simultaneity. Recognizing that 

each of the communities is working in its own way to respond to the impacts of global capital, I 

explored some the governance modalities they have adopted to address these challenges ranging 

from protective legislation such as the Islands Trust Act to UNESCO designations. Finally, I 

explored the varying degrees to which the communities were aware of, and connected with 
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Indigenous governance, and its implications for their communities. In the next chapter, I will 

explore the conditions under which individuals might strengthen collective agency and the 

possibilities for autonomous action.  
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Chapter 10—Practicing Self-Governance—Lessons from the Autonomous Local 

Local self-government is a deeply subversive, hence profoundly liberatory and 

profoundly social principle. It is thus at odds with the hierarchies of the 

modern state. — Magnusson, 2015 

As I articulated in my thesis, the consequence of understanding the economy as a 

singularity and the state as immanent in governance is a constrained sense of how one might 

govern through complexity as well as a diminution of the individual’s sense of agency and 

autonomy. This chapter examines how individuals engage in interstitial spaces to act for the 

common good, in essence how they exercise autonomy or self-governance. This is particularly 

pressing if we share Brown’s concern about the ‘undemocratic citizen’ who does not care about 

freedom or equality for themselves or others, nor expects accountability and truth from 

government. I begin by looking at several theorists’ perspectives on the conditions that enable or 

encourage autonomous action. Then, using three examples of autonomous action from the case 

study communities, I explore the attributes that appear to provide a foundation for action and 

consider them alongside the literature to identify emergent or unique properties. I conclude by 

discussing the lessons to be learned from the communities’ experiences. I undertake this 

examination acknowledging that the fieldwork occurred at a point in time (September 2016) and 

that these communities are in a constant process of change and transition. As a result, I cannot 

make fact claims that can be applied generally to all small communities or even to these 

particular communities, except as a reflection at a point in time.  

Autonomous Action—Praxis and Problems 

There are many types of autonomous action. I am interested in self-governance that is 

grounded in the local and which embodies principles of “individual responsibility”, “judgement”, 
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“deliberation” and “compromise” (Magnusson, 1992, pp. 112-113), essentially the formation of 

an “ethical local subject” (Gibson-Graham, 2010, p. 4). It is a form of action that seeks to find 

“what is equally good for all” as opposed to what is good for an individual or group (Habermas). 

In this way it allows for and respects differences and otherness and recognizes others as 

autonomous actors. This form of autonomous action neither privileges nor repudiates the state, 

recognizing that the state is not the singular holder of power (Magnusson & Walker, p. 63). 

Moreover, it understands power as a positive force that, of necessity, is shared, seeks 

commonality and creates new pathways for action. It emphasizes the cultivation of local capacity 

through relationship-building, networking, non-hierarchical forms of organization and bridging 

across political boundaries. Autonomous action is an expression of governance which seeks to 

balance various actors’ interests, needs and capacities. 

As I noted at the start of this chapter, there are significant challenges that undermine the 

potential for autonomous action165, in particular the “diminished conception of the person” as a 

political actor (Habermas in Brown, p. 703) and the diminished field of democratic engagement. 

Rather than democracy being based on the principle of sharing power and governance, and 

political participation, it is concerned with “the existence of formal rights, especially private 

property rights; with the market; and with voting” (Brown, p. 703), ultimately reducing 

democratic rights to simple consumer goods. As Magnusson notes, the practice of ‘liberal 

democracy’ is neither liberal nor democratic (p. 5), nested in the bosom of capitalism, with its 

logic of competition and acquisition, and privileging of those who are successful over those who 

are not. The state institutions that rule us sustain the gap between the rulers and the ruled which, 

 
165 This discussion recognizes that all autonomous action, whether by the state or by individuals, is 
curtailed to some degree by the systems and structures that support some autonomous interests over 
others.  
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to a large extent, is a division distinguished by privilege on one side and lack of it on the other. 

Thus our ‘democratic’ institutions are not trusted and, rather than creating opportunities for 

people to engage in governance, can create barriers. The question is whether a tradition of 

citizens working collaboratively for a common good can exist outside the state and be sustained 

rather than fleeting.  

Another challenge specific to the negative impacts of resource development on resource-

dependent communities, lies with how decisions regarding resource projects fail to understand 

the role of both the formal and informal economies, culture, connections to the land and waters, 

and significantly, how this plays out in terms of life control, self-determination, and self-

governance. In this way, citizens are deprived of the means of influencing and informing 

decisions that may have a significant impact on their health and wellbeing and ultimately on 

local capacity to withstand the inevitable ruptures associated with global capital. 

These challenges echo Habermas’ ‘lifeworld’ where the state apparatus, based on a cost-

benefit rationality and made up of financial, administrative and bureaucratic systems, clashes 

with and intrudes into the ‘lifeworld’ paradigm. Rather than people’s needs driving the system, 

the systems ‘needs’ drive the population. The result is the creation of stress and contradictions as 

our daily lives become incongruent with our natural way of living. On Gabriola anti-Weldwood 

sentiment may have emanated from this sense of incongruity. Whatever the cause or, more likely, 

causes, the result was conflict. As Habermas notes “[a]s the rationalization of the lifeworld 

progresses, so does the risk of disagreement among the parties to interaction. The less the need 

for mutual understanding is covered in advance by traditions that pre-decide which validity 

claims are to be recognized, the greater the burden placed on actors themselves to achieve 



Globalization’s Ruptures and Responses 

 375 

common definitions of situations, and the greater the danger of deficits or failures in co-

ordination” (p. xxxi).  

There has been well over a century of state-driven and independent efforts to create 

opportunities for citizen engagement at the local level. These efforts have ranged from the early 

settlement movements’ emphasis on neighbourhood associations, to parish councils, and to Saul 

Alinsky’s “people’s organizations”—essentially organizing individuals to act collectively to 

negotiate with authorities. But the problem with many of these approaches is two-fold: they are 

top down—even “people’s organizations” require recognition from authorities to be effective—

in that they are bestowed from powers above and are dependent on state support; and, they are 

structural fixes, shoving people into boxes of limited authority, and siphoning off excess 

community energy that might prove disruptive to the status quo. They are, in other words, not 

authentic expressions of citizen voice; rather, they channel citizen voice into prescribed areas of 

‘authority’. Anyone who has ever participated in a state-led public consultation quickly becomes 

aware of the limitations and prescriptions placed on participation and the inherently manipulative 

approaches to channeling citizens’ voices into acceptable containers.  

Notwithstanding these challenges and the prevalent attitude expressed by many of the 

research participants that governance lives in the realm of the state, each of us is involved in 

daily acts of self-government through the conscious choices we make. Although some choices 

are meant to maintain or challenge the status quo, others are aimed at transformative change. 

Consider such apparently innocuous activities as recycling, or planting a garden, or walking to 

work, or even buying locally. For some individuals these actions may be intended to shift 

towards something different, for instance, reducing carbon emissions or increasing food security. 

But as Magnusson and Walker observe, people tend to undervalue the incrementalism that these 
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activities represent and to imagine that actions have to be ‘revolutionary’ to be effective (1988, p. 

57). This tendency may be amplified in the context of societal complexity and the “deep network 

interdependencies” within which we exist (Paquet, p.77). As a result, individuals may feel that 

despite their best efforts, the results will be relatively meaningless. What conditions would need 

to exist to create the possibility for transformative change?  

Paquet encourages ‘subsidiarity’—that is, vesting decision-making power to the “lowest, 

most local level at which decisions can most reasonably be made” (p. 86), noting that 

globalization with its increased economic cross-border integrations, also encourages 

“localization of decision-making, empowerment, the dispersion of power, and a more distributed 

governance process” (p. 79). Ironically, while globalization may bear the brunt of criticism for an 

array of negative outcomes, it may also create the conditions under which local self-government 

may have a greater chance of thriving by providing access to information and a platform for 

extensive linkages reaching beyond the local.  

Habermas’ theory of communicative rationality emphasizes non-coercive, consensus-

building discourse in which participants must be prepared to confront and overcome their innate 

biases. Gabriolan theorists Weller and Wilson similarly emphasize the need to let go of one’s 

personal world view and accept the legitimacy of alternative narratives (2018, p. 14). Foucault, 

on the other hand, emphasizes conflict and resistance as essential components of power relations 

noting that where power exists, there must be points of insubordination (1982, p. 794). These are 

categorically different theoretical approaches: the first, assuming the possibility of finding 

common ground through discourse, and, the second, insisting on resisting institutionally 

embedded power whether vested in corporations, states, or elites. And yet, both of these 

approaches on their own may be insufficient, the former because it assumes that power 



Globalization’s Ruptures and Responses 

 377 

differentials can be neutralized through discourse; and the latter, because its focus on opposition 

may result in a transformative change that leaves existing polarities unchanged. Instead, it may 

be more fruitful to imagine these approaches as situational, recognizing that there may be a time 

for struggle and contestation, and a time for collaboration and dialogue and that those times may 

be concurrent as opposed to sequential. I expect that Habermas might suggest that 

communicative rationality does not preclude the possibility that the position of one party may be 

expressed through conflict and opposition, and that the act of ‘respectful’ listening opens up a 

space for the perspective to be acknowledged. This may be true, but it suggests a highly evolved 

capacity for discourse. Do communities have this capacity and what conditions make it possible?  

Weller and Wilson have examined transformative change from a Gulf Islands’ 

perspective. In their view, shifting from a place of individuals acting in isolation, to creating a 

‘transformative’ space in which it is possible for multiple perspectives and realities to coalesce 

around a common objective, requires the willingness to not only listen, but to be prepared to 

change dependent on “openness, a desire for integrity, and a kind of personal courage” (p. 14). 

This courage requires the willingness to let go of our own personal worldview, to accept 

“multiple realities . . . and . . . multiple perspectives” (p. 14). Implicit in this is examining our 

own resistance to a particular narrative and what we might lose in accepting the legitimacy of a 

different perspective. They encourage “seeking out difference and exercising curiosity” (p. 15). 

Weller and Wilson remind us that just as each person comes with their own stories and ways of 

explaining the world, there are also societal tropes that are in themselves stories, for instance, 

that we are powerless in the face of global capital. They also remind us that we have the power to 

act, not as characters in an externally imposed narrative, but as individuals capable of acting 

freely. Breaking free of externally imposed narratives requires that we question the ‘taken for 
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granted’, the rules and the norms, asking -- to what degree are they productive or oppressive? 

Weller and Wilson emphasize that transformative change rarely results from a single action, but 

from a series of considered, principle-based actions: operating consistent with one’s values, 

forming judgments, and, taking action. For them, achieving transformative change is 

fundamentally a learning process: it requires us to engage in “critical reflection” (p. 19), to 

cultivate compassion that allows us to seek to understand other’s stories, and to act on what we 

have learned. However, it is not uncommon for people to be resistant to change. Most tellingly, 

our resistance is not necessarily about a fear of the end result, but rather that it would require us 

to change, and a fear of exchanging the known state for a different one in which our role and 

position are not guaranteed. As Weller and Wilson note, people are resistant to change and if they 

do want change, they want someone or something else to change (e.g., ideological opponents, 

corporations or government).  

Many of the changes that occurred in the case study communities were triggered by the 

processes of global capital. At its broadest, these changes can be seen through the lens of the 

global recessions starting in the 1980s and 1990s to the present, that deeply impacted those 

communities. Weller and Wilson note people’s tendency to imagine globalization as something 

external to their local experience and, referencing Doreen Massey, they encourage people to 

examine their role locally in global production and imagine change as starting with one’s self. 

They also ask us to not fall into the binary, and ultimately polarizing, thinking that ‘glorifies’ the 

local and ‘demonizes’ the global, instead to examine the underlying motivations of action in local 

spaces.  

Human beings have a tendency to strive to improve their situation and to protect their 

security; at a minimum, social reproduction assures a replication of the current state of affairs 



Globalization’s Ruptures and Responses 

 379 

while social change depends on breaking the reproductive cycle. The ability of individuals and 

community groups to act autonomously occurs within this context. Thus, transformative change 

requires “purposeful change in the structure of social relations, sufficient to alter the practices of 

reproduction” (Wolch & Dear, p. 8). Moreover, the conditions which enable transcendental social 

action166 reside in the relative autonomy between the political, social and economic spheres. As 

noted in the previous chapter, there is a tendency in the case study communities to collapse the 

political, social, and household domains into the economic, but it is precisely within and between 

these spheres that the “ambiguities of power and autonomy” (Wolch & Dear, p. 13) can be 

exploited—an essential process in creating transcendental social change. If that is the case, does 

this conflation inhibit or hamper the ability of communities to exploit power and autonomy and 

ultimately achieve transformative change? I attempt to answer these questions by examining the 

case study communities’ approaches to autonomous action.  

 Three Perspectives of Autonomous Action 

The attitudes towards governance and the potential for autonomous action in each of the 

case study communities is different. To some degree that difference reflects the degree to which 

the community cleaves more toward traditional, hierarchical, authority-based governance but it is 

also affected by a variety of other factors that are less easy to discern, such as class, and 

assumptions about choice and individual volition. An untroubled acceptance of Gidden’s 

‘choice’—that is, the capacity to “act otherwise” — does little to help us understand the degree 

to which some research participants felt they had little or no voice in the decisions that affected 

their lives. An individual’s capacity to exercise choice or to have the capacity to make a 

 
166 Wolch and Dear are concerned with the interdependencies between social life and territory and how 
territory-based social practices can transcend social relations to produce social change, that is 
‘transcendental social change’.  
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difference must be understood in the context of the constraints of the physical space (for 

instance, isolation), and the institutions and structures in which they exist. Both the constraints 

and freedoms experienced by those in Tumbler Ridge, Tofino, and Gabriola may have elements 

of commonality but are also unique. Judging an individual or a community for failing to act 

autonomously is to imply that all choices or capacities are equally available to all individuals and 

communities. Thus, our approach to enabling local power or autonomy must not rest on an 

untroubled assumption that all actors have the same power to take political action; power exists 

in multiple dimensions, structures, and institutions. At the same time, community actors should 

not succumb to the idea that institutions and authorities occupy the complete field of power and 

action and that individuals are essentially powerless to enact change; nonetheless, the realities of 

social class must be considered.  

I would caution against understanding social class narrowly, for instance, as arising from 

ownership of the means of production, or even individuals’ ‘life chances’ as measured by such 

factors as education or income. The distinctions are often not clear- cut. For instance, clearly the 

miner in Tumbler Ridge does not own the means of production, but neither does the engineer or 

the local government department manager, although they each may be understood to be in a 

different class. The miner is clearly part of the proletariat, providing wage labour, and, other than 

through union representation, has no influence over the means of production. The engineer and 

the local government manager neither own the means of production nor produce. Variously 

named the ‘surplus class’ (Nicholaus, Urry), ‘new petty bourgeoisie’ (Poulantzas), ‘new middle 

class’ (Carter), and ‘professional managerial class’ (Ehrenreich), they occupy a space between 

the labouring and the capitalist classes and are sometimes said to be necessary to consume the 

surplus production generated by labour (Rajala, n.d., pp. 4-12). Like the miner, they do not 
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control the means of production, but may influence it through application of specialized 

knowledge. This surplus class may find itself in antagonistic relationships with both the labour 

class and the capitalist class. It is particularly interesting in Tumbler Ridge that many of the 

public servants, other than the City Hall senior staff167, are spouses of miners. This means that 

critical decisions about services to the local community are made by people whose roots are 

predominantly working class. Perhaps an area for future research is to examine how community 

members, across social strata, understand their capacity for autonomous action and self-

governance.     

To better understand how autonomous action and self-governance are expressed I have 

drawn on examples from the case study communities. Each of the examples operates on a 

different scale ranging from individual autonomous action in Tumbler Ridge, to networked 

autonomous action on Gabriola, to structured autonomous action in Tofino.  

Individual Autonomous Action in Tumbler Ridge  

Librarian Paula Coutts exemplifies individual autonomous action. Initially Coutts worked 

within the library mandate. When she first noticed unemployed miners coming to the library, she 

deployed library resources to help them with resumé preparation. Coutts noticed that after the 

Service Canada office closed, unemployed miners were experiencing difficulty applying for EI 

and completing on-line forms. What started as a volunteer program off the side of library staffs’ 

desks during coffee breaks, evolved to become a permanent employment support service. 

 
167 Survey and interview responses reveal that the revolving door of Chief Administrative Officers who 
are generally recruited from outside of Tumbler Ridge is a particular sore point in the community.  
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Eventually, a visiting Service Canada staff saw what the library was doing and provided library 

staff with in-service training, so they could more effectively navigate the Service Canada site168.  

Next, Coutts noticed unaccompanied children spending long hours at the library and 

started to offer snacks which evolved to an after-school library program providing kids with 

protein, dairy and fruit every day. By the end of September 2016, the Library was seeing 20 to 40 

children a day. Coutts went further, contributing money from her own resources to fund a food 

program for children and minors because “that's what a lot of people do”. As a result of Coutts’s 

action, community members and companies contributed $10,000 to support the Library’s efforts. 

Food surplus to the children’s needs was given to unemployed workers. Coutts acknowledged 

that she could have made a request to City Council: “I knew if we went to Council and asked for 

money and did this and did that, it would be two to three months before it would be implemented 

so I just said ‘no, the kids are hungry let’s feed them’”.  

Coutts acted both within the institutional structure of the library -- for instance, offering 

services to address literacy deficits, then stretching the mandate to provide food and supervised 

care, including contributing her own resources. Paula’s generosity sparked others. Paula’s 

actions, to a large degree, were borne out of a frustration with state agencies’ failures to either 

respond to the needs of the community or to respond in a way that considered the local realities, 

or that built on local capacities. Rather than spending her energy trying to get government to 

address the crisis, Coutts chose to work outside of the institutional framework, refusing to stay 

within her prescribed sphere of authority, instead acting in unoccupied spaces guided by her own 

sense of responsibility and accountability to the community.  

 
168 Coutts’s efforts to partner with Work BC, the provincial employment program, did not receive the 
same positive response. Coutts believes this is because the program is contracted out and that the contract 
was tendered long before the mines shut down and insufficiently funded to meet the increased demand.  
 



Globalization’s Ruptures and Responses 

 383 

Coutts could have chosen a path of despair and inaction, instead she chose to take 

responsibility, acting on her convictions. Her actions were transformative, inspiring others to act. 

Nonetheless, there are troubling consequences of occupying under-occupied state spaces, most 

notably shifting responsibility and accountability from the state to citizens and underfunded 

community organizations. This offloading of responsibility comes with costs and risks to the 

community. Although Coutts engaged with Service Canada and attempted to engage with Work 

BC, she made a decision not to engage with local government. This is not a criticism of Coutts 

who took important action to improve the lives of community members. However, one could 

imagine how much more effective Coutts’ efforts would be if enacted with an explicitly stated 

expectation that the Library as one of a number of organizations including the state, working 

together, would have the ability to make a profound impact on the health and wellbeing of the 

community. 

Networked Autonomous Action on Gabriola 

The expression of autonomous action on Gabriola is exemplified by Sustainable 

Gabriola. Given the opportunity to adopt the Whistler 2020 model of sustainability governance, 

the community instead chose a different approach. Rather than adopting a model that required a 

formal, state-recognized structure with prescribed functions and responsibilities and supported 

by tax dollars, Gabriolans opted to create an informal, networked organization operating outside 

the state and with no funding dependencies. Local Trustee Sheila Malcolmson had brought the 

Whistler 2020 approach for Gabriolans to consider based on a desire to see sustainability 

objectives built into the Gabriola Official Community Plan. By the second workshop, it became 

clear that many participants were uncomfortable with the Whistler approach: some were 

concerned about the predetermined structure; others recognized that the two communities had 
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very different cultures; and others noted that Whistler’s success was underpinned by a robust 

municipal tax base. The ultimate conclusion was that having a sustainability plan was a good 

idea but that it would have to be one created by Gabriolans, on their terms, and independent of 

the state. Malcolmson was able to reflect on the community’s concerns and pivot away from a 

process sanctioned by the state to one emerging from the community, noting it would be better 

“…to create a structure that allows everyone to own it (the plan) collectively”. The result would 

be a separate Community Sustainability Plan outside of the OCP but with the capacity to 

influence the OCP and complement it. 

Since that time, Sustainable Gabriola has envisioned and created a sustainability plan, 

however, its most significant contribution is in creating spaces for dialogue and opportunities for 

co-creating different ways of being and acting. The result has been the incubation of a range of 

innovative projects ranging from a community bus service, to a mental health plan, to a citizen-

led village planning process, and many others. At the heart of its success is a belief that citizens 

can act collectively to address the issues that affect their communities, and can act proactively, 

rather than solely in resistance. Although many of the network members share common concerns 

and values around sustainability, the group’s commitment to discourse and dialogue allows for 

different perspectives and points of view around how concerns might be addressed. This is not to 

lionize Sustainable Gabriola—with about 140 participants, only a few dozen of whom regularly 

attend meetings, it cannot be seen as representative of all Gabriolans. Nonetheless, those who 

participate express an openness to hearing other points of view, to finding common ground, and 

to working alongside informal, formal and state organizations to achieve common objectives. 

And although Sustainable Gabriola cannot claim to be representative of the interests of all 

Gabriolans, the results it has achieved demonstrate a broad support—consider the bus service 
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which was supported by Gabriolans through referendum, or the mental health plan which 

resulted in significant service increase from the Health Authority. Sustainable Gabriola is 

effective because it is: flexible and adaptive—taking advantage of opportunities when they arise; 

collaborative and power-sharing—working with, not in competition with, other organizations 

including governments; and, beholden only to its members and its principles rather than funders 

and authorities. In this way, Sustainable Gabriola uses its non-traditional, non-hierarchical 

structure to bridge political boundaries, build relationships, and create new pathways for action 

by imagining governance as embodied through autonomous action.  

Structured Autonomous Action in Tofino 

Tofino research participants believe that citizens, local government and First Nations 

should be the primary voices driving sustainability. The community chose to use the Clayoquot 

Sound Biosphere Trust, as a broader governance vehicle. Established in 2000 to “creat[e] 

sustainable communities, while conserving . . . natural and cultural heritage” (Clayoquot 

Biosphere Trust, n.d.), the Trust brings together representatives from local and regional 

governments and from five First Nation communities, as well as two members at large and four 

non-voting provincial and federal government representatives. Of the three case study 

communities, Tofino is most actively engaged with local Indigenous interests. Indigenous values 

are integral to the success of the Trust which operates on governance principles of living 

respectfully (Iisaak), interconnectivity (Hishuk ish ts’awalk) and life in balance (Qwa’aak qin 

teechmis), principles which are fundamental to Nuu-Chah-Nulth philosophy. Trust Executive 

Director Rebecca Hurwitz recognizes the challenges of bridging a non-Indigenous 

compartmentalized governance system with an Indigenous holistic perspective and the limited 

capacity of Indigenous communities to participate in the complex, compartmentalized 
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governance tables, and a system that values short term actions over longer-term objectives and 

planning. Hurwitz sees the Trust as an opportunity to pilot emerging agreements between the 

state and the Nuu-Chah-Nulth. She stresses that the work of creating strong intercommunity 

relationships must be guided by a sense of shared purpose. Although the Clayoquot Biosphere 

Reserve is limited in its geographic scope and authority, the unique attribute of this model is that 

it is situated in the midst of an active process of truth and reconciliation with Indigenous peoples.  

The expression of voicelessness in Tofino is largely related to people’s experience of the 

complexity of engaging across a variety of governance interests. Specifically, the municipal, 

regional, provincial, federal and Nuu-chah-nulth interests create a complex set of interactions 

that are not easy to understand or navigate. The Trust creates a mechanism to bridge across 

interests for a broader common purpose, an objective that is more difficult to achieve within the 

individual institutional interests, for instance, to address issues that are regional in scope but 

beyond the capacity of the individual parties to address, such as housing. According to Hurwitz, 

the Trust has been highly effective at gathering data, establishing joint goals and reporting to 

member communities on progress. Moreover, the Trust acts as a vehicle to increase ‘voice’ 

through educational activities and capacity-building for individuals and organizations.  

As you can see, various degrees of autonomy exist in these three different approaches. 

And one might question whether autonomy embedded in a UNESCO global biosphere model 

reflects true autonomy. But I would argue that autonomy is exercised through individual actors 

regardless of the structures chosen to take action and that ultimately autonomous action is 

enriched when it is linked to other actors aligned towards common objectives. This is evidenced 

in both Gabriola’s organic structure and Tofino’s more formal structure.  
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Three Models, Many Lessons 

As the Northern Health Authority report suggests life control, self-determination and self-

government are important determinants of community health and wellbeing (Aalhus, 2018). 

Above I described examples of three different scales of self-governance. It is likely that all three 

communities practice forms of self-governance at all scales. For instance, one could assume that 

individual self-governance occurs in all three communities, and we know that both Tofino and 

Tumbler Ridge engage in UNESCO formal self-governance mechanisms. Although Gabriola has 

a well-documented form of networked self-governance, that approach may exist in the other 

communities as well. The important thing to note is that self-governance is occurring in our 

midst, in many forms, is often ‘under the radar’, and, as the Gabriola and Tumbler Ridge 

examples show, can be “deeply subversive” and “at odds with the hierarchies of the modern 

state” (Magnusson, 2015, p. 206). In the following discussion, I compare the three communities’ 

approaches to self-governance. The lessons that emerge point towards the importance of non-

hierarchical social infrastructure, creating sites of social learning, understanding place as a 

foundation of governance, and developing intentional relationships with Indigenous 

communities, as critical elements in effective self-governance.  

Of the three communities, Gabriola has developed a robust social infrastructure, not 

necessarily as an antidote to a “fully constituted” state, but certainly as a form of self-regulation. 

The ‘leanness’ of the state on Gabriola leaves open space for innovative self-governance. It is in 

the sphere of the social that Gabriolans are able to not only react to crisis, but more significantly, 

to engage in “social experimentation”—challenging the status quo, trying new things, creating 

new avenues for action -- what Jessop describes as “structural forms, norms, and strategies 

suitable for a new mode of regulation” (pp. 203-4). Sustainable Gabriola exemplifies the 
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willingness to experiment. Gabriola’s efforts may represent an example of Wolin’s “fugitive 

democracy” where communities build “sites for democratic revival” (p. 287). 

Structurally, there are several aspects of Sustainable Gabriola that distinguish it from the 

more formal structures that Tumbler Ridge and Tofino have adopted. First is a determination to 

operate free from capital. Sustainable Gabriola relies predominantly on donations and 

volunteerism which liberates the network from living within the constraints imposed by external 

funders, freeing participants to create different ways of thinking about and responding to critical 

community issues169. Secondly, participation in Sustainable Gabriola is open to anyone, the sole 

criterion being that one has an interest in addressing issues related to sustainability. And 

sustainability is defined very broadly to address not only environmental, but also social, 

economic, and cultural considerations. Although a participant list is maintained and people 

sometimes refer to themselves as ‘members’, the concept of membership is irrelevant because 

Sustainable Gabriola is open to everyone. The monthly meetings are attended by activists, 

elected officials, business owners, and members of community organizations. Despite the 

intention to be open to all, Sustainable Gabriola may be perceived by some as ‘elitist’ or ‘left-

leaning’.170 Thirdly, there is no organized hierarchy or formalized structure. Agendas are co-

created by participants. Responsibility to facilitate the meeting and take notes is rotated on a 

roster. Volunteer facilitators are free to host the meeting as they see fit. And fourthly, meetings 

are not decision-driven: the primary purpose is to create spaces for dialogue and to see what 

emerges from that. Where a course of action is proposed, the discussion focuses on how that 

 
169 But Sustainable Gabriola is also pragmatic, partnering with a local non-profit, Island Futures, the 
organization that wholesales heat pumps. On the rare occasion that seed funding is required, Sustainable 
Gabriola can call on Island Futures. 
170 Although open to all, outreach to the broader community generally occurs through participants’ social 
networks, thus attracting those of like mind. 
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action would fit with the overall vision, and its adherence to foundational principles. Only those 

actions that generate sufficient interest and support to move the action forward are implemented. 

An analogy would be with Open Space Technology, a form of dialogue and engagement that 

allows individuals to self-organize around topics they find important. In summary, Sustainable 

Gabriola’s non-traditional social infrastructure is free of capital, open to all, non-hierarchical, 

and principle rather than decision-driven.  

Sustainable Gabriola, the Clayoquot Biosphere Reserve, and the Tumbler Ridge Global 

Geopark are each sites of social learning. For instance, the Clayoquot Biosphere Trust is taking 

concrete steps to foster social learning and strengthen community capacity by hosting capacity-

building dialogues and positioning Clayoquot Sound as a site of learning that brings together 

citizens and local and external academics to learn from each other. Social learning plays an 

important role in distributed governance. Paquet emphasizes that “distributed governance 

through social learning requires not only new structures (more modular and network-like), but 

also more trust on which to build integrated, informal moral contracts” (Paquet, p. 79). 

Sustainable Gabriola with its topic groups (‘modules’) and interconnections between topics and 

community organizations (‘networks’) is an excellent example of a social learning organization. 

Paquet observes that effective social learning networks are not necessarily coherent, that nodes in 

the network do not depend on similarity, strong ties or routines and that they need to have a 

degree of heterogeneity, qualities that “foster a higher potentiality of innovation”, resulting in 

“[m]ore fruitful synergies” (p. 80). Another element of Sustainable Gabriola worth noting is that 

participation is not constrained by formal representation requirements – anyone can attend. This 

differs, for instance, from the governing body of the Clayoquot Biosphere Trust where 

participation is based on prescribed sectoral representation (for instance, governance and 
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business representation through formal institutions). While Sustainable Gabriola’s openness 

extends the field for democratic participation, it does not guarantee it. Considerations such as 

timing, location, and modes of discussion, may inhibit representative community participation.  

The CBT’s community engagement and capacity building efforts position it as a 

‘teaching’ organization which stresses coaching and mentoring as ways to engage citizen voice. 

Although it is not clear to what degree Tumbler Ridge is engaged in social learning activities 

aimed at building or sustaining local community capacity, it is clear that those involved in the 

paleontological initiatives see Tumbler Ridge as a site of learning that extends far beyond its 

population, as the creation of the Museum and its educational programs attest. Similarly, the 

Tumbler Ridge Global Geopark’s education efforts appear to be directed toward education about 

the Geopark. Although it was the collaboration between the Tumbler Ridge Museum Foundation 

and the Wolverine Nordic Mountain Society that built the capacity to establish Tumbler Ridge as 

a global geopark, it is unclear to what extent it would be possible for either of these organizations 

to be used as a site for building local capacity, similar to what the CBT has done.  

In addition to the qualities outlined in the discussion above, the Clayoquot Biosphere 

Trust and Sustainable Gabriola experiences show that there are other attributes that are critical to 

creating an environment in which opportunities for innovation and collaboration thrive, in 

particular, the importance of establishing a shared vision, norms and values and, in the Gabriola 

example, providing regular opportunities for dialogue free of capital and hierarchy.  

All three of the case study communities engage in a form of place-based governance and 

these models affect community attitudes toward autonomous action. All local governments are 

place-based insofar as they are fundamentally concerned with land use planning in the context of 

a particular locale. But each of the case study communities employs a form of place-based 
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governance that brings a particular lens to place -- the Clayoquot Biosphere Reserve, the 

Tumbler Ridge Global Geopark, and, on Gabriola, the Islands Trust. What distinguishes Gabriola 

from the other two communities is that the Islands Trust is the primary form of governance as 

opposed to the Geopark and Biosphere which are layered on to the existing local authorities -- 

District Municipalities and Regional Districts –that have broad mandates that go beyond land use 

planning to the provision of services and infrastructure. Despite these differences, the Clayoquot 

Biosphere Reserve and the Tumbler Ridge Global Geopark and the Islands Trust each act as 

‘public symbols’ and, in the case of Clayoquot, a symbol that is represented and judged on the 

world stage. The Islands Trust governance model, on the other hand, primarily acts as a ‘field of 

care’; it is introspective, as opposed to outward-looking, and is concerned with sustaining rather 

than developing place. This has implications, both positive and negative. On Gabriola, 

introspection and deliberation go hand in hand. Decisions about land use are weighed very 

carefully and often position the protection of place in conflict with achieving social health and 

wellbeing—for instance, housing for the homeless. As a result, decision-making can be very 

slow, a slowness which is both irritating and understood as necessary.  

Gabriola is distinguished by the narrow scope of its governance structure. The Local 

Trust Committee is solely concerned with land use, while limited services are provided by the 

Regional District. As noted above the Islands Trust is ethos-driven—all of its activities are 

guided by the ‘preserve and protect’ mandate. This governance arrangement creates a unique 

culture in which place is privileged, and, as the interviews show, citizens express a commitment 

to stewardship. It also serves as a constant reference point when contentious issues arise. While 

there is, from time to time, grumbling about the limitations of this governance model, an effort to 

supplant it with municipal status was roundly defeated in 2004. And despite different 
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developments in neighbouring settings -- Bowen Island becoming a municipality and Salt Spring 

Island going through two unsuccessful referendums -- Gabriola is showing no signs of wishing to 

revisit the issue. From 1972 to the present, the path has been clear: come here if you are prepared 

to adhere to the ‘preserve and protect’ principle. This does not mean that there are not pressures 

for change, growth, and development, but that the conversation is moderated within the context 

of the ‘preserve and protect’ mandate. The Island Trust’s focus on land use planning, rather than 

limiting, if properly carried out, can be a vehicle for securing an array of indirect benefits such as 

public spaces, green space, transportation, cultural spaces, etc. without imposing unnecessary 

constraints as to how citizens govern themselves, as demonstrated by the Village Vision 

initiative.  

On Gabriola, the limited governance mandate has resulted in a minimalist regulatory 

environment. Consider, for instance, that there is no requirement for a business license as long as 

the proposed use is consistent with zoning (home occupations are allowed in residential zoning). 

A culture has developed on the island of self-regulation, where things are worked out between 

parties and enforcement of bylaws is seen as a last choice. It is within this environment of 

minimal regulations that conflict arises when external authorities attempt to impose regulations 

on the community. As a result, externally imposed restrictions are routinely flaunted, from dog-

on-leash policies in Drumbeg Provincial Park, to selling foods made with local ungraded eggs, to 

hosting community potlucks serving foods not made in commercial kitchens171. Habermas notes 

how “the legal-bureaucratic-monetary form of administratively dealing with certain problems 

itself works against their resolution” (xxxvi) and suggests that the potential for “emancipation, 

resistance and withdrawal” have developed at the “seams” between the lifeworld and the system 

 
171 Under the BC Food Safety Act, events open to the general public must only serve food prepared in a 
commercial kitchen.  
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(xxxvii). On Gabriola, the seams between the lifeworld and the system are large, leaving 

significant scope for emancipatory and transformative practices to develop.  

Tumbler Ridge, as a creature of the state and capital, faces greater challenges in 

conceiving governance outside of the structures that formed it. Although there have been many 

community initiatives and activities, the ability to sustain them has been seriously eroded by the 

declining population and long-distance labour commuting, which effectively removes a large 

segment of the working-age population for long periods of time and weakens the social fabric of 

the community. In response to these challenges, the community has made a determined effort to 

imagine itself as something other than a resource extraction community through initiatives like 

the Tumbler Ridge Global Geopark, the paleontology museum, Grizfest, and the Emperor’s 

Challenge. These initiatives have been spearheaded by a relatively small group of community 

members but the pressures on the social and household economies may erode this capacity and 

limit the ability to experiment with alternatives to the dominant economic narrative of resource 

extraction. Tumbler Ridge research participants rightly understand corporations and the state as 

the solution to adverse events. But if historical declines in resource extraction as a significant 

economic driver continue and Tumbler Ridge is unable to achieve economic diversity, the state 

may be the only fallback. However, state initiatives that focus on encouraging or attracting 

capital are unable to hold capital in place. While the state’s responses to the social and household 

economy pressures appear to be insufficient, Tumbler Ridge local government plays a critical 

role in husbanding the tax base so that in times of shutdown they become the largest employer in 

the community and are able to sustain an array of social infrastructure of which many larger 

communities would be envious. Sustaining households’ ability to ride through downturns may be 
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the lynchpin to ensuring the community can survive for the next uptick in the cycle, or more 

strategically, to imagine a different future for the community.  

In thinking about how communities might evolve self-governance capacity, the real and 

imagined relationships with Indigenous communities must be considered, for as Magnusson 

notes, the Indigenous desire for self-governance could hold lessons for non-Indigenous 

communities. Of the three communities, only Tofinoites understand Indigenous interests as 

having the potential to significantly impact the community’s economic and social health and 

have taken substantive actions to engage with the local First Nations at both a citizen level and a 

government-to-government level. Tumbler Ridgians, on the other hand, find it difficult to 

imagine that Indigenous communities would have anything to offer, believing instead that the 

relationship would be one where Tumbler Ridge would be offering some form of assistance or 

opportunity to nearby Indigenous communities. Gabriola research participants, for the most part, 

are somewhat bemused about what a relationship with the Snuneymuxw would entail172.  

As the discussion above shows, each of the communities is involved in some aspects of 

self-governance, even though they may not be consciously doing so. The issue of ‘consciousness’ 

is important—our ability to govern ourselves requires an awareness of our subjectification, the 

ways in which we are made ignorant of our real interests, and the ideological forces at play, as 

well as an awareness of our range of choices and inherent power to act. Nonetheless, in each 

community we see examples of individuals exercising judgement, taking responsibility, and 

 
172 Subsequent to the field research, the Snuneymuxw negotiated with the Federal government for 
compensation for the breach of the original treaty and received $50 million for lands expropriated from 
their territory (where Nanaimo now stands) and 1000 acres of land on Gabriola to compensate for the 
remainder of the claim. Whether as a result of the success of that claim, or simply the surfacing of a latent 
desire to engage with Indigenous peoples, an ad hoc group of Gabriolans has been actively engaging with 
Snuneymuxw elders to organize events aimed at reconciliation and relationship building. These events 
have been well-attended. 
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acting beyond their own narrow interests. Less robust is the evidence of mechanisms or spaces 

for all the community members to examine their commonalities and differences, and to engage in 

respectful dialogue to identify and solve shared problems. It is also clear, that with the exception 

of Gabriola, there is a tendency to continue to see the state as the container for politics and as the 

singular holder of power, even in the face of discourses which repudiate the capacity of the state 

to play a meaningful role.  

I began this research by asking how communities have reacted to externally generated 

ruptures associated with the processes of globalization, and how they have governed themselves 

in response. As you will recall, my theses were that responding coherently to rupture events is 

inhibited by a lack of awareness of the complex interrelationships of the constituent elements of 

the economy and a tendency to see the state as the singular site of governance. The degree to 

which these theses are true depends on specific circumstances in the subject communities.  

In the final chapter, I outline critical learnings gleaned from my interactions with the case 

study communities. These lessons gesture towards an interconnected set of considerations 

required to enable communities to more fully realize self-governance and create an environment 

that will sustain it. I focus on: knowledge, relationship-building, unstructuring, persistence, and 

reconciliation.  
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Chapter 11—Reimagining Governance in the Global/Local Paradigm 

And if we do not want to decide normative questions in the basic matter of our 

living-together by open or covert force, by coercion, influence or by allowing the 

might of the stronger interest to prevail, but rather by non-violent conviction on 

the basis of a rationally motivated agreement, then we will have to concentrate 

on those questions which are amenable to impartial judgment. When we ask 

what is good for me, or good for us, or good for them, we can’t expect a 

generally binding answer; we should rather ask: what is equally good for all. 

—Jürgen Habermas  

There is no question that each of the case study communities is intricately bound up in 

the web of global capital. Tofino is awash with tourists who put unsustainable strain on local 

human and physical infrastructure, Tumbler Ridge reels from the unpredictability of the coal 

market, and Gabriolans rely on a marginal economy fueled predominantly by pensions and low 

wage jobs. In addition to their dependence on the global economy as a primary source of income, 

all three communities, due to their physical locations, are highly dependent on external resources 

to meet most of their basic needs. Each of the communities faces significant housing challenges 

and an unstable employment environment. To varying degrees, each community also experiences 

an array of negative health consequences including mental illness, substance use problems, 

domestic violence and poverty. Moreover, many of the economic strategies that communities 

have deployed have environmental consequences. This has increased saliency with the 

international recognition of a climate crisis  (United Nations, n.d.). Although environmental 

considerations were not part of the initial research design and implementation, which took place 
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in 2016, issues of environmental sustainability emerged throughout the interview and survey 

responses, reinforcing the importance of understanding how conceptions of place influence 

attitudes toward the economy and governance. It is within this context that all three communities 

are exploring and enacting different ways of governing through the challenges they face. My 

primary focus in this chapter is on exploring the lessons that other small communities might take 

to bolster their ability to govern in the face of unpredictability, and secondarily the implications 

for planners and policy makers.  

Magnusson reminds us that both capitalism and the modern state emerged out of political 

struggle and are no more natural in their authority or authenticity than any other movement and 

with the potential to be just as transitory (Magnusson, p. 22). Seeing the state and capital in this 

light invites us to imagine possible alternatives. And, although it may be too early to predict the 

end of capitalism, it is clear that the voracious appetite of capital to consume all in its path may 

ultimately result in the destruction of the very elements on which its survival depends—raw 

materials, human subjects, and the environment. Dicken et al, in describing the unbounded, 

unpredictable, shifting nature of production systems, note that these systems will ultimately 

“mutate and evolve into new constellations of connections” (p. 104). But with the rapid changes 

in technology, it is becoming increasingly difficult to predict what these new constellations of 

connections might be and how long they can be expected to last. Navigating through this 

complexity may require that we develop more flexible systems of governance, both outside of, 

and within, the modern state, capable of responding to the shape-shifting tendencies of capital. 

Although occurring outside the research period, the present coronavirus pandemic with its actual, 

as opposed to metaphorical, mutations, has created a planet-wide rupture that highlights the 
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critical importance of governance at all levels as nations, regions, and communities rush to 

implement adaptive strategies.  

Conceiving alternatives will require that we understand the appropriate role of the state 

within the complex of ‘economy’, and the relation of the local to the global. Doing so will 

awaken us to the possibilities that exist within the interstices, enabling us to take actions and 

implement strategies that result in a well-calibrated, interconnected set of household, social, 

political and capital ‘economies’ -- essentially a new conception of economy. In this newly 

conceived economy, rather than privileging the capital and political spheres, we might choose to 

insist on the essential value of the household and social economies rather than treating them as 

afterthoughts or byproducts of the capital economy. The insistence on our inviolable agency and 

our place in regulating the various ‘economies’ may create a new political discourse in which 

issues like childcare, eldercare, affordable housing, and the environment are understood to be 

necessary components of a healthy economy rather than something that would be nice to have, if 

only we could afford them.  

But before we are able to do that, we need to focus on understanding the heterogenous 

and interdependent nature of what we condense into the singularity of ‘economy’, and to 

understand the state’s legitimate and contained role therein. In order to imagine a different 

economy, we have to come to grips with what we currently understand to be the economy. This is 

a necessary step to begin the process of democratizing capital. Similarly, to imagine a different 

concept of state, we have to create a space in which we understand self-governance to be as 

important as institutional governance. 

The lessons outlined in this chapter highlight the ways the research communities engaged 

in governance in the gaps between the dominant systems and points to lessons for other 
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communities faced with similar issues. I have focused these lessons on individuals as 

autonomous actors working to achieve communally shared objectives -- what Habermas 

described in the opening quotation as “equally good for all”. Although there are important 

lessons for politicians, policy makers, planners and community organizations, in the context of 

liberal democracy, individuals have the capacity to take action regardless of what they are paid to 

do. Being a planning consultant, or a public servant, a corporate actor, or a business entrepreneur 

does not separate us from our fundamental human responsibility to care for ourselves, each other, 

and the places where we live. Regardless of what happens in the systems and institutions that 

have such a jarring effect on our ‘lifeworld’, individuals are critical actors in regulating the 

‘crisis tendencies of capital’ through their autonomous actions and their interactions with 

dominant systems. It is through the collective, persistent efforts of individuals that institutions 

and systems will shift and change.  

At its heart, this chapter is concerned with the formation of Graham-Gibson’s ‘ethical 

local subject’. This would be a subject conscious of the dominant ideologies that provide a 

diminished field of democratic possibility, that sees the state as simultaneously immanent and 

ultimately ineffective, and that glosses over the connections between place, households, 

economy and the enactment of the political. I describe a composite course of actions employed 

by the communities that create a field of action for the ‘ethical local subject’, that is, valuing 

knowledge, building relationships, unstructuring, persisting, and reconciling. I do this by 

examining the various degrees and ways that the case study communities have enacted self-

governance, the strategies they have employed and the results they have achieved. In particular, I 

have focused on the ways which communities are able to take advantage of the relative 

autonomy between the political, social and capital domains to exploit the “ambiguities of power 
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and autonomy” (Wolch & Dear, p. 13). My ultimate aim has been to understand the ‘how’ of 

being an ‘ethical local subject’ in the context of the global/local paradigm.  

I take care not to suggest that there is a line in the sand where, on one side, a person is 

ethical, and on the other, unethical. I imagine this as a process of ‘becoming’ that depends on 

awareness, judgement, and knowledge-building. In this way, we are required to continually ask a 

series of difficult questions: why is this happening? what role do I play in sustaining the status 

quo? In what way do I create ‘others’ whom I blame for the challenges I face? What could I do 

differently to pivot away from repetitive and ineffective patterns of actions? What values and 

belief systems do I have that hold me in place and limit my ability to imagine transformative 

change? Gary Tomkinson, the unemployed miner from Tumbler Ridge, eloquently depicts this 

struggle: valuing personal responsibility, the roles of various actors in working together to solve 

problems, and at the same time struggling with the conflicting emotions of empathy for, and 

resentment of, Indigenous neighbours who he believes are in an advantaged position when it 

comes to jobs. In his willingness to wrestle with his own beliefs, Gary exemplifies the process of 

continual ‘becoming’.  

In this chapter, I examine the lessons from the case study communities’ efforts to govern 

through rupture. But those lessons must be evaluated against the theoretical propositions that 

suggest that communities are unaware of the complex economic/social/political context in which 

they exist and are state-centric in their endeavors. First, although the subject communities were 

not, for the most part, overtly conscious of the complex interrelationships of the constituent 

elements of the economy, their responses to rupture tended to bridge the political and social 

domains to various degrees suggesting some degree of appreciation of the connections. Second, 

while Tumbler Ridge and Tofino gravitated towards the state as the primary actor, rather than this 
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reflecting an inherent tendency to privilege the state, it may instead be a reflection of the role the 

state played in the evolution of the community, in the case of Tumbler Ridge, or in sustaining 

balance, in the case of Tofino. Specifically, Tumbler Ridge was a single industry instant town 

created by the state; it had no history prior to its creation. There was no gestation period, no slow 

evolution to its present situation. Instead, Tumbler Ridge emerged full grown and was 

immediately thrust into a series of cyclical crises for which the only possible moderator, in the 

absence of capital investment, could be the state.  

Initially the role of the state was expressed in Tofino and Gabriola with the appropriation 

of land from First Nations. The development of contemporary governance structures and their 

claims to these appropriated lands grew up alongside Indigenous governance claims and evolved 

over time. Over the longer term, Gabriolans and Tofinoites had the opportunity to influence the 

type of governance structure that would be implemented. Tofino ultimately evolved as a District 

Municipality and Gabriola as a Trust Island. As in Tumbler Ridge, Gabriola’s governance 

structure resulted from a political decision. But distinct from Tumbler Ridge, this decision was 

intended to halt development and protect the unique Gulf Island ecology, and it was one that 

residents had an opportunity to influence. I emphasize the different governance development 

paths to provide context for each community’s attitudes toward the state’s role. 

For all three communities, attitudes towards the capital economy and the state are context 

and locale-specific, influenced by the history of economic development in the locale, the type of 

local governance available, and the community demographic and geographic attributes. 

Importantly, while there is some evidence of Brown’s ‘undemocratic citizen’ indifferent to 

freedom or equality and dismissive of the state (2006, p. 692), or Eisenstadt’s citizen primarily 

concerned with themselves (2016, p. 31), it is not the norm in these communities. Certainly, there 
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are examples of frustration, for instance about accessibility of local government processes, or 

misalignment of provincial policies with local needs, but the greater frustration is aimed at the 

unpredictability of the global economy and the challenges in responding to impacts felt locally.   

It is also important to note that, many of the strategies deployed in Gabriola and Tofino 

were not explicitly implemented in response to rupture events and not solely focused on the 

economy. Tumbler Ridge, faced with a seemingly endless series of rupture events, focused its 

strategies on economic alternatives. However, it is unclear whether reliance on an economic fix 

alone will address the social and household harms Tumbler Ridgians experience. In contrast, the 

ruptures in Tofino and Gabriola were one-time events that had occurred two decades earlier, and 

the community governance activities were focused on relationship-building across interests, not 

necessarily in response to rupture, but possibly as a result of the experience of rupture. But 

despite Tumbler Ridge’s focus on economic project-oriented recovery strategies, it too created or 

participated in vehicles for enhanced governance. While Tofino and Gabriola may have had 

specific initiatives to address the economy, their self-governance efforts were aimed at more 

comprehensive responses to address an array of community needs.  

All three communities enacted governance strategies outside of the normative governance 

structures. These strategies, rather than being a repudiation of traditional structures, provided 

capacities that would be more difficult to achieve within the legislatively circumscribed local 

government mechanisms of district municipality, regional district or local trust. Instead, they act 

as complementary governance vehicles. In the case of Tofino and Tumbler Ridge, the Biosphere 

and Geopark designations provide a vehicle for broadening the reach of local government and 

situate those efforts firmly in the realm of place. In both cases, this enabled a variety of interests 

from municipal and regional governments, and Indigenous communities to be brought together. 
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Tumbler Ridge and Tofino’s efforts supplemented the existing governance vehicles by bridging 

across geographies and interests. Gabriola, through the creation of Sustainable Gabriola and the 

Health Care Foundation, created a complementary capacity which aimed to address the gaps in 

planning capacity and service provision missing from the existing lean, hybrid governance 

structure. In this regard, it is significant that when given the opportunity, Gabriolans 

overwhelmingly voted against municipal status. As the community bus service and the health 

centre attest, the community was able to achieve what might have been accomplished under a 

traditional small local government mandate by bridging local and provincial service domains. 

Moreover, the Gabriola self-governance approach provided the ability to accelerate planning for 

priority concerns and created more accessible venues for community engagement, making it 

possible to tackle contentious issues. Nonetheless, its effectiveness was dependent on working in 

a way that was complementary to and respectful of the Local Trust, RDN, and health authority 

efforts.   

The reader could be forgiven for concluding that I think that Gabriola has got it right. 

There is ample evidence of significant innovation on Gabriola, however, innovation of that 

degree and type was not revealed to me through this research in Tofino and Tumbler Ridge. 

However, it is clear that both of these communities have achieved singular success at gaining 

recognition as unique global sites, a significant achievement, and one that many Gulf Islanders 

have unsuccessfully sought through efforts to have the Salish Sea protected as a national marine 

park (Scott D. , 2018). The intention of this research is not to draw comparisons between 

communities struggling with both common and notably different challenges, but rather to see 

what lessons can be learned from the experiences that were uncovered and to share those lessons 



Globalization’s Ruptures and Responses 

 404 

with other communities. Understanding some of the experiences of Tofino and Tumbler, and the 

differences they exhibited simply placed Gabriola’s features in higher relief. 

Drawing on the experiences of the three communities, I describe five interconnected 

practices to describe how, acting as ethical local subjects, we might penetrate the “simultaneity 

of social, political, and economic life in time and space” (Wolch & Dear, p. 6) and create a “new 

orientation of livelihood: of practical, self-managing, self-renewing societies in which people 

care first for each other, in a living world” (Williams in Adkin, p. 110). “Penetrating 

simultaneity” requires an awareness of how the conflation of the social, political, and economic 

domains occurs, its impact on social organization, and the strategies necessary to effectively act 

in all three areas to achieve Williams’ objective. Five practices outlined below provide a 

foundation for penetrating simultaneity: 

 The first practice involves creating an underpinning of knowledge that bridges the local 

and the extra-local.  The second practice focuses on relationship-building as a fundamental 

governance activity. The third probes the efficacy of our attachment to structure and proposes an 

alternative to structural governance. Another practice centres on exploring the attitudes that 

inhibit our ability to conceive of possibilities outside of those preordained by the structures and 

processes we assume are available to us and emphasizes the importance of persistence. The last 

practice signals the potential of reconciliation as a tool, not only of mending fractured 

relationships with Indigenous peoples, but as a critical step in self-governance. Taken together, 

these practices provide a road map that can be used to move forward in an iterative process 

through which it may be possible to transform ourselves, our relationships, our systems and our 

institutions. 
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Building a Knowledge Foundation  

Throughout this dissertation, I have described the challenges communities face in 

discerning the complex interdependencies that underpin what is referred to as “the economy” and 

the governance modalities that are available to local actors to influence or alter unpredictable 

rupture impacts. In addressing these challenges, all three communities engaged in a variety of 

knowledge building and knowledge exchange strategies; however, each community’s approach is 

unique to its circumstances. As Giddens notes knowledge is not equally available or accessible to 

all, and each actor’s knowledge exists in the context of his/her lived experience and is not 

generalizable (p. 73). Not only must knowledge not be limited to an individual’s lived experience 

it should not be limited to the current moment in time; knowledge is also historical and precedes 

individual experiences.  

Both Tofino and Tumbler Ridge take a deeply historical approach to knowledge. Through 

local government and the Clayoquot Biosphere Trust (CBT) efforts, Tofino is taking steps to go 

deeper in the history that precedes European occupation to better understand the lessons that 

might apply contemporarily. The CBT grounds its work in the history of Indigenous/occupier 

relations and, working in collaboration with representative First Nations, builds its governance 

approach on Indigenous principles. The Trust also understands knowledge as transactional and 

takes steps to bring in external knowledge and to disperse knowledge throughout the community 

in order to build local capacity. Part of Tumbler Ridge’s recovery efforts resulted from Charles 

Helm’s deep curiosity about the region and its physical history. Finding the dinosaur trackway 

amplified the search for new knowledge and resulted in the creation of the Peace Region 

Palaeontology Research Centre spawning an influx of visiting academics, publications of 

findings, and making Tumbler Ridge a site of international interest. Gabriola’s knowledge-
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building efforts were more organic, focused on recording local history through the Gabriola 

Museum and Historical Society and the work of local amateur historians, and knowledge 

exchange through the monthly meetings of Sustainable Gabriola. For these communities, 

effectively tackling the problems of the present is grounded in an understanding of the history 

that underpins the current situation.  

What is less clear in these examples is the degree to which these knowledge-building 

efforts are accessible to, and representative of, differences of classes, gender, culture and 

geography. To what degree do these efforts provide equitable access to existing knowledge, 

opportunities for citizens to contribute their own knowledge, and mechanisms for understanding 

and contextualizing the significance of lived experience? The Clayoquot Biosphere Trust’s 

efforts at knowledge-sharing and capacity-building embody some of these considerations. One 

could imagine the potential of forums like the Clayoquot Biosphere Trust, the Tumbler Ridge 

Global Geopark Society, and Sustainable Gabriola, if strategies were built on the shared 

knowledge of the interconnected elements of the economy and drawn from the full expression of 

all class and community interests. From personal experience I know that Gabriola’s approach 

espouses these ideals but falls short of achieving them. Most activities and events attract like-

minded people linked through affiliation networks, as a result, some perspectives are not 

represented. Understanding the relationships between the household, social, political and 

economic spheres presents opportunities to work across interests, class and gender if viewed 

through the lens of possibility rather than polarity.  

More research is required to understand the role that class, gender and social position 

play in self-governance activities in small communities. A particular focus might be the 

representation of working-class and women’s voices in shaping self-governance approaches.  
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Relationship building--creating spaces and relationships of possibility  

Building community knowledge requires creating spaces and contexts for examining and 

understanding the challenges the community faces. This can be accomplished by creating sites of 

dialogue and discourse and building the capacity to work in unpredictable, and sometimes 

conflictual, discursive environments. Examining critical issues with others provides the 

opportunity to create a shared repository of experiences, perspectives, beliefs, and values as a 

foundation for understanding why things are as they are, to make judgements about the impacts 

being experienced, and, through deliberations, to begin to discern the ways to regulate the 

dominant systems. This will require looking for or creating ways of engaging beyond individual 

circumscribed interests. Although not profiled in this research, a recent Sustainable Gabriola 

initiative -- Gabriola Talks -- is aimed at bringing the community together to talk about conflict-

laden topics. Like many of Sustainable Gabriola’s efforts, this initiative is intended to broaden 

perspectives, increase knowledge and strengthen local capacity.  

There is a tendency to imagine sites of dialogue and discourse as places where like-

minded people come together to pool their skills and knowledge to address the critical challenges 

their communities face. And certainly, the Clayoquot Biosphere Trust, Tumbler Ridge Global 

Geopark, and Sustainable Gabriola demonstrate the powerful results that can be achieved when 

that happens. However, there is a real danger when action is based on the interests of like-

minded people, that we not only ‘other’ and exclude, but that we fail to build strategies that will 

address the complex challenges that heterogenous communities face, instead perpetuating instead 

binary narratives to describe how the world works. Care must be taken not to reinforce the 

contemporary political landscape of polarized, entrenched positions. Instead, the spaces that we 

create for dialogue and discourse must allow conflicting beliefs and values to be examined and 
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deliberated on. Actors engaging in this type of deliberation are practicing the essence of the 

political. At the same time, this is difficult work: individual and community capacities exist, as 

demonstrated in the case studies, but they are not the same from one locale to another or from 

one individual to another. Developing local capacity to navigate through difficult and potentially 

divisive conversations should be the foundation on which we build. I am not suggesting that we 

create a ‘level playing field’ where all communities have the same capacities or rely on external 

experts to fill their capacity gaps, although I do recognize that there are times when an external 

perspective is valuable. The danger in creating a ‘canned’ set of capacities that should apply to 

all communities is that we imagine a set of abilities and capacities uniformly available and see 

the absence as a need to be remedied by the state or external experts. Judgments about capacity 

should emerge from the community rather than being imposed externally, and social learning 

structures must be reflective of the characteristics of the particular community.  There is no 

single, right approach.  

Secondly, opening up safe, inclusive spaces for dialogue does not ensure that everyone 

will participate or, if they do, stay engaged in the process. Our responsibility in creating these 

spaces is to ensure equitable access to allow for a range of experiences to be expressed. This 

requires going beyond asking the question, “whose voice is absent?”, which imagines that 

presence is the only way that one can have her/his voice heard. Rather that task might be to ask 

whose story is not being told, and what tools can we use to ensure those stories are told? It is not 

clear from the current research to what extent this has occurred. This is an area that requires 

further investigation.  
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Free-range governance—developing a tolerance for the open and 

unstructured 

As noted earlier, each of the case study communities is involved in forms of governance 

in which relationships in the context of place are the central consideration. And all three are 

engaged in governance models that are either mandated from afar (e.g., the UNESCO designated 

Biosphere and Geopark) or legislated jurisdictionally (e.g., the Islands Trust). Each of these 

forms of governance, while providing opportunities for collaborative governance—the UNESCO 

regimes through opening up spaces for multiple interests to address issues, and the Islands Trust 

through the leanness of its mandate—is encased in a preordained structure with externally 

imposed mandates. Sustainable Gabriola gives a glimpse into the freedom of the unstructured. 

This is a model that steers away from the notion that someone else is the “authority”, instead 

understanding individuals as authorities in their own right. It is important to understand this 

model, not as a repudiation of the role of institutional governance, but as a complementary 

process which invites a broader range of participation. Its success at bridging between 

institutional and autonomous governance can be measured not only by its success in developing 

and implementing initiatives that are ultimately adopted by government agencies but by the fact 

that elected officials routinely attend the monthly meetings where they participate in discussions.  

As Tofino and Tumbler Ridge show, it is sometimes difficult for individuals in 

communities to imagine that they can create meaningful change other than by participating in 

processes implemented by various authorities. Some would suggest that we need to engage in co-

governance (for example, Paquet). As the Gabriola Village Vision example shows, the 

possibilities exist to go beyond being a ‘co-producer of governance’, to mobilizing and acting, 

pivoting away from the state’s anodyne offers of consultation as the expression of co-
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governance. In the absence of acceptable approaches to meaningful consultation, citizens in the 

case study communities enacted their own processes instead of, or in parallel to, the state 

prescribed processes.  

There is a tendency to understand the formal structures of the state and civil society as the 

only formats for action. In the first instance, this blinkers us to the potential of engaging in the 

gaps, cracks and interstices within the dominant systems. In the second instance, it adheres us to 

formal structures bound by rules, limitations, and prohibitions. This is not to suggest that 

communities should avoid engaging with these entities but rather that they should also assess 

where acting in unoccupied/under-occupied spaces and in less structured ways would be more 

beneficial, and which might ultimately have the potential to achieve system change. Nor is this a 

call to dismantle existing entities, although they may choose to adopt Paquet’s “more modular 

and network-like structures” (p. 79). Rather, it provides an opening to reconceive 

citizens’relationships to the prescribed governance institutions and consider the myriad ways in 

which we, as individuals, can govern—that is, guide and steer our communities towards 

sustainability. In the face of an uncoerced civil society prepared to act independently of the state, 

how might state policies shift from directing, authorizing or prohibiting? For instance, it is 

unlikely that Gabriola would have a health care centre, a community bus service or a planning 

framework for the village core had individuals and groups not taken action instead of petitioning 

state entities to act on their behalf. Some might argue that Gabriolans simply let the state off the 

hook by doing what was within the state’s mandate. But this does not take into account the 

impact of citizen action on the state apparatus—specifically, educating the state about new ways 

of being and doing and ultimately building respect for local knowledge and capacity. State 
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actions that followed and were informed by the work of the community offered planners 

potential models for consideration in other communities.  

Possibilities and Persistence 

Another fundamental lesson from the case study communities is the importance of 

adopting an attitude of possibility rather than inevitability, recognizing that through actions in 

our day-to-day lives we can find commonality in the midst of competing, conflicting, and 

complementary beliefs, and, with others, co-create different ways of being. And more broadly it 

means recognizing the possibilities inherent in contingency, divergence, unpredictability, and 

incoherence. Self-governance is not only possible but necessary work that must be undertaken 

regardless of the existence and sufficiency of formal state and social institutions. Even if one 

cannot imagine occupying spaces left vacant or under-enacted by the state, individuals have the 

capacity to act, just as Tumbler Ridge’s Paula Coutts did. Self-governance efforts are amplified 

when they are distributed across a network drawing together manifold voices, capacities and 

knowledge, and directed towards a common purpose and objectives, as demonstrated in all three 

communities. 

In addressing the impacts of global capital in their communities, it is easy for individuals 

to feel overwhelmed, as if small actions will ultimately be futile. One of the lessons learned from 

the three communities is the power of incrementalism. Tumbler Ridge physician Charles Helm 

speaks with pride at the very short time period it took establish the Global Geopark—under two 

years. And while this was a great accomplishment for a small community, significant work had 

already been done in establishing backbone community organizations like the Wolverine Nordic 

Mountain Society (WNMS), and the Tumbler Ridge Museum Foundation (TRMF) which were 
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well positioned to collaboratively move the project along. This also speaks to the value of 

knitting together relationships across interests and mandates.  

Magnusson and Walker note that people are discouraged from “doing things that might 

not turn out to be revolutionary” (p. 57). This tendency may be stronger when faced with 

complex problems without clear solutions. The case study communities shed a light on why that 

might be: first, people engaging in self-governance activities may have a tendency to expect that 

actions taken will result in definitive, concrete outcomes; and second, people have a propensity 

to imagine the process of change as a series of progressive forward-moving activities ultimately 

culminating in a predetermined, successful outcome. Certainly, Village Vision had started its 

process imagining that the results would be a comprehensive set of findings to guide the 

development of the village core, and that this report would be largely adopted by the Local Trust 

Committee. In reality, the end result was very different. The Village Vision Planning Committee 

(VVPC) produced a report but the end product was less important than the process: over the 

course of the project over 250 Gabriolans were engaged in envisioning possibilities for the 

village core and learning about planning. The report was ultimately presented to the Local Trust 

Committee. However, rather than asking that the report be reviewed by staff and adopted, the 

VVPC chose to advance particular objectives on a case by case basis, in other words, breaking 

things down into small incremental steps. Thus, rather than a revolutionary result, the group’s 

incrementalism is resulting in small changes which, over time, may result in significant change. 

In this way, institutional and systemic change, rather than being a target for action, is a by-

product, occurring at the transformational moment that tips systems onto a new trajectory. 

Both the Gabriola GERTIE bus initiative and the six-year Village Vision planning process 

are examples of the challenges communities face in making change. Both initiatives were 
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initiatively scoffed at and rebuffed by local government. In the case of GERTIE, the organizing 

team had to develop a service plan that met Transport Canada standards, run the service using 

almost exclusively volunteer drivers for three years, and demonstrate service demand to a 

threshold set by the Regional District, before they could get the support of the Regional Director 

to hold a referendum on stabilizing a more permanent arrangement. In their initial approach to 

the Local Trustees, the Village Vision project was rebuffed on the basis that ‘planning’ was the 

sole purview of elected officials and planners. After almost a year spent absorbing what had 

happened, the Village Vision group concluded that they did not need the ‘permission’ of the 

Trustees to engage in a planning process. People persisted for a variety of reasons: first, a 

concern that the work would not get done otherwise; second, they valued the autonomy afforded 

by working outside of the normative systems; and, third, their belief that autonomy might 

produce a much more creative outcome than could be achieved within the constraints of the 

formal system.   

As inspiring as the Gabriola examples may be, the transferability and sustainability of 

this model must be examined. Given Gabriola’s large pool of financially secure retirees, could 

other communities hope to replicate this model, and can Gabriola expect to sustain this model 

beyond the lifespan of its current volunteer base? Perhaps the focus needs to be less on ‘how’ 

Gabriola achieved its successes and more on the principles that underpinned the work. Tofino, 

and to a lesser degree, Tumbler Ridge have something that Gabriola does not – staffed 

infrastructure. The Clayoquot Biosphere Trust has financial and human resources and is well-

positioned to implement a model that invites grassroots community priority setting and action 

planning. Moreover, the CBT has the capacity to implement actions and the relational capacity to 

sustain those actions across the region. Gabriola on the other hand, may be challenged to sustain 
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the forums created for community engagement and action beyond the next 10 years, in the 

absence of some form of Universal Basic Income that might enable the working age population 

to be more actively engaged in community activities. This too is an area for future research.  

Suggesting persistence for a community like Tumbler Ridge may seem, at best, to be do-

gooder utopic advice for a community in dystopic circumstances, and at worst, arrogance. But 

Tumbler Ridge has been a model of persistence: since the beginning of Tumbler Ridge’s episodic 

ruptures, the community has maintained its efforts to sustain itself. Going beyond economic 

strategizing and political advocacy, Tumbler Ridge has positioned itself to be profiled in the 

CBC series Still Standing and set as the site of a Game of Thrones promotion. But feel-good 

boosterism and a fantasy epic cannot cure Tumbler Ridge’s ills. This raises an important 

question: is persistence the singular purview of the autonomous agent or even more broadly, civil 

society? Specifically, is it on the backs of Tumbler Ridgians that the solution to the community’s 

economic and social woes rest?  

As described above in the theory chapter (Chapter 2), Jessop described a range of 

institutional complexes necessary to ensure capitalism could survive its inherent contradictions. 

One of those was the “capital-citizen accord” which addressed the relationship between the 

political and capital domains and the strategies employed by social forces to achieve equilibrium. 

Solutions to Tumbler Ridge’s problems do not lay at the feet of the individual community 

members but instead in the collective and in the polity.  Specifically, does the state have a duty to 

act? Remember that Tumbler Ridge was a creation of the state and remember also Scott’s 

observation about the hubris of modernist plans. In planning Tumbler Ridge, did the state 

consider the possibility of failure? Prudence would suggest that large-scale projects should 

include planning for worst-case scenarios. In the Tumbler Ridge context, the two scenarios that 
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immediately come to mind are 1) depletion of the resource to the point it is no longer 

economically viable to continue extraction; and 2) market instability or collapse. It is beyond the 

scope of this research to investigate that issue but if such worst-case scenario planning took 

place, were strategies identified and should they be examined and considered in the present 

circumstances? More importantly, does the state have an obligation in having created Tumbler 

Ridge to persist in ensuring its sustainability?  

Embracing reconciliation  

Each of the case study communities has a qualitatively different attitude to, and 

relationship with, nearby Indigenous peoples: Tofino, committed to deep engagement; Tumbler 

Ridge, uncertain as to what that relationship could do for them; and Gabriola, easing into 

exploration. As miner Gary Tomkinson’s experience demonstrates, work needs to be done to 

reconcile the long history of excluding Indigenous voices, work that cannot be left to Truth and 

Reconciliation Commissions only, but that must be embraced locally. A unique opportunity exists 

to build self-governance capacity by actively engaging in the work of reconciliation, not simply 

to address past injustices and build respectful futures but to learn from people who have held 

onto the belief in their inherent right to self-government, a notion that is increasingly foreign to 

non-Indigenous people, instead supplanted by reliance on normative institutions which seem 

distant from the day to day interests of those governed. Doing this work also prepares the ground 

for reconciling a variety of interests and perspectives beyond the Indigenous/non-Indigenous.  

As I noted earlier, the individual community responses to rupture are context specific. 

One cannot assume that Tofino’s strategies for Indigenous relationship-building are translatable 

to Tumbler Ridge. The difference in geographies alone – from Tofino where the majority of 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous actors are densely co-located in a small geographic area, to 
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Tumbler Ridge where Indigenous and non-Indigenous populations are sparsely distributed over a 

large geography—may inhibit the application of the Tofino model in the Tumbler Ridge area. 

However, it should not be dismissed out of hand. Remote northern communities have a long 

history of working across distances to address common needs. Perhaps a more challenging 

difference is that rather than only relating to one Nation – the Nuu-chah-nulth with a shared 

culture and customs – Tumbler Ridge must consider a multiplicity of First Nations with different 

cultures and customs. Nonetheless, it might be worthwhile for Tumbler Ridge to consider the 

Clayoquot Biosphere Trust governance model and consider whether there are aspects that could 

be incorporated into the Global Geopark governance model.    

There is a particular lesson that non-Indigenous people aspiring to have ‘voice’, to 

exercise autonomy, and to achieve progressive change, can take from Indigenous people. That is 

‘resolve’—the willingness to stand up for a principle; to turn away from cynicism; to never turn 

away from injustices, even those perpetrated historically; and simply to persist for as long as it 

takes. Perhaps one could argue that Indigenous persistence is driven by a sense of grievance, and 

that non-Indigenous peoples, at least in the immediate instance, have nothing to be aggrieved 

about. But the destructive legacy of colonization and global capital on Indigenous peoples is a 

shared legacy, because regardless of our resistance in a moment in time, we have all been made 

complicit in the end result. Redressing historic wrongs will provide people with the moral 

authority to demand that present injustices be addressed. Moreover, it will provide a means for 

engaging in conversations across a wider range of perspectives and interests. Despite the case 

study communities’ varied degrees of attunement to the aspirations and ambitions of nearby 

Indigenous communities, those aspirations will be played out with or without the engagement of 

non-Indigenous neighbours.  
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Some Lessons to Consider 

Earlier I described the tendency to generalize all Indigenous experience as homogenous. 

That tendency may also extend to how we view rural communities. We have seen how the 

core/periphery binary has shaped attitudes to rural places and circumscribed our appreciation of 

the potential roles for rural communities in shaping a sustainable economy but also in addressing 

their own needs. A secondary effect of this binary is to generalize the rural experience. As the 

case study communities demonstrate, all rural communities are not the same. Their geographic 

locations determine their access to transportation corridors, supply chains, and services, as well 

as their physical infrastructure capacity. Consider also that small communities will not all have 

the same governance models: from unincorporated areas to villages, municipalities, and district 

municipalities to trusts, each provides a different set of capacities and context for action. And 

even where the governance model is the same, it may be implemented in very different ways 

(consider the scalar differences between the Tumbler Ridge and Tofino district municipality 

designations). Each of the case study communities has distinct physical attributes, demographics, 

cultures, needs, and capacities. And each implemented adaptive strategies that were uniquely 

suited to their particular geographic, social, and cultural contexts. What works in Gabriola is 

unlikely to be directly transferable to Tofino or Tumbler Ridge. Nonetheless, there may be 

aspects of what worked in one community that can be adapted to the others.  

Although my primary focus is on the ‘ethical local subject’, there are several lessons here 

for planners and policy makers. First, they would be wise to examine the context of each 

community carefully and avoid generalizations and assumptions about communities’ needs, 

capabilities and capacities. Rather than assessing the local situation solely in terms of 

deficiencies or challenges, planners might instead take stock of the strategies communities have 
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implemented and ask themselves: do government policies support these efforts or obstruct them? 

Do they build on local competencies and capacities or require external expertise? Can they be 

sustained if expertise is withdrawn?  Being small means that these communities can be sites of 

experimentation with the potential to pioneer innovation, evaluate outcomes and scale up.  

A second lesson for planners is to eschew prescriptive, inflexible approaches when 

establishing programs or offering support. Programs that are  principle-based and objective-

driven have a greater likelihood of enabling strategies responsive to local need, that allow the 

flexibility to adapt to changing circumstances and emerging opportunities, and make the best use 

of available resources. Tofino’s experience with the Destination Tourism funding is illustrative. 

Tofino was eligible for funding to attract more tourists but was not allowed to use the funding to 

ensure the infrastructure to support the high volume of tourists they were attracting. The 

mutating nature of global capital requires the capacity to develop adaptive rather than 

prescriptive responses. Furthermore, all plans should include provisions for worst-case scenarios. 

Perhaps, if this occurred as a routine part of state-based planning, fewer grand schemes would 

make it through Cabinet, and those that did would have a better chance of long term success. 

A third focus should be on supporting communities to engage in respectful relationship 

building with nearby First Nations. An essential component is to ensure a common understanding 

of the history of local Indigenous populations, their relationship with the state, their legal rights, 

both confirmed and contested, their aspirations for the future, and the principles that underpin 

them. This support could draw on the experiences of communities, like Tofino, that have 

developed strong relationships over time with local First Nations, to examine the lessons learned 

through relationship building and to develop local capacity to engage in the necessary work of 

reconciliation.  
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And, finally, I would encourage policy makers and planners to engage as partners and 

collaborators with local actors, co-creating policies supple enough to respond to the continual 

mutations of global capital, producing innovative strategies that build on all parties’ strengths, 

and evaluating and adjusting as required. This should include a willingness to consider 

alternative economic models and approaches.  

Governing our Way to a Different Future 

Fundamental to achieving large-scale systems change is the need to focus on self-

governance, that is to establish collective objectives, and in doing so to begin to shift the 

discourse away from narratives of inevitability and hopelessness towards a reimagined future. If 

communities are not to succumb to neo-liberal imperatives for choice, diversity, and local control 

that focus on the self-interested individual, then new concepts of economy and governance must 

be founded on principles of individual responsibility within the context of the common good. To 

do this we must avoid atomistic conceptions of the individual; individual responsibility is critical 

but insufficient on its own. It is only when individual action is linked with the actions of others 

that the possibility for transformative change emerges. Paula Coutts’ example shows the 

possibilities: even though she chose not to engage with the state, her actions generated activity 

across the community. As that example shows, the nature of those linkages is critical: linkages 

forged between citizens and across the social, political and economic landscape have greater 

potential for becoming embedded within the dominant systems. Focusing on the state and other 

formal structures limits our ability to conceive of alternatives and to exploit the cracks that exist 

within state apparatuses. Therefore, we must avoid the tendency to valorize formal structures that 

reflect the state or the corporation over informal structures such as networks. Resisting the 
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temptation to formalize linkages and networks reduces the risk of innovative, adaptive 

configurations being subverted into the very structures they were designed to remedy. 

As I hope I have made clear, autonomous action aimed at individual needs and 

gratifications is insufficient and potentially counter-productive. Although the impetus for 

autonomous action may spring from an individual’s need, it must transcend those interests and 

speak instead to common needs. Rather than an atomistic autonomous actor, this would require 

an engaged actor working across interests to imagine a multiplicity of economies and governance 

capacities and strengthening those capacities that have previously been undervalued—for 

instance, acknowledging and creating spaces for examining and strengthening the capacity of 

household and social economies. It also means examining our own responsibilities as political 

actors with a duty not just to act, but to listen carefully, learn, and build sustaining relationships 

across polities and perspectives. Raymond Williams asks us to consider culture and society not 

as “formed wholes” but as “forming and formative processes” (p. 75, in Harvey and Williams). 

This requires that we understand something like ‘community’ as “necessarily tempered by the 

knowledge of the complicated flows and processes that sustain it” (p. 75).  

For small communities navigating this complexity, the task may feel daunting and it is 

easy to feel hopelessness and futility. And yet community actors play a critical role in either 

sustaining the status quo in the complex economic web, or through their actions, beginning to 

address the behaviours, processes and systems that are ultimately not in their collective self-

interest. Rather than seeing the complexity of the economy as a problem, one might instead 

imagine it as a virtue, in that it provides multiple points of entry for adjusting, reconfiguring and 

even upending the systems that exist. This knowledge allows us to make choices about how we 

engage with the different systems and to create a suite of actions that range from the individual to 
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the institutional and from the local to the global. Being strategic about how we target our efforts 

increases our chances of effectiveness. Effectiveness increases our sense of efficacy and 

encourages us to do more.  

Skeptics may say, “Yes, but can a tradition of citizens working collaboratively for a 

common good be sustained rather than fleeting?” I suggest that what we understand ‘sustained’ 

to mean is often viewed through the lens of our attachment to structure and authority as an 

expression of permanence, and ultimately, the uncontested quality of good governance. In the 

complex constellations of the global/local, the constituent parts are continuously shifting; 

nothing is sustained forever. While the tradition of citizens working together for the common 

good can be sustained, the ways in which that occurs will be forever shifting and evolving. If it 

were otherwise, we would simply be recreating structures and processes that might ultimately 

constrain us, in which we would elide into the comfortable space of governmentality. For as 

Naomi Wakan’s Forest Floor (2018) reminds us: 

. . . in its optimistic time, 

fresh life shoots forth 

and the round is continued. 
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Appendix A – Interview Guide – Case Study Communities 

Thank you for agreeing to participate in this research project. Before we begin the 

interview, I would like to review how the information you provide will be used and to get your 

consent for the use of the information. [review project overview and consent form; information 

will have been sent out in advance].  

[For people who I know personally: Because we know each other I want to ensure that 

you feel no pressure to participate in this interview or have any concerns that your participation 

may affect our ongoing relationship. I want to emphasize that you are under no obligation to 

participate in this interview, that your decision to participate or to decline participation will have 

no effect on our relationship, that I am looking for candid responses regardless whether you feel 

your perspectives would be shared by me; that I value a critical analysis of the issues, and that 

you may withdraw at any time during the research project.]  

Before we begin, do you have any questions or concerns.  

Baseline data 

First I would like to ask a few basic questions about you.  

a) Do you identify as: male , female _ , LGBTQ , or two-spirited  
b) What year were you born?       
c) Could you describe your level of education?       
d) What is your employment status?       

a. If you are employed do you own your own business or work for someone 
else?       

b. What field are you employed in?       
e) Do you consider yourself an indigenous person?       
f) How long have you lived in [name of community]?       
g) If you were not born in [name of community], what community did you come from? 

      
h) Could you describe the ways that you’ve been involved in the community?       
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Now I’m going to ask you some questions about four broad topics: the economy and 

globalization, community health and wellbeing, governance and prospects for the future.  

Nature of the Economy 

1) How would you describe [community’s] economy? For instance, reliant on a single industry, 
a mixed economy? healthy and growing, or stable and sustainable, or in trouble?       

2) To what degree do you think [community’s] economy is reliant on resource extraction? 
      

3) From your perspective what makes for a healthy economy?       
4) Economies are complex systems made up of multiple relationships and processes. Following 

are four parts of the economy – I’d like your thoughts on the relative importance of each 
component [provide schemata]:  

i. The capital economy (e.g., production, distribution, trade and consumption of 
goods and services) 

ii. The political economy (e.g., government programs, services (e.g., EI), 
investments (e.g., industry subsidies and tax relief); physical infrastructure 
investments (e.g., roads, communications) social infrastructure investments 
such as health and education, and regulatory activities 

iii. Social capital (e.g., community organizations, volunteerism, exchange and 
barter systems) 

iv. The household economy (e.g., unpaid work like care for children and other 
family members, food production for personal consumption; maintaining a 
household) 

      

5) How vulnerable is [community’s] economy to global influences (e.g., price of coal/lumber, 
interest rates, etc.). Please describe.       
a. What impact do you think globalization had had on your community (positive or 

negative)? Please describe.       
b. What are your thoughts on foreign ownership of property or businesses on Gabriola? 

      
6) Do you think that climate change is having an impact on your community? Please describe. 

       
a. Probe for Tumbler Ridge – what impact is your historic reliance on coal mining had 

on your community?       
7) Do you think it is possible to achieve a sustainable local economy? How would you define it 

and what would it take?      
 

[if the individual was resident in the community at that time] 

Like many BC communities, this community was likely affected by the recessions of the 
80s and 90s. As someone resident in this community during recession I’m interested in your 
thoughts on the impact of recession.  
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8) What effect did the recessions of the 80s and 90s have on you personally and on your 
community?       

9) Do you think there have been lingering effects from the recessions and if yes, what are they? 
      

10) What steps have been taken to recover? And who was involved? How successful do you 
think these efforts have been?       

 

Nature of the Community 

11) What does the term ‘community health and wellbeing’ mean to you?       
a. How would you describe the health of your community?       

12) What attracted you to this community?       
a. And what keeps you here?       

13) What strengths does your community have that will be important to its overall economic and 
social health?       

14) What challenges does your community face in responding to the global economy (including 
effects like climate change)?       

15) [Tumbler Ridge and Tofino] – How do you think outsiders see your community?       
 

Governance 
I want to get your thoughts on governance—that is, how decisions get made, by whom 

and at what level – that impact life in your community.  
16) How are decisions about the economic and social health of your community made? Who is 

involved?       
17) To what degree do you feel you have a voice in the decisions affecting the economic and 

social health of your community? Please describe.       
18) What principles do you think should guide governance at the community level?       
19) Who needs to be involved in developing a sustainable economy? (e.g., local government, 

corporations, NGOs, the state)       
20) Given the current context of treaty discussions with First Nations, what role do or should 

Aboriginal communities or organizations play in local governance decisions?       
 

The Future 

21) What do you think your community will look like 10 years from now? (consider population 
makeup, economy, environment).       
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Appendix B – Survey

 

This survey is one part of a study aimed at understanding how small BC communities are

responding to the impacts of the global economy. The survey should take about 15 minutes to

complete.

The study is being carried out by Dyan Dunsmoor-Farley, an interdisciplinary PhD candidate in the

Department of Political Science at the University of Victoria residing on Gabriola. She may be

contacted at ddfarley@uvic.ca or by phone at 250 247-8060. You may also contact her supervisor

Dr. James Lawson at lawsonj@uvic.ca or by phone at 250 721-7496. This study has been reviewed

by the University of Victoria Human Research Ethics Office; they can be reached by e-mailing

ethics@uvic.ca  or calling 250 472-4545.

 

Purpose 

The purpose of this research is to understand how small BC communities have evolved from the

recessions of the 1980s and 1990s by examining the post-recession economic and social

development of three particular communities: Tumbler Ridge, Tofino and Gabriola Island. 

 Inconveniences, Risks and Benefits

There are no anticipated inconveniences or risks in participating in this study other than the time

involved. By participating in this research you will have an opportunity to contribute to a historical

record of change in the community and the chance to express aspirations for the future. 

 

Anonymity and Confidentiality

The survey is intended to be completed by adults  (19 and over) who are permanent residents or

employed in the area encompassed by the District of Tofino. No IP addresses will be collected. The

data collected will be anonymized and no identifying information will be captured in the analysis of

the data. Please be advised that this research study includes data storage in the U.S.A. As such,

there is a possibility that information about you that is gathered for this research study may be

accessed without your knowledge or consent by the U.S. government in compliance with the U.S.

Freedom Act. With the exception of the above, no individual survey results will be shared with

anyone. Only summary findings will be published.

Disposal of Data

Data from the survey will be kept for five years. At that time, the data will either be destroyed or an

arrangement will be made with a local historical society or library to archive non-identifying data

for future use. In the event that the data is destroyed, the following will occur: all electronic data

will be deleted from computer and cloud storage files and paper documents will be shredded or

burned. 

Dissemination of Results

It is anticipated that the results of this study will be shared in the following ways: during my

dissertation defense, at scholarly meetings and conferences, as published article(s), chapters or a

book, and on the UVic Theses website.

1. About this project
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By completing and submitting the questionnaire, YOUR FREE AND INFORMED CONSENT IS

IMPLIED and indicates that you understand the above conditions of participation in this study, that

you have had the opportunity to have your questions answered by the researcher, and that you

consent to participate.
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First, I'd like you to provide some general information.

2. Background Information

1. I identify as (choose all that apply):

male

female

LGBTQ or Two-spirited

2. I was born in (year):

3. I have attained the following level of education:

less than grade 9

more than grade 9 but less than grade 12

Grade 12 or equivalent

trade or technical certification

Some college or university

Undergraduate university degree (i.e. BA)

graduate university degree (e.g., Master or PhD)

Other (please specify)

4. My employment status is (please check all that apply):

employed

self-employed/business owner

unemployed

retired

attending school

Other (please specify)
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5. I am employed in the following field(s):

accommodation

administrative support

agriculture

arts and entertainment

construction

education services

finance and insurance

fishing or hunting

food services

forestry

health care and social supports

home and garden services

information, media, cultural production and distribution (e.g., publishing)

management of companies and enterprises

manufacturing

mining, quarrying and oil/gas extraction

professional, technical and scientific services

public administration

real estate, rental and leasing, and real estate development

recreation

retail trade (including personal services)

transportation and/or warehousing

utilities

waste management and remediation services

wholesale trade

Other (please specify)

6. I consider myself to be an indigenous (Aboriginal) person:

Yes

No
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7. If you answered yes, to the Q6, how would you describe yourself? 

   First Nations 

   Metis 

   Urban Aboriginal 

   Inuit 

   Other (please specify) 
 

 
8. My length of residency or employment in [insert community] is: 

   here since birth 

   0 to 5 years 

   6 to 10 years 

   11 - 20 years  

   21 or more years 

 
9. What is your community of origin? 

   Born in  

[insert community]  

   Born elsewhere 

If you were not born in [insert community] please indicate the community you lived in before moving to [insert community]. 
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3. Why you live where you live 
 
 
 

I'm interested in what brought you to [insert community] and what keeps you here. 
 

10. If you were not born in [insert community], what attracted you to live here? Please check all that apply. 
 

work opportunity 

spouse's work 

physical qualities of the locale 
 

family, friends residing in the community 

qualities of the community 

affordability 
 

proximity to an urban centre 

Other (please describe) 

 
 
 

11. What keeps you in [insert community]? Please check all that apply. 
 

work 

spouse's work 

physical qualities of the locale 
 

family, friends residing in the community 

qualities of the community 

affordability 
 

proximity to an urban centre 

Other (please describe) 

 
 
 

12. What do you like most about [insert community]? 
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4. Perceptions of Place 
 
 
 

13. If you had to choose one word or phrase to describe [insert community], what would it be? 
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5. Challenges and Opportunities 
 
 
 

This final set of questions is aimed at getting an understanding of the challenges and opportunities 
that affect your community. 

14. To what degree do you think [insert community] is affected by the global economy? 
 

significantly 

somewhat 

not at all 

not sure 

If you answered significantly or somewhat, please describe the impacts: 
 
 
 

15. What are your thoughts on foreign (non-Canadian) ownership of property or businesses in [insert 
community]? 

 



Globalization’s Ruptures and Responses 

 471 

 

 
1 very important 2 important

3 neither important

nor unimportant 4 unimportant 5 very unimportant

the capital economy

(e.g., production,

distribution, trade and

consumption of goods

and services)

government activities

(e.g., EI, physical

infrastructure

investments, social

infrastructure

investments such as

health and education,

and policies and

regulation)

social capital (e.g.,

community

organizations,

volunteerism, exchange

and/or barter systems)

household economy

(e.g., unpaid work like

caring for children and

other family members,

food production for

personal consumption,

maintaining a

household)

16. Economies are complex systems made up of multiple relationships and processes. Please rank the

importance of the following elements of the economy  in terms of their importance to local economic

sustainability and community well-being.
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17. The following are some of the economic and social challenges that communities face. How significant 
do you feel these challenges are for [insert community]? 

 
 
 

job availability 
 

livable wages 
 

housing availability 
and/or affordability 

food availability and/or 
affordability 

lack of social 
infrastructure (e.g., 
health and social 
services) 

lack of physical 
infrastructure 
investments (e.g. roads, 
telecommunications, 
transportation) 

lack of education and 
training opportunities 

out-migration of young 
people 

 
Other (please specify) 

 
very significant 

somewhat 
significant 

neither significant 
nor insignificant 

somewhat 
insignificant very insignificant 

 
 
 

18. If these challenges cannot be addressed, will this have an effect on your decision to stay in the 
community? 

yes 

no 

possibly 
 

Comments 
 
 
 

19. To what degree do you buy locally —i.e., in [insert community]? 
 

I try to buy locally as much as possible 
 

My purchases are split between local and away 

I rarely buy locally 
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20. If some or most of your shopping is away from [insert community] please check off any of the following 
reasons that apply: 

prices are better in larger urban centres 
 

I can't get the things I am looking for in [insert community] 
 

If I'm in other urban centres for appointments or events, I tend to shop there 

Other (please specify) 
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6. Future Opportunities 
 
 
 

And, now I'd like to hear about the strengths of your community. 
 

21. Please describe the strengths of your community. 
 
 
 
 

22. How would you describe the prospects for [insert community]'s economic future over the next ten years? 
 

I expect to see significant economic growth 

I expect to see modest economic growth 

I expect to see no economic growth 
 

I expect to see a slight economic decline 
 

I expect to see a significant economic decline 
 

Comments 
 
 
 

23. Who needs to be involved in creating a sustainable economy? Please click on all that apply. 

Somewhat 
 
 

local government (e.g., municipal, 
regional district) 

 
Comments 

Very important Somewhat important unimportant Very unimportant 

 
 

provincial government 

Comments 

 
 

federal government 

Comments 

 
 

local organizations concerned with 
the economy (e.g., Chamber of 
Commerce) 

 
Comments 
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local organizations concerned with

community health and well-being

Comments

nearby First Nations communities

Comments

local Aboriginal organizations

Comments

local businesses

Comments

citizens

Comments

schools, colleges and universities

Comments

 
Very important Somewhat important

Somewhat

unimportant Very unimportant

Other (please specify)

24. To what degree do you feel that you have a voice in the decisions affecting the economic and social

health of your community?

significant

somewhat

not at all

not interested

no time
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Thank you for participating in this survey. The results will be analyzed and summarized. No

individual information will be made public. For more information about the study, or if you are

interested in receiving research results, please contact Dyan Dunsmoor-Farley at ddfarley@uvic.ca.

7. Thank you.
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Appendix C -- Project Information Sheet and Participant Consent Form 

You are invited to participate in a study entitled Ruptures and Responses: Assessing the 

Impact of Globalization in Three BC Communities. The study is being conducted by Dyan 

Dunsmoor-Farley. Dyan is an interdisciplinary PhD candidate in the Department of Political 

Science at the University of Victoria and may be contacted at ddfarley@uvic.ca.  

Purpose and Objectives 

The purpose of this research is to understand how small BC communities have evolved 

from the recessions of the 1980s and 1990s by examining the post-recession development of 

three particular communities: Tumbler Ridge, Tofino and Gabriola Island. The research 

objectives are: to understand the historical context pre- and post-recession; to investigate the role 

of place in the context of contested spaces; to understand the effect of community responses on 

the economic, political and social health of the community; to capture the perspectives of various 

actors including those involved in major industry, people involved in community organizations 

and local government, and nearby Aboriginal communities; and to afford the case study 

communities opportunities for learning, growth and transformation.  

Importance of the Research 

This research is important because around the world, communities are grappling with the 

impacts of globalization. Communities rooted in place attempt to engage with corporations 

whose roots are elsewhere but whose impact is felt in both the place and space of community. 

Understanding how small, geographically dispersed communities, with unique economic and 

social contexts have responded to the impacts of globalization will provide insights for citizens, 

local community groups, policy makers and community development workers on the impact of 
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external decisions on small communities, the qualities and strategies that enable communities to 

move beyond resistance, and the nature of their evolving economies.  

Participant Selection 

You are being asked to participate in this study because you are knowledgeable about some 

aspect of your community’s history and development, are concerned about the future of your 

community, and have been engaged in some way in taking action to improve community health 

and wellbeing. To participate in the research, you must be 19 or over and resident in the 

community or surrounding area. If you consent to participate in this research during working 

hours, it is your responsibility to get approval from your supervisor.  

What is Involved 

If you consent to voluntarily participate in this research, your participation will include 

taking part in a one to one-and-a-half-hour interview at a time and place in [insert name of 

community] that is acceptable to you. If follow-up interviews are required, for instance, to clarify 

information, they will be conducted by telephone. Interviews will be digitally recorded, and the 

researcher will also take written notes. Digital files will be transcribed and stored as electronic 

records.   You will be provided a copy of the transcribed interview for your review. You may also 

wish to contribute a photograph(s) to the project; the photos may be used in presentations, and in 

the final dissertation. Only landscape photos (no human subjects) will be accepted. 

Inconveniences and Risks 

Other than the time required to participate in this study, there are no anticipated 

inconveniences or risks in participating in this study.  
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Benefits 

 The type of research I am doing is referred to as ‘transformative’ in that it involves the 

participants in the shaping of the research and continuously feeds learning back to the 

participants allowing for a joint learning process. By participating in this research, you will have 

an opportunity to contribute to a historical record of change in the community and the chance to 

express aspirations for the future.  

Voluntary Participation 

Your participation in this research must be completely voluntary. If you do decide to 

participate, you may withdraw at any time without consequences or explanation. You will have 

the choice of allowing the data you have contributed up to withdrawal to continue to be part of 

the project data base or of having it excised from the records. 

On-going Consent 

In the event it is necessary to have a subsequent interview, I will review the terms of 

consent with you and ask you to reaffirm your consent to ensure your continued consent to 

participate in this study.  

Anonymity and Confidentiality 

Interview participants will be known to the researcher, but all personal information and 

information provided to the researcher in the course of this project will be kept confidential with 

the following exceptions:  

a) Where the participant chooses to waive confidentiality 

b) Where a person’s position or profile in the community makes it impossible to 

protect their identity (for instance, elected representatives, high profile community members). 

c) Where a person has submitted a photograph, they will be credited with the photo. 
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With the exception of the above, information provided to the researcher will be held in 

confidence unless the participant agrees in writing to having information attributed to them. No 

identifying information will be shared publicly or with other participants without the express 

permission of those involved.  To protect against the accidental disclosure of a participants’ 

information, all data will be anonymized either through the use of pseudonyms or by assigning a 

case number to each file with identifying information stored separately from the coding guide. 

Transcripts and audio files will be stored in a password protected secure digital storage and any 

paper records will be stored in a locked filing cabinet in the researcher’s office.  

The research results will be written to ensure subjects are unidentifiable unless the subject 

decides otherwise. Specifically, no attributions will be given unless approved in writing by the 

participant and all comments or statements quoted in the report will be reviewed to ensure they 

cannot be attributed to an individual community member without that person’s permission. In the 

event that I want to attribute a quote to you, I will provide you with a draft of the section of the 

study which includes the quote and ask you to sign a release allowing the attribution.  

Dissemination of Results 

It is anticipated that the results of this study will be shared with others in the following 

ways: during my defense of my dissertation, at scholarly meetings and conferences, as a 

published article, chapter or book, and on the UVic Theses website. 

Disposal of Data 

Data from this project will be kept for five years after completion of my dissertation. The 

data may have value for the communities well after the dissertation is completed, in which case, 

an arrangement will be made with a local historical society or library to archive the data for 

future use. In the event the data is no longer required it will be disposed of as follows: all 
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electronic data will be deleted from my computer and cloud storage files and paper documents 

will be shredded or burned. Non-identifying data will be permanently archived.   

Contacts 

The following individuals may be contacted about this project:  

Dyan Dunsmoor-Farley   Principal Investigator   ddfarley@uvic.ca   250 247-8060 

Dr. James Lawson          Supervisor  lawsonj@uvic.ca  250 721-7496 

Because this research involves human subjects my proposal has been reviewed by the 

University of Victoria Human Research Ethics Office who may be reached by e-mailing 

ethics@uvic.ca  or calling 250 472-4545, if you have questions or comments about your 

treatment as a participant.  

 

I appreciate your willingness to consider participating in this project and look forward to 

very interesting conversations over the course of the project.   

Sincerely, 

Principal Investigator 
Dyan Dunsmoor-Farley    
ddfarley@uvic.ca 
Tel. 250 247-8060 
 

Research Supervisor:  
Dr. James Lawson 
lawsonj@uvic.ca 
250 721-7496 
 

Consent to Participate 

Your signature below indicates that you understand the above conditions of participation in 

this study, that you have had the opportunity to have your questions answered by the researcher, 
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and that you consent to participate in this research project.  A copy of the form will be provided 

to you for your records. If you wish to meet with me prior to consenting to become involved or at 

any time during the process, please contact me at the number above.  

 

Participant Name    Signature    Date  

  

Consent to Waive Confidentiality 

I consent to be identified by name/credited in the results of the study: ________________ 

(Participant Initials)  

 

I consent to have my responses attributed to me by name in the results: _______________ 

(Participant Initials)  

I consent to have my photos used on the website and ion in published materials and to be 

attributed to me by name: ____________________ 

                   (Participant Initials) 

I consent to the future use of this data for analysis in related research inquiries: 

____________ (Participant initials) 

 

If you would like to receive a copy of the study after it is completed, please provide the 

following information: 

 

E-mail address:  ___________________ or mailing address:  ____________________ 

 


