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Abstract

This research analyzed decline in a rural region, and explored its central features from the
perspective of local actors using several qualitative and participatory techniques. This work
disengages from traditional demographic-economic analysis of decline and offers an alternative for
understanding rural decline caused by internal and external forces of change. The analysis centers on
networks, diverse forms of capitals and conflicts. Literature on regional economic development, New
Regionalism, social networks, capital, social conflicts, and complex evolving social systems informed
the conceptual framework to guiding this research. The research is based on the case of the Rainy
River District (RRD), in Northwestern Ontario, that is typical of the Canadian middle north. This
exploratory and qualitative research was guided by interpretivist philosophy and applied multiple
methodologies which included a literature and documental review, semi-structured interviews, focus
groups, network mapping, and group model building. Considering the importance of relational data,
particular importance was given to exploring the problem of decline through the analysis of social,
economic, political and environmental networks, conflicts and forms of capital in order to find
diverse motivations, causes, effects and feedbacks, as well as responses to decline from the

perspective of local actors.

Five findings indicate that the conceptual framework of this research helped to explain the
complex and network-based nature of decline of resource-based communities, and the roles of
networks, capital and conflicts. First, the analysis demonstrated that economic-demographic “size
type” indicators are insufficient to explain the complex, multidimensional, network-based, conflictive
and highly politicized nature of decline. Public policies based on these “size- type” of indicators are
misleading and can reinforce the path dependence process of single-industry rural communities.
Second, the application of the conceptual framework at a regional scale demonstrated that networks,
capital and conflicts can be significant in the process of decline. They can speed or slow the process
of change. Potentially, they can be transformed and used when planning for decline so as to steer the
process toward sustainable rural planning and development. Third, decline should be recognized in
order to start a process of planning for decline and rural development. Top-down planning and policy
initiatives in the Rainy River District and across North Western Ontario have not recognized a general
planning gap and have glossed over the need to approach decline, and rural development generally,
using a local perspective and grassroots initiatives of people and communities. Fourth, rural regions,
ethnicity, and political and economic power, are insufficiently recognized by New Regionalism
theory. Including these elements can benefit the theory and practice of rural planning and

development. The structural and relational qualities of networks, capital, and conflicts are transmitted



to the problem of decline; so that the study of decline is a fruitful field for crosspollination of these
theories. Analysis of networks and planning is a mutually reinforcing approach, useful for the study
and planning of rural areas. Finally, rural decline studies in Canada should pay attention to factors of

ethnicity. Significant structural violence against First Nations remains in rural regions.

This research makes five contributions. The first is a conceptual framework capable of
guiding research and practice by local actors in declining rural resource-based communities. The
frameworks of networks, capital and conflicts capture the complex and dynamic nature of decline and
work as methodological and interpretative tools to study and approach decline in rural regions.
Second, a multidimensional reading of a declining rural region captures the complexity of the
problem of decline, its multidimensional and multi-scalar nature, and facilitates identification of
historical factors and regional reorganizations that explain decline. Third, this research verified the
factors of primary economic sector uncertainty and instability, suggested by Krannich & Luloff
(1991:9), as well as quantitative economic and demographic factors suggested by Bourne, (2003a; ,
2003Db), and Polese and Shearmur(2006). All of these work as limiting factors in the capacity of rural
communities to respond sustainably to decline. Five other factors are proposed for this framework:
learning, interaction, cooperation, connectivity, and psychological and institutional factors restricting
rural communities from reacting to decline, and escaping from path dependence. Finally, this research
found that the role of ethnicity in the rural development of this declining region in a developed
economy context is significant. Studies of decline and rural regional development need to be tuned up
to recognize its importance. Further research is needed to explore and compare declining regions in
countries with developed and developing economies along with the role of networks, capital and

conflicts in the process of rural development.
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Chapter 1. Research Framework

1.1 Introduction

Decline and growth are parallel phenomena that have historically occurred in the urban fabric
of rural and urban regions. Urban decline in The Americas can be traced back to cases of decline
triggered by overexploitation of natural resources and war, illustrated by important cases such as
Tikal (Honduras), Potosi (Bolivia), and Machu Pichu (Peru). In Europe, other historical causes
reported include war, diseases, and disasters causing decline in cities such as Paris, London and Rome
(Diamond, 2005; Oswalt & Rieniets, 2006; Tainter, 1988).

In North America, after the Second World War, the number of declining urban centers of all
sizes is increasing even though urban growth dominates (Beauregard, 2003; Oswalt & Rieniets, 2006;
Seasons, 2007; Statistics Canada, 2007b). The 2008-2009 economic global crisis is further
accelerating this transformation and reports of shrinking and declining cities and towns abound
(Douglas, 2009; Gray, 2009; Halburn, 2009). In this context, Canada has also experienced a process
of transition in urban fabrics as a result of population declines, economic restructuring and post-
industrial trends (Bunting & Filion, 2006, , 2000). In particular, there is a widespread decline in
resource-based communities generating a sharp geographical contrast between communities in the
north and south of Canada (Beshiri & Bollman, 2001; Bourne, 2000; Bourne, Gertler, & Slack,
2003a; McCann & Simmons, 2006).

In Ontario, the problem of decline occurred continuously since the 1980s, particularly in
Northwestern Ontario where small cities and towns have been shrinking (Beshiri & Bollman, 2001;
Bourne, Gertler, & Slack, 2003a; Mulholland & Vincent, 2005; Rosehart, 2008). To address this
problem, the government promotes complex policies such as the 2003 report of the Smart Growth
Panel for Northwestern Ontario and Ontario’s 2004 Northern Prosperity Plan. Paradoxically, these
policy documents do not directly address the issue of declining communities. Similarly, a fascination
with growth has concentrated planning research on metropolitan systems thereby glossing over the
importance of rural social-ecological systems. In the meantime, growth is becoming unevenly
distributed socially, geographically, and by economic sectors, while rural towns, such as those in the
Canadian middle north (e.g. Northwestern Ontario) are becoming marginalized, by depopulation and
economic decline, as well as socio-economic, fiscal and environmental impacts that compromise their
vitality, quality of life and viability (Bollman, Beshiri, & Mitura, 2007; Oswalt & Rieniets, 2006). My

research explores this problem and focuses on a regional case study.



This chapter includes four sections. The first describes the research context, research
questions and objectives. The second describes the justifications that guide analysis in this research.
The third describes the state of the art in the study of decline. The fourth introduces the research
design and methods. Finally, this chapter briefly outlines the rest of the thesis.

1.2 Research Context, Research Questions and Objectives

Diverse drivers of change are facilitating new forms and scales of decline in rural regions,
increasing their levels of vulnerability and uncertainty (Oswalt & Rieniets, 2006). Various authors
consider that socio-economic conditions in resource-based communities increasingly and adversely
have been changing since the 1980s, what constitutes a new stage in the process of rural development
in Canada and an increasing polarization between core and peripheral regions, whose differential
growth and decline increases inequality. Five forces are mentioned as part of this process (Bollman,
2007; Leadbeater, 1988, 2009; Mulholland & Vincent, 2005; Statistics Canada, 2007a, 2007b, 2008):

e Increasing industrial productivity, as a result of technological advances that substitutes capital
by labour in the productive process, causing a decline in employment;

e Concentration of capital and monopoly power in corporations, in part facilitated by
government initiatives (e.g. the federal Export Development Corporation), encouraging the
mobility of capitals and industries, this increases divergence between regions and negatively
impacts local businesses, industries and communities;

¢ Reduction of the size of all levels of government and privatization of public enterprises,
affecting social programs (e.g. education and health), reducing government employment and
regional development investments;

e Combination of decreasing accessibility/availability of natural resources (e.g. fisheries),
competition associated with international trade, and environmental legal restrictions, affecting
the growth of production and consumption; and

¢ Rapid evolution of sovereign and ownership claims from First Nations communities who
reject extensive exploitation and promote new forms of governance of natural resources (e.g.

Impacts and Benefits Agreements in mining operations).

Nevertheless, rural communities persist. The federal government defines resource-based
communities as having at least 30 percent of employment income derived from any resource industry.
In 2001, Canada had approximately 2,000 resource-based communities, of which 804 are based in

agriculture, 652 in forestry, 207 in fisheries, 185 in mining, and 142 in energy. These communities



account for approximately 13% of Canada’s GDP and 15% of all employment in Canada (NCR,
20064, 2006h, 2006c).

The literature reports different reactions to the problem of declining communities, such as
denial, avoidance and proactive reactions (T. Randall & Lorch, 2007; Rosehart, 2008; Simmons &
Bourne, 2007). For example, Dennis Brown, Mayor of Atikokan provides a proactive response to
decline:

When the two iron ore mines closed in 1980 and we lost 1100 jobs, many people thought the town
should have died -- but we didn't. We care for our community. The resilience of our citizens amazes

me, and together we will continue to work for a vibrant future (As cited in The Rosehart Report, 2008).

This capacity to change during decline, the factors that facilitate or impede this process, and
the complex interaction of causes, effects, relationships and structures hidden behind its symptoms

are the focus of this research.
Specific questions and objectives are as follows:

Central Question: Why are small rural communities and towns in Ontario declining?
This question explores the mechanism of decline and what does a better understanding of this decline
imply about the nature of suitable responses. The study is based on the rural region of Rainy River

District, Ontario, and its resource-based communities and addresses three questions:
1) What are the causes and effects of decline in rural resource-based communities?
2) How can a community plan in a context of decline?

3) How is the process of decline transforming rurality and how are local communities

reacting to this change?

Main Objective: The objective of this research is to contribute to the understanding and
study of socio-economic decline in resource-based communities. In particular, this research is
focused on the construction of a multidimensional interpretation of decline in rural regions and

the identification of planning elements to improve the planning process in declining contexts.

The objective is achieved through exploration of current declining processes in the

communities of the Rainy River District. The Specific research objectives are:

1) Construction of a multidimensional interpretation of decline in a rural region and the

identification of planning elements to improve community planning in a declining context.
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2) Development and application of a conceptual framework to guide research and interpret
outcomes about the problem of decline in rural regions.

3) Characterization and analysis of the role of conflicts, networks (social, economic,
environmental and political) and capitals (social, natural, built and political) in the process of decline
of resource based communities.

4) Identification and evaluation of existing planning approaches to decline, local responses,
initiatives and forms of adaptation to decline in the case study.

5) Identification of policy and planning implications.
1.3 Justification

Two central arguments justify the research. The first is based on three groups of research
gaps (detailed in Chapter 2) identified in the literature about decline in rural regions and rural
development in general: a) Studies that focus on decline or shrinkage do not integrate analysis about
the dynamics of decline, its network and conflict based structure, and its multidimensionality and
multicausality; b) The literature of New Regionalism Theory largely ignores rural regions; c)
Research based on Social-Ecological Systems Frameworks is focused primarily on the ecological

dimension with less attention to the social subsystem.

The study of declining small communities also provides elements to improve the
understanding of evolving socio-economic and planning conditions of rural regions under
globalization (Leadbeater, 2009), a justification that is in the planning dimension from the perspective
that the urban system is a collection of urban centers of different sizes and roles, nested into diverse
regions (urban and rural) and configured as a complex network of functional interrelationships
(Bunting & Filion, 2006; Geddes, 1915; Hodge & Robinson, 2001; Ofori, 2007; Sassen, 1991).

1.4 The Study of Decline: State of the Art

The rich small cities and towns research tradition is frequently elaborated in Journals such as
Sociologia Ruralis, and Small Town Journal. In addition, important books have been devoted to the
study of small communities (Bell, 2006; Burayidi, 2001; Dane, 1997; Daniels, Keller, Lapping,
Daniels, & Segedy, 2007; Hamin, Geigis, & Silka, 2007; Knox & Mayer, 2009; Ofori, 2007;
Schaeffer & Loveridge, 2000).

Although the study of decline has received limited attention in the planning literature,
Canadian scholars periodically address decline in resource-dependent communities (Alexander, 1981,
Barnes & Hayter, 1992; Bourne, Gertler, & Slack, 2003a; Bruce & Lister, 2003; Lucas, 1971; Randall



& Ironside, 1996). In addition, decline has been approached from the perspective of the staple
economy and its implications for rural regions (Innes, 1933; Marke, Pierce, Vodden, & Roseland,
2005) as well as through regional spatial models of “heartland-hinterland” and “core-periphery”
(McCann, 1987; McCann & Simmons, 2000; Wallace, 2002).

Since the 1980s, studies of decline have pivoted around the idea that the stability of rural
communities is a function of its population and the local economy. Factors considered included
capital mobility, product-cycles, industrial restructuring, unemployment, plant-closing and migration
(Bollman, 1992; Friedrichs, 1993; Wallace, 1992). More recent studies include factors such as
remoteness, quality of place, and proximity to metropolitan centers and highways (Bourne, Gertler, &
Slack, 2003a; Polése & Shearmur, 2006; Simmons & Bourne, 2007). Some studies suggest other
factors such as technology and global corporations (Freudenburg, 1992; Leadbeater, 1988), and
societal trends and historical events (Force, Machlis, & Zhang, 2000). Finally some studies propose
typologies of declining communities such as “boom and bust” economies (Baldwin & Duke, 2005;
Mawhiney & Pitblado, 1999), “addictive economies” (Freudenburg, 1992), and “communities at
risk”’(Bourne, Gertler, & Slack, 2003a).

Three elements of the literature about decline stand out: 1) Descriptive explanations of
decline i.e. indicators of size; 2) Although decline involves an imbalance among the social, economic
and environmental dimensions, the economic-demographic interface has gained attention; 3) In
general, previous work describes decline as mono-dimensional, consecutive or linear (cause-effect),
staged, and conflict-free process(politically and socially) (Bollman, 2007; Bollman, Beshiri, &
Mitura, 2007; Bourne, Gertler, & Slack, 2003a, 2003b; Force, Machlis, & Zhang, 2000; Machlis &
Force, 1988; Machlis, Force, & Balice, 1990; Poléese, Desjardins, Shearmur, & Johnson, 2002; Polése
& Shearmur, 2006).

Beginning in this millennium, a renewed interest in decline or “shrinkage” has been observed
as a result of new cases that proliferate around the world (Beauregard, 2009; Pallagst et al., 2009).
Indeed, some authors consider that resource-based communities today work as an indicator of the
“upsides” and the “downsides” of globalization (McDonald & Clark-Jones, 2004). As a result,
contemporary literature exhibits a growing awareness related to urban decline in countries such as
Canada (Bourne, Gertler, & Slack, 2003a; Leadbeater, 2009; Polese & Shearmur, 2006); Finland
(Hanell, Aalbu, & Neubauer, 2002); Germany (Lang, Tenz, Pfeifer, & Brandstet, 2004), England
(Dabinett, 2004; Lupton & Power, 2004); Denmark (Hansen & Smidt-Jensen, 2004); Italy (Barbanent



& Monno, 2004); Australia (Alston, 2004; Cocklin & Dibden, 2005) and Asia and Latin America
(Pallagst et al., 2009).

Drawing from these studies, this research goes further in assuming decline as socially
constructed, multidimensional, network based, dynamic, and conflictive. To develop this assumption
I explore an alternative combination of variables: networks, capitals and conflicts. The perspective of
social networks and social capital has been used in the context of urban neighbourhoods and some
studies of rural small communities (Cocklin & Alston, 2003; Franke, 2005; Martinez, 2001;
Schneider, 2004). This research translates this experience to resource-based communities in the
Canadian middle north. The perspective of capitals has also been applied in Canadian, US, European
and Australian studies to analyze social and financial capitals (Arnason, Lee, & Shucksmith, 2004;
Cocklin & Dibden, 2005; Dale & Sparkes, 2007; Erickson, 2001; Flora & Flora, 2004), this research
expand this approach by introducing political and natural capitals. A comprehensive literature search
suggests that the perspective of social conflicts has not been applied to the study of declining
resource-based communities; nor has it considered the topic in combination with social networks, and
capitals frameworks. This research analyses these three approaches regionally, following each

dimension of the sustainability paradigm: social, economic, environmental and political.
1.5 Research Design and Methods

The research is exploratory and qualitative, and the case study approach is the central
research method. The Rainy River District - RRD, a rural region located in Northwestern Ontario was

selected as the case study because:

1. From the perspective of traditional studies of decline, for the most part based on
demographic and economic indicators, the RRD can be considered a region in decline (Bourne,
Gertler, & Slack, 2003a; Polese & Shearmur, 2006; Rothwel, 2001).

2. The RRD illustrates the growing problem of decline in the Canadian middle north.
Between the last two censuses, this region lost 2.5% of its population base (Statistics Canada, 2008).

The RRD comprises almost 0.2% of Ontario’s population and 2% of Ontario’s aboriginal population.

3. The RRD is arural region (Bollman, Beshiri, & Mitura, 2007; Hodge & Robinson, 2001).
Limited consideration of rural regions and social subsystems within the frameworks of New

Regionalism and social-ecological systems, respectively, also motivated this selection.



4. From a policy perspective, three recent government initiatives to address decline in
Northern Ontario, the “Rosehart Report”, “Smart Growth” and “Growth Plan for Northern Ontario”
reinforce the importance of selecting this region.

5. Bio-geographically the RRD is located within the Quetico Superior Ecotone, where three
major continental biomes meet: the boreal forest, northern temperate forest and prairie. This ecotone
covers a territory between Northern Minnesota and North-Western Ontario (48-50_N, 89-92_W) that
is influenced by three major air streams (tropical, arctic and pacific). The region has important natural
diversity resulting from differences in moisture, nutrient and light created by variations in topography
and geology (Kronberg, Watt, & Polischuk, 1998).

Multiple research tools were employed for the methodology including:

1. Literature review focused on five themes: New Regionalism, Social Networks, Capitals,
Social Conflicts, and Complex Systems.

2. Secondary research in Economic Development offices, museums, municipal offices and
libraries to collect historical, policy, and planning documents.

3. Semi structured interviews with diverse actors in ten municipalities and three First
Nations communities.

4. Social Network Analysis to map and analyze diverse socio-economic and environmental
networks.

5. Group Model Building to analyze decline dynamics from a complex system perspective.

1.6 Outline of Chapters

This research aims to better understand decline based on the perspectives of multiple local

actors and from a regional perspective. | have approached this task through a four-section analysis.

The first section describes the research context based on a literature review, and presents and
tests a conceptual framework. In this section, chapters 1, 2 and 4 describe the research framework, the
methodology, the case study and the state of the study of decline. This section also develops the
second objective of developing and applying a conceptual framework to guide research and interpret

outcomes concerning decline in rural regions and communities

The second section, Chapters 3 and 5 addresses the first objective by presenting a
multidimensional reading of a rural region in decline. Chapter 3 characterizes the case study. Chapter

5 applies the conceptual framework and analyzes the role of networks, capitals and conflicts in the



case study. A discussion about network decay and regional development and networks as places,
oriented to describe the structural features of decline, closes this chapter.

The third section, Chapters 5 and 6, addresses the third objective. It characterizes and
analyzes the role of conflicts, networks (social, economic, environmental and political) and capitals
(social, natural, built and political) in the process of decline of resource based communities. Chapter 6
develops a qualitative model of decline informed by the complex system’s perspective concluding
with a discussion about the interface of complexity and planning.

In the fourth section, Chapter 7 evaluates existing and potential responses to decline in the
RRD. This chapter addresses the fourth objective by exploring the role of formal and informal
planning institutions and identifies key obstacles to sustainable development in the RRD. The chapter

closes with a discussion about obstacles to change.

The final section, Chapters 8 and 9, addresses the last objective of this research and presents a
series of policy and planning implications. These chapters propose a framework for the actors in the
region to plan for decline comprised by planning elements, a “soft” infrastructure to facilitate the
planning process and elements for the creation of a common vision. Finally, policy, planning

implications and conclusions are presented in Chapter 9.



Chapter 2: Literature Review and Conceptual Framework

2.1 Introduction

Though decline is not a new phenomenon, this process, however, has been accelerating in
the past two decades, during which about one third of Canadian rural communities have experienced
continuous population decline (Alasia, Bollman, Parkins, & Reimer, 2008). This chapter draws upon
the literature of decline in rural regions so as to describe on various dimensions of this problem. This
review is organized in three sections. The first section explores literature about regional economic
development and planning. The second section reviews the concept of decline and its social,
economic, environmental and political dimensions. The third section explores three complementary
theories, conflict theory, complex systems theory and social networks. The literature from each theme
is critically reviewed to identify the gaps that orient the research objectives and is used to develop the

conceptual framework and the methodology designed to guide this research.
2.2 Regional Economic Development and Planning Theories

The literature reviewed for the planning theme focused on regional development and
planning. The discussion is confined on analysis of: a) a brief historical review about central regional
economic development theories and b) New Regionalism. Indeed, diverse authors consider that it is
increasingly necessary to go beyond these traditional, but separate, fields of regional economic
development and regional planning and to begin linking them through planning practice (Hodge &
Robinson, 2001; Robinson & Webster, 1985).

2.2.1 Regional Economic Development Theories

Regional economic development addresses the ways to achieve sustainable economic growth.
Contemporary theories go beyond traditional visions of the region and incorporate elements of
proximity, agglomeration economies and increasingly involve socio-political factors (Edwards, 2007;
Miernyk, 1979). These theories have been evolving during the last 60 years and decisively
influencing policy practice oriented towards rural regions. In Canada, two central periods can be
observed:

1) The Post War Period: 1950-1990

In this period, regional development efforts emerged from the confluence of two central
processes, a political ideology which considered economic growth as strategic for national

development, and a theoretical framework conformed by two trends (Friedman & Weaver 1979;



Hodge & Robinson, 2001; Savoie & Higgins, 1995; Savoie, 2000): a) the framework of “regional
science”, developed around the use of quantitative techniques such as input-output analysis, growth
pole theory, and cost-benefit analysis; and b) Keynesian economics, which promoted government
intervention in the economy to control inflation and unemployment, and to overcome regional

disparities in employment and income. Central theories are enunciated in Table 2.1.

Table 2.1: Regional Economic Development Theories

Early Regional Development Theories

The 50s Staples Theory (H. Innes, 1962; Innis, 1962;
Savoie, 1992; Savoie & Higgins,
1995)

The 60s Growth Pole Theory (Higgins & Savoie, 1988;
Perroux, Friedman, & Tinbergen,
1973)

70s — 80s Neoclassical Theories (Savoie & Higgins, 1995)

Contemporary Regional Development Theories
Since 90s  Neoclassical Conditional Convergence Theory (Armstrong, 2002; Cuervo,

2003).
Endogenous Growth Theory (Rietveld & Shefer, 1999;
Yoguel, 2000)
Post fordism and “radical” theories (Dunford & Smith, 2000)
Social Capital Theory (Putnam, 1993)
New Economic Geography Models
a) the footloose-labour version and (Krugman, 1980; , 1991)
b) the vertically linked industries version (Krugman & Venables, 1996)
Export Competitiveness Model (Porter, 1990)
a)Innovative Milieux and ‘Learning Regions’ (Armstrong, 2002)

Source: Information compiled through secondary research.
2) The Post-industrial period: 1990 - Onwards

During this period, the Canadian government started reducing the national institutional
structure for regional development, promoting instead a decentralized approach to regional
development (Hodge & Robinson, 2001; Savoie, 2000). Today, Canadian provinces continue to have
different government institutions working for regional development, such as Atlantic Canada
Opportunities Agency — ACOA, Western Economic Diversification Fund, The Canadian rural
Partnership, FedNor, and Community Futures. Central ministries also manage programs targeting
regional development activities(Government of Canada, 2006a, 2006b, 2006¢, 2008b).

This process of decentralization and shrinkage of central governments and differing
explanations of regional growth in the EU and North America have renewed the interest in alternative

regional growth and development models. In this context, theories such as endogenous growth and
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new economic geography challenge neoclassical and export oriented growth paradigms. As a result,
we currently observe at least seven theories listed in Table 2.1 (Armstrong, 2002; Cuadrado, Mancha,
& Garrido, 2002). Among these theories, Social Capital Theory suggests pertinent insights for this
research. By analyzing the differences in income levels between southern Italy and the north-“Third
Italy,” Putnam (1993) introduced the discussion about the role of socio-cultural factors on regional
growth and regional disparities. Success in Third Italy is explained as a result of strong political and
social structures based on civic traditions. This led to a progressive build up of “good” social capital
reflected in its economic performance. The key factor in this process is trust, which encourages co-
operation between businesses and reduces production costs related to legal contracting and

monitoring of businesses interactions.
2.2.1.1 On Rural Regions

The aforementioned theories are transforming the practice of rural regional development.
Planning for rural regions is increasingly advancing towards a territorial, normative and
multidimensional approach (Friedman & Weaver, 1979; Qadeer, 1979; Wheeler, 2002). Such an
approach recognizes the endogenous potential of the territory, represented in local actors, culture,
identity, and institutional networks; all necessary to achieve sustainable development (Alexander,
2007). Environmental advocates are also calling for sustainable development pathways (Bowler,
Bryant, & Cocklin, 2002; Cocklin, Dibden, & Mautner, 2006). As a result, rural development is seen
as the product of integrated and participatory processes (VanDepoele, 2002). However, this

contemporary territorial approach still needs to be constructed.

In rural regions currently prevails a transitional stage from productivism towards a post-
productivist economy. This trajectory promotes an industrial model characterized by globalizing
production systems and a focus on competitive efficiency, frequently accompanied by deregulation.
The post-productivist dynamic simultaneously promotes two models: 1) The aesthetic character of the
landscape, and 2) A new, knowledge based, economy based on the increasing weight of services and

technological economic activities (Gertler, 2001; Marsden, 2003).
2.2.1.2 Key Lessons

Contemporary regional economic development theories explain regional disparities and
decline in rural regions based on the following attributes (Barkley & Wilson, 1992; Cuadrado,
2001; Cuadrado, Mancha, & Garrido, 2002; Edwards, 2007; Leatherman & Marcouiller, 1996;
Rosenfeld, 1988; Stabler & Olfert, 1993): First, higher population density is rarely available in
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rural regions to facilitate diversification of the economy independent of natural resources and
limited economies of scale weaken socio-economic infrastructures. Second, economic growth in
rural regions depends on the availability of four factors: a) adjacency to metropolitan areas; b)
agglomeration economies and cooperative environments; c) advanced producer services and
institutional infrastructure; and d) scenic amenities. Finally, limited human capital and low-wage
manufacturing and service industries make rural regions more vulnerable to commodity cycles,

international competition and technological obsolescence.

The theories and attributes discussed above informed the analysis of the case study and offer
an important insight about economic and demographic factors causing divergence and decline. But,
how decline happens, how the local society is transformed and which factors help rural people to
react and to take new initiatives to cope with decline remains unclear. Also, policy practice influenced

by these theories has been focused on formal institutional approaches to regional development.
2.2.2 Regional Planning Theories: New Regionalism (NR)

Since the 1990s there has been a growing interest in regional landscapes as a place of social,
political, economic, and environmental changes based on rapid transformations of territorial
relationships, which motivates scholars to increasingly address “the regional question” (Bourne &
Olvet, 1995; Haughton & Counsell, 2004; Hodge & Robinson, 2001; Lupton & Power, 2004; Scott &
Storper, 2003). Among the diversity of views about the concept of region, | adopt the definition
suggested by the Planning Association of America, that sees the region as a “territorial community
distinguished by a common history, common social institutions, and a shared view of the relationship

between humans and the environment” (Ndubisi, 2002, p. 14).

This current diversity of regional views is considered essential to understanding and
managing the process of globalization, and its effects on regional dynamics such as growth, equity,
and quality of life (Pastor, Benner, Rosner, Matsuoka, & Jacobs, 2004; Wheeler, 2002, , 2004). This
activity has been termed the renaissance of regional planning in the era of globalization (Bienefeld,
2000; Haughton & Counsell, 2004; Rainnie & Grobbelaar, 2005; Wheeler, 2002) and a paradigm
shift in regional planning, commonly described as the “New Regionalism” - (NR) (OECD, 2001,
Rainnie & Grant, 2005; Wheeler, 2002). New Regionalism, goes beyond the classic quantitative
approaches promoted by Isard (1975), and is now widely accepted (Anttiroiko & Valkama, 2006;
Bienefeld, 2000; Keating, 1998; Rainnie & Grobbelaar, 2005)
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New Regionalism — (NR) addresses diverse concerns such as sprawl, environmental impacts,
homogeneity of built environment, uneven regional development and persisting social problems.
These concerns developed into several movements such as new urbanism, sustainable communities,
and smart growth, which have had profound implications in regional planning (Ash, 1999; Burfisher,
Robinson, & Thiefelder, 2004; Gomanee, 2004; Keating, 1998; Porter, 2003; Rainnie & Grant, 2005;
Wheeler, 2002, , 2004; Yoguel, 2000).

To some extent, NR is permeated by other approaches such as core-periphery models
(McCann & Simmons, 200), city regions and learning regions (Herrschel & Newman, 2005),
governance strategies in different sectors and levels (Bienefeld, 2000; Wood & Valler, 2004), equity
within city-regions (Katz, 2000; Pastor, Benner, & Rosner, 2006), the region as the ideal economic
scale in the global economy (Ash, 1999; Ash & Thrift, 2002; Porter, 2003), and the various types of
regionalization (Anttiroiko & Valkama, 2006). NR is seen also as a multi-disciplinary movement
(Wheeler, 2002), a new paradigm (Rainnie & Grobbelaar, 2005), and a new era in regional planning
(Wheeler, 2002).

2.2.2.1 Core Characteristics of the New Regionalism
The following are salient characteristics of NR, significant to this research:

a) Focus on specific territories and spatial planning - open vs. closed: Friedman and Weaver
(1979) predicted that future regional planning approaches would have to emphasize “territory” as
opposed to “function”. Certainly, NR promotes a revival of the spatial dimension and more attention
to place (Wheeler, 2002, p.270). NR considers localities as the focus of socio-economic and political
initiatives (Rainnie & Grant, 2005, p.10). In this regard, NR accepts that regional boundaries are not
closed, but elastic. What defines the extent of the region depends on the issues and qualities we want
to address (Wallis, 2002). This approach facilitates recognition of the multiple scales and dimensions

intercepting a region and devising plans for regions facing decline.

b) Answers to post-modern problems- government vs. governance: Rural regions reflect a
mosaic of physical forms, political forces, social structures, economic activities, and environmental
constraints. NR recognizes the difficulties faced by governmental institutions for addressing post-
modern contexts, and looks for a comprehensive understanding of different governance options,
analysis of social movements, and development of different social-economic capitals within the
region (Pastor, Benner, Rosner, Matsuoka, & Jacobs, 2004; Wallis, 2002; Wheeler, 2002). This
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approach facilitates recognition of regional contexts, governance systems, and socio-economic assets,
addressing them trough a holistic and normative approach.

c) A holistic approach - power vs. empowerment: NR promotes empowerment of local actors
and a holistic approach to balance environmental, social justice and equity liveability concerns with
economic objectives to reach sustainable development, (Campbell, 1996; Wheeler, 2002, , 2004). As
a result, growth theory is increasingly contested as a general formula to solve decline (Pallagst, 2005),
while empowerment is promoted as it facilitates connections among actors (public and private) and
interests to the regional agenda, and the creation of new capabilities and innovative initiatives
(Wallis, 2006, p.4). This approach highlights the transformative power of local agency, and the

possibility to approach decline from an endogenous perspective.

d) A new emphasis on physical planning - structure vs. process: NR emphasizes that policies
and strategies in regional planning must work together in order to achieve a more “coherent overall
regional fabric” for both metropolitan and rural areas (Wheeler, 2002, p.273). The result is a sense of
place with focus on processes such as visioning, strategic planning, conflict resolution, and public
participation, as the vehicles to reach the planner’s goals (Wallis, 2006). From this approach, the
empbhasis on conflicts and the recognition of a need to go beyond the physical form are particularly
noteworthy for this research.

e) Addressing regional problems: coordination vs. collaboration: NR articulates a more
normative and proactive participation of planners and a more fluent interaction of theory and practice
(Wheeler, 2002). In this regard, NR advances in an opposite direction from the classic detachment of
regional science promoted by Isard (1975). NR emphasizes an inclusive and collaborative approach to
problem solving and the recognition of diverse actors as distinct but equal (Wallis, 2006, p.3). This

position and a proactive role of planners are key elements when planning for decline.

The emphasis on the territory and its multidimensional nature, the need to approach it from a
holistic perspective that recognizes its governance system and multiple realities, the transformative
power of local agency, the importance of conflict, cooperation, and capitals, and the need to approach
decline from an endogenous perspective are key lessons offered by NR and a new approach to

planning tools that this research adopt to analyze the problem of decline in rural regions.
2.2.2.2 Theoretical Underpinnings of NR

Central movements within NR (e.g. smart growth and sustainable communities) share two

key theoretical roots, institutional theories and collaborative planning (Calthorpe & Fulton, 2001;
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Duany & Talen, 2002; Kotkin, 2005; Pastor, Benner, Rosner, Matsuoka, & Jacobs, 2004; Wallis,
2002; Wheeler, 2002, , 2004).

Institutional Theory: Institutional economics are at the core of the so called “institutional
turn” in regional development theory. This theory approaches economic life as an institutionally
based process and a socially embedded activity and studies ties of proximity and association as a
source of knowledge, learning, and development. This body of thought sees the economy as non-
equilibrating, imperfect and irrational.(Ash, 1999; Ash & Thrift, 1995, , 2002; Phelps & Tewdwr-
Jones, 2004; Scott & Storper, 2003; Storper, 1997). Three central principles are considered in this
stream of thought (Ash, 1999; North, 1990): 1) Markets are socially constructed and economic
behaviour is rooted in networks of interpersonal relations. As a result, network properties, such as
mutuality, trust, and cooperation, or their opposites influence economic processes; 2) Actor-network
rationalities generate different forms of economic behaviour and decision-making, and influence
creativity, learning and adaptive capacities of actors; 3) Economy is an outcome of long term
collective forces, which include formal (rules, laws and organizations) and informal (habits, routines,

and social values) institutions.

Applying these conceptions, NR is primarily focused on the study of successful regional
economies (e.g. Silicon Valley), and international trade agreements, to investigate the sources of
local-regional advantages, such as the role of untraded interdependencies, and the interaction of
formal and informal institutions (Bienefeld, 2000; Bouzas, 2005; Burfisher, Robinson, & Thiefelder,
2004; Porter, 2003).

Based on institutional theory, NR promotes four general principles of economic governance
(Alasia, 2005; Ash, 1999; Ash & Hausner, 1997; Ash & Thrift, 2002): 1) To foster an “institutional
thickness” based on a plurality of autonomous organizations, institutional renewal, and strong human
capital; 2) To build a regional culture of social inclusion, empowerment, economic creativity, and
collaboration. 3) To build “agglomeration economies” based on networks of association and
cooperation; 4) To promote “learning” regions based on strengthened sources of knowledge (e.g.

linkages between universities and industry), innovation, strategic vision, and adaptation.

It is important to differentiate between concepts of institutions and organizations. Institutions
are socially created constrains that shape interactions among actors. They reduce uncertainty by
establishing stable (but not necessarily efficient or equitable) structures to human exchange in the
political, social and economic dimensions, and “define and limit the set of choices of individuals”

(North, 1990, pp. 3-4). Together with technology employed, institutions determine transaction and
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transformation costs and hence the profitability and feasibility of economic activities. Institutions
have three dimensions, formal rules, informal constraints, and enforcement mechanisms, which work
as a guide to human interaction. Institutions include formal and informal spaces of social interaction,

negotiation, and contestation across the public and private dimensions (North, 1990; Verma, 2007).

Although both organizations and institutions structure human interaction, organizations are
tangible institutions created as a strategy or vehicle to reach or maximize a specific goal and they
include social bodies (e.g. churches, clubs, and schools), economic bodies (e.g. industries,
cooperatives, and farms), environmental bodies (e.g. conservancy groups) and political bodies (e.g.
town councils, and municipal associations) (Morrison, 2006; North, 1990). Helmke & Levitsky define
informal institutions as socially shared rules, usually unwritten, that are created, communicated, and

enforced outside of official institutions and organizations (2004).

The institutional and organizational context in a particular region influences the type of
human capital (skills and knowledge) available which has important implications for the development
of society. Hence, organizations, institutions and capitals are linked, influence and transform each
other (North, 1990; Verma, 2007).

These theoretical and economic governance principles are of central importance for the study
of decline. However, decline scholarship has been for the most part focused on the analysis of formal
institutions (Bourne, Gertler, & Slack, 2003a, , 2003b; Force, Machlis, & Zhang, 2000; Polése &
Shearmur, 2006) leaving unattended diverse aforementioned “soft” variables of the social structure

affected by declining processes.

Collaborative Planning Theory: Collaborative planning is now a dominant paradigm in
urban planning theory (Alexander, 1997; Foley & Lauria, 2000; Innes, 1995; Tewdwr-Jones &
Allmendinger, 2002). Collaborative planning (Healey, 1997, , 2003, , 2004) is concerned with the
transformative influence of planning upon existing structures (in the institutional sense) (Wallis,
2002). Healey defines institutions as structures that are actively constituted through relational
networks of actors, which facilitates access to opportunities and diverse capitals and development of
shared values and consensus (Morrison, 2006). In general, collaborative planning is focused on issues
of context (the nature of particular places and systems of governance) and structure (institutions and
organizations) (Harris, 2002, p.33). In addition, collaborative planning addresses issues of power
relations and adopts an explicitly normative agenda for developing more democratic planning

practices (Healey, 2003).
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Healey (1997) considers that collaborative planning explores why urban regions are
important to social-economic and environmental policy and how political communities may organise
to improve the quality of their places (p. xiii). Collaborative planning is explicitly concerned with
progressing normative agendas (Healey, 1997), facilitating diverse actors’ initiatives for collective
action and creation of social, human and political capital (Morrison, 2006) and it can therefore be
applied as both a framework for interpreting and as a framework for practical action (Harris, 2002).
Collaborative planning also recognizes the importance of networks, for example by asserting that

“networks intersect at ‘nodes’ that provide ‘arenas’ for discourse between people” (Healey, 1997:61).
2.2.2.3 Criticism

Some authors criticize NR for having little to say about questions of race, gender and class. A
vague challenge to social exclusion is the only evidence to address these concerns (Lovering, 1999;
Rainnie & Grant, 2005). This research additionally points out the absence of a systematic analysis of

rural regions.

Focus on innovation and creativity can generate a discriminatory model of regional
development, abandoning any notion of inclusivity inherent in NR. Also, this language can easily fit
into the neo-liberal discourse (Rainnie & Grant, 2005), which allows the State to avoid responsibility
for rural regions, arguing that development now lies in their own hands. On the other hand, shrinking
size and financial capabilities of governments and local economic development agencies make
questionable whether this fragile institutional structure can develop the framework of innovation,

inclusivity and associationalism that NR promotes (Sagan & Halkier, 2005).

From the perspective of institutional theory, it is still difficult to explain the reasons for
regional disparities and inequalities (Parente, 2001). Institutional theories cannot offer a clear solution
to the challenges faced by disadvantaged regions, as these theories lack the propensity to anticipate
and respond to changing external circumstances (Ash, 1999). Institutional theories do not directly
address the questions of the changing form and role of the State, both at central and local levels
(MacLeod, 2001). A focus on formal institutions (Rhodes, 1997) while ignoring informal institutions

limits explanation of politics and power (DiMaggio & Powell, 1991).

From the perspective of the collaborative orientation criticisms can be summarized in four
groups (Dredge, 2006; Harris, 2002; Healey, 2003; Morrison, 2006; Tewdwr-Jones & Allmendinger,
2002). 1) Collaborative planning is excessively focused on process and neglects the context; 2)

Collaborative theory lacks an adequate base in social theory, and does not properly address issues of
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power, inclusion and exclusion, and conflicts; 3) Collaborative planning includes a partial analysis
and recognition of Institutional theory; 4) Collaborative planners tend to typify actors as either

rational or moral individuals, thus ignoring how they scale up into organizations.

A revised NR approach for rural regions would include seven key elements: First is
recognition of the importance and role of rurality and small communities in regional development
processes. Second is recognition of the role of ethnicity and culture and more generally a wider
approach inclusive of the multiple dimensions and systems involved in territorial development. Third
is focus on connectivity, conflict transformation and public participation to avoid inequities and
address regional disparities. Fourth is promotion of collective action and social networks as to address
the shrinking role of the state, and enhance rural governance systems. Fifth is a consideration of
informal institutions as a way to address issues of politics and power. Sixth is recognition of the role
that networks, social capital, collective action and connectivity play in regional development. Finally
is introduction of social networks as planning tools that will facilitate a structural analysis of rural

social systems.
2.3 Socioeconomic, Environmental and Political Perspectives on Decline
2.3.1 The concept of decline

One of the earliest definitions of decline was suggested by Lucas (1971) in the context of
company towns. Lucas considered that decline was the final phase of a staged process otherwise
comprised by construction, recruitment, transition, and maturity. In the last stage, retired workers tend
to remain in town, young people emigrate, leadership is vested in few individuals, the company

closes, and the town is abandoned.

At the beginning of the 1980s, Bradbury, Downs and Small (1982) added to this concept
descriptive and functional meanings. Descriptive decline refers to any decrease in indicators of size
(e.g. population and employment). Functional decline refers to changes that are socially undesirable
because they reduce the ability of the urban environment to perform its social functions effectively
(e.g. growing crime rates, inadequate public services). In the context of OEDC countries, Ebel
defined decline based on two elements: “decrease in population, absolutely and relative to the
metropolitan area, and/or loss of economic base, as measured by the level and composition of

employment” (1985, p. 2).

In the 1990s, industrial restructuring and other forces of change led Friedrichs to describe

decline as a combination of “rising unemployment, rising number of persons on public assistance,
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and plant-closing, occurring predominantly in ‘old industrialized regions™ (1993, p. 907). Friedrichs’
model highlighted the role of low industrial diversity, local industrial elites, and international markets
as the initial causes of decline: “Hence, population decline due to migration is the consequence of

economic decline” (p.908). More recently, Leadbeater suggests that decline refers to:

...a long-term population decrease, whether it is a persisting decline or a reduction to a lower, more-or-
less stable scale. Population decline is typically associated with absolute and relative declines in
employment, living standards, and opportunity, and with increases in poverty and insecurity. Visible
material associations include vacant, derelict, or underutilized housing, businesses, farms, schools,
streets, transportation, communication and utility infrastructures (2009, p. 89).

The above definitions share three key elements: 1) Although conditions and causes of decline
have changed, the concep of decline as a linear and staged process remains; 2) Demographic and
economic factors have prevailed as the focus of analysis; and 3) Political and environmental factors
are usually absent. The remaining of this section disentangles the social, economic, political and

environmental dimensions of this concept and identifies the gaps in the literature.
2.3.2 Social Dimension

Authors agree on three demographic trends as the fundamental drivers of decline in rural
Canada: population concentrating in CMAs, ageing population, and increased labour mobility
(Bollman, 2007; Bollman, Beshiri, & Mitura, 2007; Bourne, 2000; Bourne, Gertler, & Slack, 2003a;
Bourne & Simmons, 2004; Coffey & Polese, 1987; Polése, Desjardins, Shearmur, & Johnson, 2002;
Polése & Shearmur, 2006).

The problem of population decline and ageing in rural regions includes both a distance and a
scale problem: the increasing costs of production, time (i.e. opportunity) and convenience of
overcoming distance as density of population falls, and the difficulties faced by remaining service
providers to reach necessary scale economies. The literature reports that these two problems lead to
three negative externalities perceived in resource-based cities and towns (Aasbrenn, 1998; Bourne,
Gertler, & Slack, 2003a, , 2003b; Feser & Sweeney, 2003; Friedrichs, 1993; Smiles, Argent, &
Griffin, 2002): First, plant closures increase unemployment, and incentivize outmigration, raise the
number of households requiring social assistance, and shrink the tax base. Unemployment negatively
impacts private consumption, sales of services and retail decline, further shrinking town’s tax
revenues. Second, shrinking fiscal and economic base limits the capacity to attract new industries and
renew decaying infrastructure, which costs of maintenance remain. Usually, social infrastructure is
the first affected (e.g. schools, museums, and libraries). Third, the cost of provision of public services
increases and its quality is affected while the demand for these services change (e.g aging population

demands better medical services and less education). As a result, a feedback can be observed as the
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overall quality of place is affected making the town less —
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form a self-reinforcing cycle, described in Figure 2.1. & Shrinking
A . Tax Base
Arrows link the cause and the effect, and the sign (+/-)
. . . . . | Figure 2.1: Population decline |
points out to an increasing or decreasing effect. Cycles like

this are part of the general dynamics of the region (See Chapter 6) and the feedbacks that characterize
the multiple existing relationships. Feedbacks refer to the result of system’s behaviour which “may
reinforce (positive feedback) or modify (negative feedback) subsequent behaviour” (Berkes & Folke,
1998, p. 6). In the case of Figure 2.1, the cycle obstructs economic diversification, propels out
migration, affects wellbeing and self-confidence of remaining population (Belzer & Kroll, 1986;
Smiles, Argent, & Griffin, 2002), and work as key impediments to the implementation of sustainable
development (Dale & Onix, 2005; J. Robinson & Tinker, 1997). Figure 2.1 also suggests three gaps
in the literature: One is that out migration disrupts social networks, and impacts leadership and
collaborative processes (collective action), which together define the community’s endowment of
human capital and its capacity to adapt to change and recover. Population decline is usually not linked
with the loss/status of other forms of capitals (e.g. human, social, and natural). Second, is the role of
gender, religion, and ethnicity in the process of decline. Finally, the dynamic feedbacks between

causes and effects are not recognized in the literature.
2.3.3 Economic Dimension

Economic analysts concur that there are four central economic drivers that are directly or
indirectly influencing the processes of growth or decline in rural regions: infrastructure and distances,
structural transformations, technology, and single industry economies (Bollman, 2007; Bourne,
Gertler, & Slack, 2003a, , 2003b; Cuervo, 2003).

Infrastructure and distances influence transport costs, industrial location, technology transfer,
population growth and competitiveness (Alasia, 2005; Hite, 2000; Russell & Harris, 2001).
Infrastructure development is also linked with resettlements, economic stagnation, decreasing
property values and physical decay of rural communities (Condon, 2004; Croll, 1999; Jing, 2003).
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2000). This process is considered from the perspective of

| Figure 2.2: Commaodity Cycles |

models of cyclical change at the national level, such as the waves proposed by Kondratiev (1935).
Such approaches have been challenged as a result of their conflict with empirical evidence (e.g.
Freeman, 1984). Alternative interpretations, closer to regional realities and urban decline
phenomenon, are the product-cycle approach (Friedrichs, 1993; Vernon, 1979) and commodity cycles
(Bunker, 2005a, 2005b; Ciccantell & Bunker, 2005), which help to explain the evolution of industrial
products and the relocation of industries. Commodity cycles in particular (see Figure 2.2) are at the
base of the de-industrialization process and are factors not usually considered in the analysis of
decline. Commaodity cycles are a second type of reinforcing propelled by technological change and
innovation. In extractive systems costs of production tend to rise in parallel with the scale and
location of extraction. Responses to demand, profitability and competitiveness, further increase
specialization, facilitated by technological innovation, which in turn increases replacement of capital
by labour, and production costs. At this moment, technologies that create substitutes or cheapen
transport become cost effective which facilitates either the switch to new commodities or industrial
relocation to regions with lower economic and political constrains and higher availability of natural
resources (Bunker, 2005b; Ciccantell & Bunker, 2005; Rietveld & Shefer, 1999; Yoguel, 2000).

Technological development and levels of local innovativeness are key factors in the process
of growth/decline, directly linked with agglomeration economies, human capital, demography, and
information, all of them core variables facing erosion in rural regions (Turpin, Liu, Garret, & Burns,
2002). Also, these factors are positively linked with productivity and trade (Gomanee, 2004; Yoguel,
2000; Young, 2006a).

Finally, the central industry inhibits the diversification of the local economy, and local
entrepreneurship and as a result employment growth (Bollman, Beshiri, & Mitura, 2007; Bunker,
2005b; Leadbeater, 2009; Polése & Shearmur, 2006). When the company closes, the impact extends
to related industries, resulting in a negative image of the town and region, deterring other companies

from locating in the area (Friedrichs, 1993). Mono-industrial dependence is also associated with high
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poverty rates (Bliss, Bailer, Howze, & Teeter, 1992; Freudenburg, 1992); unemployment (Norton,
Howze, & Robinson, 2003); higher rates of social pathology such as crime rates (Force, Machlis,
Zhang, & Kearney, 1993; Force, Machlis, & Zhang, 2000); a bi-polar income distribution (Bourne,
Gertler, & Slack, 2003a); and a higher dominance of a local industrial elite which will tend to extend
the process of decline and lower the prospects of recovery (Friedrichs, 1993).

2.3.4 Political-Institutional Dimension

Changes in the governance system and institutional structures, and globalizing socio-political
and economic processes are determining new destinies for rural regions (Veiga, 2004). Political and
policy decisions influence where and how economic and social change takes place. Hence, the
problem of decline can be understood partly in terms of rural governance systems, that is, in terms of
the political choices, made by state, market, and civil society actors to reach a desired collective well

being (Flora & Flora, 2004), and the specific configuration of the governance system (Stark, 2005).

Governance refers to a continuum of governing types (Jordon et al 2005), where boundaries
between interacting organizations, and public and private sectors are increasingly permeable
(McAllister, 2004; Stoker, 1998). In this regard, rural governance systems incorporate not only
decision-making and policy implementation practices, but also a wide range of stakeholders
(individuals, and organizations beyond government). This multiplicity of political actors interact
through diverse types of self-governing networks at supra-national and sub-national levels (Cheshire,
Higgins & Lawrence, 2007; Counsell & Haughton, 2003). These networks are assuming or sharing
many of the former responsibilities of the nation state, and leading contemporary processes of

regional development (Cheshire, Higgins & Lawrence, 2007; Stark, 2005).

Decision-making in rural governance systems increasingly incorporates active citizen
participation in planning and policy making, collaborative processes among diverse stakeholders and
networks, and emphasizes rural actors’ responsibility to manage rural development. The purpose of
this emerging governance system is threefold, first it looks to achieve collective benefits that could
not be obtained by any of the participating actors separately; second it can reduce the fiscal demands
placed upon public funds and strengthen community’s capacity for improvement; and finally it
provides access to government resources and expertise through enhanced participatory processes
(Boydell, 2005; Cheshire, Higgins & Lawrence, 2007; Stark, 2005).

The changing role and structure of governments have been accompanied by processes of

decentralization, privatization and decreasing size of central governments, which have led also to a
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passive entities (Schneider, 2004). The literature
reports that in order to respond to decline local actors use formal and informal institutions, with
positive or negative outcomes (Anderson & Woodrow, 1989; Luloff & Bridger, 2003;
Weichselgartner, 2001). Together these elements configure a third reinforcing cycle that accelerates

out migration and industrial relocation (See Figure 2.3).

In this process resource-based economies are swinging from relatively stable corporate-state
institutional structures towards new power structures and governance (Hayter, 2000, p. 305), pushing
rural actors into unfamiliar economic, as well as political spaces (Young, 2006b). In this context, the
role of the so called intangible factors (Governance, institutions and organizations, collective action,
social networks, and culture) is increasingly recognized and linked positively with rural development
(Cocklin & Dibden, 2005; Dale & Onix, 2005; Winter & Lobley, 2005). However, empirical studies

linking these issues with rural decline are limited.

Two linked gaps are noticed in this context: One is the role that organizations, as key actors
in emerging rural governance systems, can play in the process of decline. In particular these are the
inter-organizational networks, forms (e.g. alliances and federations), and characteristics
(interdependence, size, structure and mission) (Alexander, 1995; Alexander, 2007; Pearce & Ayres,
2007; Verma, 2007) that they adopt when governing a rural region. Second is the interplay between
organizational networks (formal institutions) and the local/regional governance system that refers to
the transformation of social into political capital and, more specifically, how local actors (individuals
and organizations) can influence policy to address or overcome decline in rural regions (Birner &
Wittner, 2000; Booth & Richard, 1988; Rakodi, 1999).
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2.3.5 Environmental Dimension

Decline can be seen as the loss of carrying capacity in resource-based communities. In these
communities, the social subsystem is almost entirely relying on the ecological subsystem and its
natural resources. However, they affect each other through a complex relationship. A critical issue in
this context is the capacity of both subsystems to assimilate change and adapt, which brings forward
the notion of their thresholds or limits. These are the conceptual basis of carrying capacity (Arrow et
al., 1995; Cliggett, 2001; Coccossis & Mexa, 2004; Fearnside, 1997).

The concept of carrying capacity is ambiguous and has been applied with related but differing
meanings in diverse disciplines (Coccossis & Mexa, 2004; Cuadra & Bjorklund, 2007; Gavin, 2007).
In urban and regional planning (Clarke, 2002; Schneider, Godschalk, & Axler, 1977) this concept
provides a framework for analyzing different types of capitals, considers the impacts of growth on
them, and determines implications for future planning. From this perspective, carrying capacity is
seen as “the ability of a natural or man-made system to absorb population growth or physical
development without significant degradation or breakdown” (Schneider, Godschalk, & Axler, 1977).
However, the concept has been usually based on assumptions of growth, and so faces different
challenges (Clark, 1973; Clarke, 2002; Cliggett, 2001; Fearnside, 1997; Fresco & Kroonenberg,
1992; Hanna, 2005). They include:

e The concept involving more than the link between population size and available resources.

Social-ecological links have a multidimensional nature.

e Social-ecological relationships are open, dynamic, complex, and influenced by technology.

e The rent dissipation (“blame-the-victim”) and rent maximization frameworks’ assumptions
of isolation and ahistorical processes of regions that need revision.

¢ Significant shifts in the economic base involving political, economic and ecological factors,

which are usually beyond the influence of rural communities.
e Assumptions of homogeneity and isolation of rural regions.

As a result, in the social subsystem the carrying capacity can grow or decline depending on
the ways in which resources are used and distributed, the technology employed, power dynamics and
the governance system, and external factors affecting the socio-economic environment (Boserup,
2002; Fearnside, 1997; Leadbeater, 1988). In particular social institutions and technology are key in
the process of shrinking carrying capacity of rural communities and their ability to retain population
(Arrow et al., 1995; Clarke, 2002; Cliggett, 2001; Prasad, 2003).

Carrying capacity in rural communities can also decline because of natural and socio-
technical disasters, plagues and new diseases, and overexploitation (Fearnside, 1997; Hollander,
Pallagst, Schwarz, & Popper, 2009; Knox & Mayer, 2009; Pallagst et al., 2009). Disasters affect the
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local economy and social infrastructure by directly impacting factors of production, levels of
employment and their level and growth rate of productivity (Chapin F, 2004; GAO, 2003; Mayda,
2005). Similarly, plagues (e.g. mountain pine beetle) and new diseases outbreaks (e.g. BSE disease),
can disrupt productive and management processes (Aukema et al., 2006; Stueck, 2007) as well as
international commodity trade (Charlebois, 2005; Shaluf, 2007; Walsh, 2005). Finally, exhaustion or
overexploitation of a natural resource can happen in despite common or private property tenure

systems (Clark, 1973) leading to unequal distribution of resources.

Visible effects of declining carrying capacity in the ecological subsystem of towns include
effects such as noise; unpleasant smells; soil, water and air pollution; wasteful land use; unhealthy
and unsafe living and working conditions; and exhausted natural resources. In the social subsystem,
shrinkage of carrying capacity leads to “terrains vagues” (Hollander, Pallagst, Schwarz, & Popper,
2009, p. 16) which are neglected areas where closing industries and population decline leave
abandoned houses and buildings, and crumbling physical infrastructure, among which nature starts to
recover as urban forest, meadows or successional areas. These impacts are linked to increased crime
and decline of vitality in residential and commercial areas (Schilling & Logan, 2008), depressed
property values and tax revenues, which further decrease quality of place (see section 2.3.2) and
limits the impact of revitalization initiatives (Pagano & Bowman, 2004; Pallagst et al., 2009;
Schilling & Logan, 2008), dissuade reinvestment (Rybczynski & Linneman, 1995), and deters the
process of transformation between different forms of capitals (see section 2.4.1) (Hutchinson &
Vidal, 2004). Figure 2.4 describes a resultant reinforcing cycle in which environmental, institutional
and technological factors, affect the carrying capacity of the social subsystem by draining the local
social, economic and natural, capitals and infrastructures. The process is manifested in environmental
degradation and neglected areas that in turn impact living standards, further stimulating out migration

and impeding new investments and initiatives. Declining living standards closed the feedback,

reflected in higher levels of uncertainty related with the _
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social subsystem (i.e. the social structure and the urban and neglected
fabric of rural communities) is affected. |Figure 2.4. Carrying Capacity Reinforcing Cycle|
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In summary, detailed analysis of the concept of decline presented in this section highlights
two important points: One is the multidimensional and dynamic nature, and the complexity of the
problem of decline. Second, three factors seem to permeate the multiple dimensions of decline:
networks, capitals and conflicts. The following section explores these factors in detail.

2.4 Three Complementary Perspectives: Networks and Capital, Conflicts, and Complex
Systems

Decline is frequently described as passive, unproblematic, unidimensional, and linear
process. To go further in the integrated analysis proposed in this research and describe the conflictive,
dynamic and network based nature of decline, this section briefly reviews the frameworks of social

networks theory, the framework of capitals, and conflict theory, and the systems perspective.
2.4.1 Social Networks, Capital and Collective Action
e Social Networks

To Wasserman and Faust (1994) a social network is a group of actors and the relationships
established among them. Interdependency, ties (linkages), active flows of resources (e.g.
information), and the proportion of possible ties that are actually present in a network (density), are
among other, defining features of social networks (Wasserman & Faust, 1994). Social networks
configure the social structure, in other words, the patterns of social relationships (ties), linking or
bridging social actors (nodes) (B. Erickson, 2001) to perform socio-economic, political and

environmental actions.

Wellman (1979) described two kinds of networks connecting individuals and organizations in
complex ways. The first group consist of local networks that work as sources of help and support on
an everyday basis and in emergencies, to seize opportunities, and to reduce uncertainties. The second
group comprises spatially and socially ramified networks through which actors can mobilize social
capital and gain access to system resources and services located at higher levels (Wellman, 1979;
Wellman & Wortley, 1990). Social networks are crucial in the daily life, and in moments of crisis

they provide support, services, safety, financial aid, and social capital (Wellman & Wortley, 1990).

Recent studies further differentiate network features between rural and urban communities:
1) Network composit