
Thank you for the invitation to share with you some insights on Rural Proofing in 
Canada
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I am an Assistant Professor and the Academic Director of the Master of Economic 
Development and Innovation Program at the University of Waterloo in Canada. My 

research expertise is in local and regional economic development planning, policy, 

and practice. More specifically this includes: innovation in rural and northern regions; 

the community impacts of labour mobility and large-scale resource development 

projects and the impacts of disruptive on economic development and the future of 
work in rural and northern communities. 

With regards to rural proofing – I conducted research in 2016 with my colleague Ryan 

Gibson at the University of Guelph on Rural Proofing in Canada for the Swedish 

Agency for Growth Policy Analysis as part of a Parliamentary Rural Areas Committee. I 
also recently published a commentary with the Northern Policy Institute here in 

Canada on whether the province of Ontario needs a Northern Policy Lens. And finally 

I am a member of the Canadian Rural Revitalization Foundation which is national non-

profit that was established in 1989 to contribute to the revitalization and 

sustainability of rural Canada through collaborative research for rural leaders in the 
community, private sector, and in all levels of government.

I’m really excited to share with you some insights from this work on Canada’s 
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approach to rural proofing and to hear about the work you’re currently undertaking 
in Spain.
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To situate ourselves, I thought we should start with a bit of context on Rural Canada.

From a geographic perspective, Canada is an extremely vast country with a 
comparatively small population. We have roughly 35 million people spread out over 9 
million square kilometers.
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When we look at rural Canada, we do not have a single, official definition for rural but 
the most commonly used definitions include:

Rural and Small Town Canada which includes people living outside the commuting 
zones of larger urban centres – and includes communities with a population of under 
10,000 people. Based on this definition roughly 18 percent of Canadians live in rural 
and small towns

Another commonly used definition includes non-metropolitan areas which are all 
communities that are not a Census Metropolitan Area or communities with a 
population under 100,000 people. Based on this definition approximately 31 percent 
of Canadians live in a non-metropolitan area.

What unifies the various definitions of rural in Canada are two key elements: distance 
and density. Rural communities are often defined based on their distance to larger 
urban centres and their lack of population density. 
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Rural Canada contributes roughly 30% to Canada’s GDP, however the vast geography 
of rural Canada translates into multiple ‘rural realities’ based on location, the 
economy, history, and culture, for example

The historic and contemporary economy of rural Canada continues to be focused on 
the extraction of natural resources, such as timber, minerals, fish, and agriculture 
leading to boom-bust cycles of economic growth. These sectors have also gone 
through economic restructuring over the last few decades which has resulted in 
industry closures and shifts in employment.

Many rural communities are also struggling with youth out-migration and aging 
populations leading to population decline. And due to shifting political and policy 
priorities as well as austerity measures, many rural communities are confronted with 
infrastructure and service deficits like access to quality and affordable broadband.

That being said, Rural Canada is home to many of the key industries that support our 
livelihoods like food production and energy generation; Rural Canada is also rich in 
natural amenities; and many rural communities have a strong quality of place and a 
vibrant social sector. 
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When we look at rural development in Canada, both the federal and provincial and 
territorial governments have created programs and policies but today I will spend 
most of my time discussing a federal or a national approach to rural proofing called 
the Rural Secretariat and its Rural Lens.
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The Rural Secretariat was created by the federal government in 1996 and it was 
designed to bring the various government departments together around rural issues 
and priorities to promote dialogue between rural Canadians and the federal 
government. It evolved during a time when many rural communities faced economic 
challenges, including the collapse of the cod fishery in Atlantic Canada and 
restructuring in the resource sectors. And politically at that time, the federal 
government had little visibility in rural Canada and the governing party lacked a 
strong rural base. 

It was housed within the Department of Agriculture and Agri-Food, a sectoral line 
department and it primarily used the Rural and Small Town Canada definition for 
decision-making, programs, and policies. Despite being in the Department of 
Agriculture and Agri-Food it focused on all sectors of the economy.

In 1998, the Canadian Rural Partnership was announced in the Federal Budget. It was 
a horizontal policy initiative that empowered the Rural Secretariat with a mandate 
and funding. 

And in 1999, the Prime Minister appointed a Secretary of State for Rural 
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Development to assist the Rural Secretariat with its mandate and an 
Interdepartmental Working Group on Rural was also used to promote horizontal 
coordination across departments 

The Rural Secretariat operated until 2013 when the governing party did not renew its 
mandate. 
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Over its lifetime, a number of initiatives were introduced through the Rural 
Secretariat and the Canadian Rural Partnership to promote rural development. This 
included:

• The Rural Lens which we will discuss in more detail

• A rural dialogue process which was carried out across the country to hear directly 
from rural Canadians on local and regional issues, challenges and priorities 

• A Pilot Projects Initiative: which funded creative approaches to community 
development in rural and remote Canada that contributed to at least one of the 11 
rural priorities in the Federal Framework for Action in Rural Canada

• A Rural and Small Town Canada Analysis Bulletin: which resulted from a 
partnership with Statistics Canada to generate critical and timely data on rural 
issues, trends, opportunities, and challenges

• A Models for Rural Development Initiative: which was created in 2003 to identify, 
test and evaluate various approaches to addressing rural development issues 
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• And A National Rural Research Network that brought together policy and 
research practitioners from across Canada in partnership with the Canadian Rural 
Revitalization Foundation
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There were a number of other initiatives introduced by the Rural Secretariat and 
policy frameworks created to support Rural Canada during this time. All of these 
activities had an impact on federal rural policy, but we will look specifically at the 
rural lens as one of the main tools for rural proofing in Canada.

If you are not familiar with the term policy lens – it is a tool that is used to develop or 
review existing policies, programs, legislation, and/or other government practices 
based on a particular theme, which is this case is rural. Typically, it is a set of 
questions that serves as a checklist to guide and evaluate these decisions. 
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The Rural lens in Canada was created in 1998 as a tool to review federal policies and 
programs from the perspectives of people living in rural and remote regions. It was 
designed to be applied early in the development of a program or policy by all federal 
departments when developing their programs and policies

The Rural Secretariat was available as a resource to assist departments with 
implementing the rural lens. 

However, it is worth nothing that there was no legislation that required other 
departments to apply the rural lens and no penalties if the rural lens was not applied. 
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When the rural lens was first released, it included a checklist of rural considerations.
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This included the following questions: 
• How is this initiative relevant to rural and remote Canada? 
• Is the impact specific to a selected rural or remote environment or region? 
• Have the most likely positive and negative effects on rural Canadians been 

identified and, where relevant, addressed? 
• Is the initiative designed to respond to the priorities identified by rural Canadians?
• Have rural Canadians been consulted during the development or modification of 

the initiative?
• How is the benefit to rural Canadians maximised (e.g., co-operation with other 

partners, development of local solutions for local challenges, flexibility for decision 
making)? 
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In 2001, the Rural Secretariat created the Guide to Using the Rural Lens to help 
promote the adoption of the rural lens by federal government departments. 

The Guide included 10 stages, which we will discuss in more detail.
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Stage 1 – is the conceptual phase where a government department defines the 
initiative (policy or program) 

While Stage 2 – included an Environmental Scan and Impact Assessment. More 
specifically, policymakers should consider:
• How is this initiative relevant to rural and remote Canada?
• Is it specific to a particular rural or remote region?
• What are the potential financial and economic impacts on rural and remote 

regions?
• What are the potential social impacts on rural and remote regions?
• What are the potential environmental impacts on rural and remote regions?
• What are the potential cultural impacts on rural and remote regions? 
• How can the effects on rural and remote regions be measured? 
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The third stage involved Identifying people and organizations that need to be involved 
or require consultation while the fourth stage included developing and designing the 
initiative based on information from Stage 2.

And Stage 5 included communicating through appropriate media avenues to reach 
rural and remote regions while stage 6 validated the initiative through consultations if 
needed
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Stage 7 included refining the initiative to reflect rural realities gained from the 
consultations while stage 8 sought approval for the initiative, Stage 9 was focused on 
delivering the program, and stage 10 included monitoring and evaluation.

Again the rural lens was a tool to help design federal policies and programs taking 
into account the perspectives or realities of people living in rural and remote regions.
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A Rural Lens Unit was created within the Rural Secretariat which initially started with 
one employee and eventually grew to include eight employees. The Rural Lens Unit 
reviewed draft policies/programs and they would submit a report to the sponsoring 
government department on how their policy or program could be improved to better 
reflect rural and remote realities.

It is worth noting that the sponsoring government department had no responsibility 
to report back to the Rural Lens Unit on how they implemented feedback from their 
review. 

Unfortunately, the rural lens was also often applied to a policy or program after it had 
been developed and it was seeking approval from Cabinet versus in the early stages 
of developing the program or policy.
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During its lifetime, the successful application of the Rural Lens did lead to a number 
of new initiatives targeted for rural communities. 

This included funding dedicated for rural infrastructure, the establishment of an 
Office of Rural Health in the Department of Health. 

Access to the federal government was also improved through increased Service 
Canada locations across the country. 

While the Community Futures program received additional investment and 
Community Futures Development Corporations expanded to include additional rural 
communities. 

The Rural Secretariat and the Rural Lens were also instrumental in facilitating the 
creation of Industry Canada’s Broadband for Rural and Northern Development pilot 
program.
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However, a number of challenges were also encountered

First was the location of the Rural Secretariat and the Rural Lens in a sectoral line 
department focused on agriculture. This meant that rural was often seen as 
synonymous with the agricultural sector

Second, the Rural Secretariat, as a unit within a line department, had no authority to 
force horizontal coordination or use of the rural lens despite its mandate. Instead, it 
relied on an active Secretary of State or Minister to use “moral persuasion” on other 
departments to apply the rural lens and think about the impacts on rural Canada.

Third, the Rural Secretariat and rural lens unit had an extremely small number of 
employees and limited financial resources

And finally, much of the success of the Rural Lens Unit and the Rural Secretariat 
occurred ‘behind the scenes’ and there were no official reporting mechanisms in 
place to track success
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Drawing on Canada’s experience with the Rural Lens (and other international 
examples in Ireland and England) we can highlight a number of lessons for using 
policy lenses like a Rural Lens
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First, any policy lens requires a strong champion within government to encourage 
‘buy-in’ across government. In the Canadian case this was an active Secretary of State 
or Minister

Second, where the policy lens is ‘housed’ matters. In the Canadian context, the Rural 
Secretariat and rural lens were housed within the Department of Agriculture and 
Agri-Food which presented several challenges for implementation. If the rural lens 
had been housed within a central unit of government, it could have had the authority 
to promote policy coordination across government and shed the ‘agricultural equals 
rural’ perception.

Third, A policy lens without authority becomes a ‘tick-box’ exercise. It is clear from 
the Canadian case and international examples that a rural lens requires legislative 
authority or it becomes a suggested practice, or a simple tick-box exercise, within 
government.

Fourth, if the policy lens is to be applied effectively, strong financial and human 
resources are required. A policy lens also requires reliable, accessible, and 
coordinated data to support its application. One of the strengths of the federal Rural 
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Secretariat in Canada was its partnership with Statistics Canada to create the Rural 
and Small Town Canada Analysis Bulletin, which provided critical and timely data on 
rural issues, trends, opportunities, and challenges.

Ideally, a policy lens tool and process should be developed in partnership with 
impacted communities. In addition, an engagement framework should be developed 
to determine when impacted communities should be engaged during 
implementation.

A sixth lesson is that A policy lens should be ‘seen in action’ versus ‘behind the 
scenes,’ with few details made public on operations and outcomes. This could take 
the form of a publicly available report covering the application of the lens and its 
outcomes, as well as success stories profiled online and promoted publicly. 

Finally, a policy lens requires a formal ‘watchdog’ responsible for monitoring and 
evaluating the quality of its application and implementation. This will ensure that the 
policy lens is being applied consistently and effectively. 
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As noted earlier, the federal rural secretariat was not renewed in 2013 which led to 
its demise and the demise of the rural lens but we do have a number of current 
approaches for rural proofing in Canada. 
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In 2019, for example, a Minister for Rural Economic Development was named by the 
governing party and later a Centre for Rural Economic Development was created 
within Infrastructure Canada. 

Across the country many provinces also have ministries or departments with rural 
mandates and Ministers

The Provincial Government in Newfoundland and Labrador is one of the only 
governments that currently has a rural lens within the Public Engagement and 
Planning Division.

A rural municipal association in the province of Ontario also has a Rural and Northern 
Lens which has at times been used by the provincial government in Ontario .
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With regards to the Rural Lens in Newfoundland and Labrador, it was designed to 
encourage government departments to identify intended, unintended, and 
disproportionate or differential impacts of proposed Cabinet decisions on rural 
citizens, stakeholders, and communities. To help determine these impacts, the 
following three questions are asked:

• Will the decision or proposed policy direction directly impact (positively or 
negatively) the economic, demographic and/or social circumstances of 
communities, stakeholders and/or citizens within or across rural regions? If yes, 
how? 

• Will the decision or proposed policy direction indirectly impact (positively or 
negatively) the economic, demographic and/or social circumstances of 
communities, stakeholders and/or citizens within or across rural regions? If yes, 
how? 

• Will the decision or policy being considered disproportionately affect smaller or 
remote rural communities (as compared to larger ones)? If so, how? 
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The other rural lens is the Rural and Northern Lens in Ontario which was created in 

2006,by  the Northern and Rural Working Group of the Association of Municipalities 

of Ontario (AMO) to address a one-size-fits-all approach to policymaking in the 

province. 

The lens was established to guide provincial ministries through the development of 

new policies and programs, or changes to existing ones to ensure that the needs and 

realities of rural and northern communities were considered and addressed.

The lens was updated in 2011 and 2015 and it includes the following questions.

Does the proposed initiative: 

• Benefit or hinder the fiscal realities of Rural and Northern Ontario?

• Have a business case that accounts for low and sparse populations?

• Enhance opportunities in Rural and Northern Ontario?

• Help or hinder goals of sustainability blending environmental, social and economic 

factors?

• Consider how and if rural people will be able to access it?

• Consider all options for delivery, ensuring efficiency, the potential for co-delivery 
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and an acceptable administrative impact on municipalities?
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• Account for the needs of special populations (such as youth, elderly and 
immigrants)?

• Have adequate human and financial resources to be effective?
• Ensure that Rural and Northern communities are receiving equitable treatment or 

services relative to others in the province?
• Recognize the geography, weather and scale of Rural and Northern Ontario and 

include adjusted program criteria to accommodate these realities?
• Accommodate the aspirations of residents from rural communities and the north?
• Build upon the input and advice of rural residents, communities and 

municipalities?
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One thing I like about this lens is that it has this visual metric for ranking answers as 
positive, neutral, or negative, by assigning each question a score between -4 and +4. 
This provides a quick and effective visual representation of the benefits and 
shortcomings of an initiative with regards to the needs and realities of rural 
communities. 
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That concludes my presentation this afternoon and I’m happy to answer any 
questions that you might have.
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