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Introduction: Place-Based Sustainability 
Research in the Provincial North

Rebecca Schiff, Charles Z. Levkoe & Lindsay P. Galway
Lakehead University

As one of the most sparsely populated countries in the world, Canada 
depends on widely dispersed rural and northern settlements to support the 
use and development of the country’s agricultural and natural resources 
that are at the heart of Canadian livelihoods and the economy (Hallstrom, 
Beckie, Hvenegaard, & Mündel, 2016; Markey, Breen, Gibson, Mealy, & 
Ryser, 2015; Hodge, Hall, & Robinson, 2017). Th e sustainability of these 
regional communities depends on a complex network of organizations 
dedicated to promoting the high standard of living for which Canada 
is recognized around the world (Hodge et al., 2017; Hall, Vodden, & 
Greenwood, 2016; Halseth & Ryser, 2016; Schiff , 2014). For example, a 
2013 inventory of regional development organizations in Newfoundland 
and Labrador identifi ed more than 1,000 organizations involved in 
development at the regional scale in that province (Vodden, Hall, & 
Freshwater, 2014). Th e future challenges of Canada’s regional centres are 
among the country’s key future challenges. 

To consider these issues, we hosted the workshop “Regional centres and 
the sustainability of Canada’s rural and northern landscapes” in May 2018 
at Lakehead University (supported by funding from the Social Sciences and 
Humanities Research Council of Canada). Our aim was to explore the role 
of regional centres in Canada’s development as a nation and the role that 
they will play into the future. Th e workshop brought together researchers 

The Northern Review 49 (2020): 3–5
https://doi.org/10.22584/nr49.2019.014

Published by Yukon College, Whitehorse, Canada



4 The Northern Review 49  |  2020

from regional centres across the country to focus on key challenges 
across the landscape of Canada’s Provincial Norths. Ken Coates, Canada 
Research Chair in Regional Innovation at the Johnson-Shoyama Graduate 
School of Public Policy at the University of Saskatchewan delivered a 
keynote presentation on regional policy in Canada. He discussed ways 
that regional centres can prepare for an uncertain future dominated by 
rapid technological change, mobile workforces, and the need for culturally 
appropriate social and health services. 

Over two days the participants met to share perspectives and establish 
connections. More specifi cally, by refl ecting on the special role of regional 
centres and their place in addressing Canada’s future challenges, we hoped 
to lay the groundwork for research focused on supporting the emerging 
needs of regional centres, and the rural and remote communities that 
they support. By exchanging narratives, histories, and perspectives among 
cultures from across the country, we sought, from a national perspective, to 
anticipate the role that regional centres will play in Canada’s future. 

Th is special collection in the Northern Review is meant to provide 
a glimpse into some of the conversations and issues discussed over the 
course of the two-day workshop. While this collection could not include 
the full breadth of the issues faced in regional centres, it does provide a 
look at critical issues—developing and supporting resilient local and 
regional food systems (Connie Nelson and Mirella Stroink); supporting 
small-scale commercial fi sheries that have played an important role in 
northern food security, food sovereignty, and regional economies (Kristen 
Lowitt, Charles Levkoe, and Connie Nelson); northern rural sustainability 
planning and policy (Rebecca Schiff ); community-based participatory 
research approaches to addressing housing and homelessness issues 
(Marleny Bonnycastle and Maureen Simpkins); and new tools for post-
secondary education, which can encourage a deepening of conversations 
about place-based sustainability (David Greenwood and Devon Lee). 
Th ese articles provide insight into the many strengths of, and challenges 
facing, northern, regional centres, and highlight our collective work toward 
development of more sustainable northern communities and regions.
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