
Appendix C: One View of the Dimensions of “Rurality”

One view of “rurality” is to define “rural” to be distance and (the lack of) population
density.  As noted in the text above, there are numerous and long treatises of alternative
views.  Nevertheless, the idea of “distance” and “density “ is consistent with the issue of
“access” to goods and services, as articulated by rural Canadians (see Government of
Canada, 1998).

If rural is “distance”, then the problematique (and the “rural” policy focus) is to reduce
the price of distance1.  Although rural has always been “globalised” by nearby urban
centres, the reduction in transportation costs and the reduction in communication costs
has meant that goods and services produced “from away” can more easily penetrate rural
markets.  This reduces employment for local folks to provide local goods and services for
local folks.  On the other hand, local folks can more easily access markets “from away”.
Thus, the focus of local production of goods and services has changed from local
consumers to consumers “from away”.  Thus, “rural policy” would promote the
continued reduction in the “price of distance” and “rural policy” would train local folks to
market goods and services to consumers “from away” as these markets become
accessible with the falling transportation and communications prices.

If rural is (low population) “density”, then the problematique (and the “rural” policy
focus) is the inability to achieve economies of scale for the production and distribution of
goods and services in sparsely populated areas.  Many analysts ponder the delivery of
mail services and health services and educational programs, etc. in rural areas.  A study
by the Canadian Rural Revitalisation Foundation found that some rural people are more
concerned with access to fresh fruit and vegetables – these individuals were satisfied with
their ability to access a hospital in the next town.  Thus, “rural” policy would focus on the
technologies to lower the cost of delivering goods and services, and to increase the access
of people to goods and services, in sparsely populated regions.

This view of “rural” is admittedly narrow and specific.  There are many other rural
issues, including many of the items articulated by rural citizens (Government of Canada,
1998).  Realistically, many of the issues generating political debate and analytic
discussion on rural development are essentially issues of regional development in
predominantly rural regions.  Examples of these issues include the multiplier impact of
public and private investments, workforce training and skills development, support for
entrepreneurship and business starts, etc. etc.  In this sense, the rural focus is on regions
that are more rural than others.

                                                          
1  “Distance” can be constructed in various ways.  Sometimes “cultural differences” may be operative.  The
general idea for rural analysis is physical distance – whether it is the distance to buy a stamp, the distance
to access an emergency ward at a hospital, or the distance to sell into a niche or speciality market.


