Sustainability and Natural Resources Cluster Design

The problem area:

Despite the significant transformations that we have witnessed over the last two decades, the exploitation of natural resources remains a cornerstone of the Canadian economy. In 2002, the natural resource sector, narrowly defined, accounted for 12.7% of GDP and 38.5% of exports by value [Natural Resources Canada]. The continuing vitality of the sector and its international competitiveness is thus a critical concern for all Canadians, not only those living in resource dependent communities. Awareness of our close connection with our resources is reflected in the innovative and interdisciplinary research on the social, economic and cultural dimensions of natural resource management that has been a central part of the Canadian intellectual tradition since the days of Harold Innis and the so-called ‘staples school’ of Canadian political economy. The same awareness has influenced the creation of Canadian culture in the works of, among others, Mordecai Richler, Margaret Atwood, Gilles Vignault, and Emily Carr. And it has led Canadians to the forefront of scientific work in areas such as forestry and agricultural science, as well as activities such as geological exploration and understanding Arctic environments.

The fundamental problem of Humanities and Social Science (HSS) research in this area, however, is its fragmented character. Many researchers work in peripheral regions where resource extraction takes place, in smaller institutions and in physically remote locations. Research tends to be issue-based and industry-specific, although many of the challenges are common to resource industries and communities across Canada. Older research paradigms are now seriously dated and new policy frames, like rural development or sustainability, are not widely shared or clearly understood. Provincial jurisdiction over many natural resources means that policy communities are often provincially rather than nationally constructed, contributing to fragmentation of research and policy development even within the same industry. While a great deal of work is being done, including theory building and policy relevant studies, the overall impact is diminished by inability to make connections. Above all, the critical coordination problems raised by the sustainability agenda—making policy for multiple impacts and complex issues like climate change—go largely unaddressed. Each resource and its researchers continue to struggle on in isolation. 

Overcoming fragmentation:

The research cluster concept provides a unique opportunity to address the fragmentation of research and policy development into the sustainable management of Canada’s natural resources. Specifically, we call for SSHRC to support a ‘virtual institute’ on the model of the Canadian Institutes for Health Research, a model that would network HSS researchers in Canada and elsewhere working on the wide-range of issues linking resource use and environmental sustainability to the Canadian identity, governance and economic, social and community development. In addition to a long list of federal and provincial departments, industry organization, NGOs and research institutes, we have identified over 500 HSS researchers in Canada currently working on sustainability and natural resource questions and more are being added every day. Through the active participation of knowledge users as well as producers in Institute activities, the cluster will enhance knowledge mobilization in Canada and further the goals and aims of SSHRC as it transforms itself to meet the challenges of the 21st century

What can clustering achieve?

Build a policy-oriented research community from the bottom up: A new direction for HSS research into sustainability and natural resources cannot be achieved by imposing a research agenda in a top down way. The first task of the cluster is to find a common, problem-oriented framework that will bring together researchers and research users. We are currently constructing the cluster from the bottom up by engaging the research and policy communities in an exercise that identifies the main drivers of change in resource and environmental policy and can locate common issues and outcomes of change that generate researchable problems. This process is already creating potential multi-disciplinary working groups including research users.

Provide value added activities: These will include support for all kinds of publication and dissemination, including e-journals and other non-traditional forms, and various policy interventions, including working with existing policy institutes and appearances at committee hearings and commissions.

Promote networking as a research support activity:  This requires the development of targets or benchmarks to measure success and ensure accountability for networking projects, especially the development of international linkages.

Assume a mandate for student training: By introducing HSS students to working in multidisciplinary teams, considering the policy-relevance of their work and understanding the policy environment at the earliest possible stage in their careers, cluster research will provide the next generation of researchers and policy makers with essential skills.

None of these activities can be pursued through existing programs. A cluster program with an entirely new mandate is required.

Partners: 

Clusters should be jointly sponsored by SSHRC and a relevant agency or agencies. We are currently in discussion with several departments, including Natural Resources Canada, the Department of Fisheries and Oceans, and Indian and Northern Affairs Canada

Contact any member of the research design team:

· Dr. Jeremy Rayner, Department of Political Science, Malaspina University-College, Nanaimo, BC V9R 5S5; rayner@mala.bc.ca

· Dr. Keith Brownsey, Department of Policy Studies, Mount Royal College, 4825 Mount Royal Gate SW, Calgary, AB, T3E 6K6; KBrownsey@mtroyal.ca

· Dr. Michael Howlett, Department of Political Science, Simon Fraser University, 8888 University Drive, Burnaby BC, V5A 1S6; howlett@sfu.ca

· Dr. Ralph Matthews, Department of Anthropology and Sociology, University of British Columbia, 6303 NW Marine Drive, Vancouver, BC, Canada, V6T 1Z1 ralph.matthews@interchange.ubc.ca

Web Site: http://www.sfu.ca/~howlett/cluster.html
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