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LAKELANDS CHAMBER OF COMMERCE
Sometimes the main impact of technical assistance in community economic development projects is to clarify and validate what communities already know.

Take, for example, the Lakelands Chamber of Commerce in the district surrounding Christopher Lake, Saskatchewan. A lake-dappled district bordering on Prince Albert National Park, the area is right on Highway 2, the main north-south highway in the province.  It was an important tourist destination in the 1920s, with resorts, summer hotels, dance-halls and other facilities which drew vacationers not only from Prince Albert, but also from Saskatoon and Regina. 

All this fun attracted cottagers, who became a more and more important force in the community. But by 1969, the local tourist facilities were old, run-down and outdated. And then the highway was re-routed, bypassing the Lakelands area and leaving its facilities on a loop off the main road. 

“Our tourist traffic fell dramatically,” says Abbie Roth, the president of the local Chamber of Commerce. “I’d say 25 to 35 local businesses closed, and we never really recovered.” The local business community thought it knew what needed to be done, but - hamstrung by rigid zoning and environmental provisions, which the owners of the 2500 cottages generally supported  - they found themselves unable to re-develop.

In early 1999, after three decades of frustration, the Chamber of Commerce turned to the Community Economic Development Technical Assistance Program at Carleton University to fund a consulting study on the community’s prospects — and specifically whether it could be turned into a four-season tourism destination.  The consultants they chose were Shirley Falstead and Ray Funk of Spruce River Research, in nearby Spruce Home.

SRR’s role was supposed to be focused on the development of a tourism plan — but the consultants soon found that they had to become community facilitators as well. Lakelands is bordered by a reserve which houses two separate First Nations, by extensive timber leases and also by a national park. The community had already partnered with the First Nations to establish a segment of the TransCanada Snowmobile Trail through the region, and it soon became clear that any major development might also require aboriginal participation. 

So SRR found itself mediating between the business community, municipal councils, the cottagers and the First Nations.  The process, says Ray Funk, “created a bit of a firestorm in the community, but that had to happen.” SRR spent many hours distributing information, explaining what the study was all about, how it was being funded, and the benefits which would accrue if all parts of the community worked together — including the First Nations. 

“There was a growing population of younger people interested in development, but before they could do anything we had to create a context for development. We had to get the idea accepted that development was not necessarily a bad thing, that it could be done in a respectful and responsible way.”

The report was completed in May, 2000. It acknowledged the extensive regulatory obstacles, while providing an inventory of local attractions, an analysis of the current tourist trade and of the probable future demand, and an extensive to-do list of events and facilities which would enhance the area’s tourist business.

The report, says Abbie Roth, “kind of confirms what we’d thought over coffee, and adds a number of things. So now, when we go to meet with developers and government, they’re not just listening to us local yokels -- we can give them a nice looking document, and it usually opens their eyes a little.” 

The community has embarked on an extensive program of trail-building which serves both the tourist operators and the cottagers. Improved signage and information facilities on the highway direct traffic into the district. (“A lot of people didn’t realize we were so close,” notes Abbie Roth.) Best of all, a private entrepreneur has shown interest in a new development, and for him the report is an important tool. 

“The whole process gave people a way to rally together,” says Ray Funk. “And in the long term, I think their prospects are pretty good.” 
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