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Description of Team 

The focus of this project is on comparative rural policy, addressing numerous policy themes within 
an international scope. By its very nature, the project needs a diverse team of researchers and partners to 
be successful. The participants brought together for this project have a comprehensive understanding of 
rural policy and issues in Canada, the United States, and Europe. They have also been collaborating for 
many years – most of them within three networks: CRRF, RDI, and ICRPS. The graph below illustrates 
those connections: across institutions, networks, and countries.  

Each link in the graph represents 
the existence of a working relationship 
within the last 20 years. Many of us 
have written materials together (both 
academic and non-academic), 
organized conferences, workshops, 
training sessions for practitioners, and 
research projects, and visited numerous 
rural places in the process – engaging 
with local people and policy-makers. 
Over the years we have learned how to 
collaborate effectively over the long 
distances involved and among very 
different social, political, and policy 
milieus.  

The partnership formed during 
the LOI phase includes researchers 
with a wide array of rural policy 
experiences and specializations. We share an interest in rural sustainability and have considerable 
experience with scholarly activities relating to policy research, analysis, and implementation. The 
project team is highly experienced with a wide range of research approaches, from traditional 
documentary and statistical analysis to community-partnership approaches, field work, historical, and 
comparative analysis. These will all be common elements throughout the RPLC – and will be reflected 
in the venues we choose, the themes of our applied policy research, the nature of engagement we have 
with policy-makers and community leaders, and the resulting curriculum we develop and teach. 

We also recognize the value of focusing on specific substantive issues that need research attention. 
For that reason, we will be organized to respond to them as they arise for policy-makers and rural 
leaders. As illustrated in Table 1 below, the initial selection of themes is well-covered by the expertise 
of our participants in our project team. As new issues are identified, we will make use of our existing 
networks or expand them in new directions where necessary. 
Table 1: Themes by Participant Competencies 
Participant Climate 

Change 
Food 
Security 

Immigration/Labour Natural 
resources 

Telecommunication

Co-Applic.      
Reimer (PI)   X X X 
Annis   X X  
Ashton   X X X 
Bessant X X X   
Breen  X  X  
deLima   X   
Devlin X X X   
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Participant Climate 

Change 
Food 
Security 

Immigration/Labour Natural 
resources 

Telecommunication

Greenwood   X X X 
Hallstrom X   X X 
Halseth   X X  
Jean  X X X X 
Johnson  X X  X 
Meyers  X X X  
Mulrennan X X  X  
Olsen   X   
Ramsey  X  X  
Stallmann   X X  
Steele X     
Stoett X  X   
Vittuari  X  X  
Vodden   X X  
Collaborators      
Gfellner   X   
O’Donoghue  X  X  
Refsgaard X X  X  
Spence X X  X X 
Yasui X   X  
 
  The RPLC will also be organized to take advantage of the strengths of our partner organizations. 
Table 2 indicates how the responsibilities for those activities will be distributed. The + indicates the 
organization which will take on special responsibilities for each activity: their initiation and organization. 
Table 2: RPLC Activities by Partner Organizations (+ represents the lead organization) 
Partner Research Exchange Institute Fora Distance 

learning 
Publications Social 

Media 
Canadian        
Brandon U (Host) X + X X X + X 
Alberta X X X X +   
Concordia X X X X X   
CRRF X X  +   X 
Guelph + X X X X  X 
MAFRI (MB)  X  X    
Memorial X X X X X X +
UNBC X X X X X X X 
International        
Barcelona X X X X    
Bologna X X X X    
Dublin X X X X   X 
Highlands&Islands X X X X X   
Missouri X X X X X X  
NorwegianAERI X X + X    
Oregon X X X X X  X 
TEAGASC X X X X    
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Reimer, William

Designing and implementing policy for rural and northern regions has long been a contentious issue, 
particularly since the challenges are variable and complex. The remote locations, lower populations, and 
place-based identities of these regions create unique challenges when compared with urban centres. 
While rural regions and urban centres remain interdependent through their labour needs, food 
production, resource development, energy demands, and pressures of climate change, too often 
urban-based policy decision-makers ignore or misconstrue rural challenges, conditions, opportunities, 
and aspirations. In effect, the prosperity of urban centres and the potential of rural and northern regions 
are weakened by policies insensitive to the social and economic well-being of the latter.

Some studies have provided insights and directions to address this tension, yet much more is required 
to ensure that policy-makers are cognizant of the conditions and characteristics of rural and northern 
places. The Rural Policy Learning Commons (RPLC) is designed to meet this challenge by networking 
international scholars with policy-makers and citizens -- in a manner that will expand and nurture future 
generations of policy analysts and practitioners. We will add to existing research knowledge, increase 
the opportunity for partners to exchange insights, build a cohort of highly qualified policy analysts, 
mobilize this knowledge to the wider population, and increase our collective capacity to develop 
appropriate policy for rural and northern conditions.

Our proposal rests on 25 years of collaboration among researchers, policy-makers, practitioners, and 
citizens within the Canadian Rural Revitalization Foundation (CRRF), the Rural Development Institute 
(RDI), and the International Comparative Rural Policy Studies program (ICRPS). For 25 years, CRRF 
has been holding annual conferences and workshops, initiating research, and engaging with 
policy-makers regarding the conditions in rural and northern Canada (http://crrf.ca). In concert with 
CRRF, RDI has been conducting community-focused research, meeting with regional leaders, and 
publishing rural-relevant materials (http://www.brandonu.ca/rdi/). For the last nine years ICRPS has 
organized a two-week Institute where about 30 graduate students and practitioners meet with about 20 
faculty members from 12 trans-Atlantic partner institutions to study the challenges of rural policy and 
explore options for its improvement (http://icrps.org).

The RPLC builds on these activities by adding research, exchanges, institutes, policy fora, distance 
learning activities, and social media such as webinars and blogs to generate new policy insights and 
strengthen comparative research collaboration among faculty, students, practitioners, and policy-makers.
Research and policy activities within the RPLC will be guided by critically examining and advancing 
comparative policy analyses as applied to pressing rural and northern policy challenges and 
opportunities such as climate change, food security, immigration and labour, natural resource 
development, and telecommunications.

The RPLC incorporates an iterative and cumulative design where particular lessons learned regarding 
rural policy insights, methods, design and implementation are opened to further scrutiny. It integrates 
academic participants with rural policy practitioners and community stakeholders to exchange expertise 
and experiences that cross disciplinary, organizational, and sectoral lines. Adopting an "active policy 
entrepreneurship" approach (Stone 2001) we use this collaboration to critically evaluate policy 
alternatives, expand the tools available to policy-analysts, and prepare policy-makers for a world where 
rural-urban interdependence is the norm.
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We use “rural” to include all regions 
outside the commuting zone of urban 
centres with population of 10,000 or 
more as well as remote and northern 
places (du Plessis et al. 2001) 

Project Goal and Description 

Rural Policy Learning Commons: Building Rural Policy through International Comparative 
Analysis 
 
The Challenges Addressed 

The welfare of rural and northern Canada is critical for 
the prosperity of urban Canadians. Rural places and people 
provide the timber, food, minerals, and energy that aid in 
urban growth, and they are stewards of the water and other 
resources upon which urban people depend. Rural and 
northern places also process urban pollution, refresh and 
restore urban populations, and maintain the heritage upon which much of our Canadian identity rests. In 
return, urban Canada provides the markets for rural goods and employment, much of its technology, 
most of its financial capital and consumer goods, and much of its media-based culture (Reimer 2013).  

Developing good policy requires a clear recognition of this functional interdependence. However, 
too often the pressing demands of metro places mean the special characteristics of rural and northern 
places are overlooked or misunderstood by urban-based policy-decision makers. The lower density of 
rural and remote regions means many of the advantages of occupational specialization are lost and local 
market demand is weaker. The longer distances involved mean that access to most goods and services 
is more expensive, transportation demands are greater, value chains are longer and more indirect, and 
local knowledge is often overlooked. Their specific place-based identities may increase social 
cohesion, but they are often perceived as parochial and oppositional to urban people. As a result, policy 
decision-makers often ignore local or regional idiosyncrasies and opportunities or base their policies on 
misunderstandings of non-urban conditions and aspirations (Douglas 2010, Markey et al. 2012). 
Project Objectives and Activities 

This project is designed to ensure the special characteristics of rural and northern places and people 
are better understood, the capacity for rural-sensitive policy is increased, and the implications of rural 
conditions are integrated into urban-based public policy and programs.  
Main Goal — We aim to improve the quality of rural and northern-related policy in developed nations. 

We recognize that the relationship among research, policy, and practice is a complex and 
convoluted one (Stone 2001). Our approach, therefore, is to explore and develop activities that address 
both how policy is made and the contribution of research to it (Lasswell 1956, 1971). 
Key Objectives — This project will: 
 Add to existing research knowledge regarding rural, regional, and northern conditions, rural-urban 

interdependence, and the policies and programs relating to them; 
 Increase the opportunities for organizations, students, researchers, practitioners, and policy decision-

makers to exchange insights regarding the nature and process of rural-related policy development; 
 Build a cohort of highly qualified policy analysts and community leaders through experiential, 

international, comparative, and collaborative learning; 
 Increase the mobilization of this knowledge to the wider population of researchers, practitioners, 

policy decision-makers, and citizens who are stakeholders in policy development and evaluation; and  
 Strengthen networks and institutional capacities to evaluate and develop appropriate policy for 

increasing prosperity under changing conditions in rural, regional, and northern areas. 
Our proposal rests on 25 years of collaboration among researchers, faculty, students, and policy-

analysts within the Canadian Rural Revitalization Foundation (CRRF), the Rural Development Institute 
(RDI), and the International Comparative Rural Policy Studies (ICRPS) program. For 25 years, CRRF 
has been holding annual conferences, workshops, initiating research, and engaging with policy-makers 
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regarding the conditions in rural and northern Canada (http://crrf.ca). Its 11-year New Rural Economy 
(NRE) project engaged 32 rural communities, 11 universities, and over 15 researchers in a highly 
successful project with international recognition (http://nre.concordia.ca). In concert with CRRF, RDI 
has built a national reputation for applied research with rural and northern communities, the mobilization 
of knowledge, collaboration with community, provincial, and national policy-makers, and publication of 
rural and northern-relevant research in academic and non-academic venues 
(http://www.brandonu.ca/rdi/). ICRPS takes this partnership to an international level. The international, 
multi-disciplinary, and comparative features of this consortium bring North American and European 
insights and experiences into our partnership – with a strong legacy of policy analysis and training. For 
the last 9 years, for example, ICRPS has organized a two-week Institute where about 30 graduate 
students and practitioners meet with about 20 faculty members from 12 Trans-Atlantic partner 
institutions to study the challenges of rural policy and explore options for its improvement 
(http://icrps.org). 

Our plan builds on the strength of these organizations to create a Rural Policy Learning Commons 
(RPLC) wherein multiple stakeholders can engage in a sustained fashion – using an expanded range of 
activities. These include Research, Exchanges, Institutes, Policy Fora, Distance Learning activities, and 
Social Media to generate new policy insights, strengthen comparative research collaboration among 
faculty, students, practitioners, and policy-makers, and develop innovative initiatives to advance policy 
that results in more prosperous communities and regions.  

Research and policy activities within the RPLC will be guided by systematically testing and 
advancing comparative policy analyses applied to pressing rural and northern policy challenges and 
opportunities. Our initial selection of policy themes will include Climate Change, Food Security, 
Immigration and Labour, Natural Resource Development, and Telecommunications. These themes are 
multi-faceted, remain on regional and national policy agendas (Caldwell 2010, OECD 2005b, University 
of Nebraska 2012), have repeatedly emerged in the ICRPS Institute, and are well within the range of 
competencies of our faculty and partners. The themes and activities will be assessed over the duration of 
the project to be responsive to our partners’ interests and positively impact rural communities. 

A wide range of research and analytical methods are needed to examine issues and identify 
pathways to resolution for each theme. Across RPLC activities, graduates, practitioners, and policy-
makers will be trained in established and emerging comparative approaches while addressing the most 
frequent challenges of limited rural data. Case study analysis, historical analysis, field work, systems 
analysis, and institutional analysis will be examined – along with traditional techniques – so participants 
can choose appropriate methodologies for the research and policy questions they face. Attention will be 
given to the strengths, weaknesses, theoretical assumptions, and policy implications of each approach. 
 
Activities: The key objectives will be achieved through the following activities. 
 Research and Exchanges: Research activities and results from the participants will provide core 

insights for the RPLC. This will include personal and institutional-based research, theses and student 
projects, a program of Applied Rural Policy Research Grants, student exchanges for research and 
study and policy-focused research from public and private-sector partners. 

 ICRPS Institute: The ICRPS Institutes will continue to be sustained as a rich venue for graduate 
students, faculty, and practitioners to collaborate and learn. The institutes have proven to be 
stimulating contexts for exploring innovative approaches to policy, challenging opportunities for the 
evaluation of old approaches, and excellent examples of experiential learning and engagement. 

 Policy Fora: These workshops and conferences will be held on themes and methods of particular 
relevance to policy-analysts, decision-makers, rural organizations, and citizens as part of existing 
events and conferences. They will be organized in collaboration with current and potential partners. 
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 Distance Learning Activities: Distance learning is a critical dimension of the RPLC since it 
promises to alleviate the challenges of both international comparisons and the remoteness of rural and 
northern people. For this reason we will explore, evaluate, and develop distance learning techniques 
and modules for engaging network members, policy decision-makers, and practitioners.  

 Publications: We will use both traditional and electronic means of communication among partners 
and beyond. This will include a regular e-publication, flyers and booklets, articles in professional 
magazines (e.g. Municipal World), and academic publications. 

 Social Media: Social media tools (webinars, video clips, blogs) will be used to facilitate 
collaboration among partners, explore critical issues, and seek new network members. We will also 
work with ‘clearing house’ sites such as the Canadian Rural Research Network, the Center for Rural 
Policy and Development in the United States, and the Centre for Rural Policy Research in Europe to 
enhance rural learning and engagement.  

Relevance and significance of objectives to partners. 
The RPLC objectives are directly relevant to the rural policy and research activities of our partners. 

The venues and content are consistent with their post-secondary degree requirements, research 
programs, and community engagement activities (conferences and forums). Its key activities will 
provide graduate students and highly qualified personnel ample opportunities over the project’s duration 
to develop their skills and expertise, expand their professional networks, and enhance their 
employability in academic and non-academic settings. 

These objectives are also crucial for the project’s collaborators who are affiliated with government 
agencies and NGOs engaged in rural policy design and implementation. Insights garnered through their 
engagement in key thematic workshops can challenge their current practice and presumptions regarding 
rural policy and expand their repertoire of experiences, analytic tools, personnel, and methods, enabling 
them to establish, implement, and evaluate more informed rural policy. 
Rationale of proposal’s fit within SSHRC’s Programs. 

The RPLC makes significant contributions to all three SSHRC Programs. It contributes most 
directly to the Connection Program. Each of the activities we propose contributes to communication and 
engagement among researchers, students, policy-analysts, practitioners, and citizens. Building on the 
decades of experience of the 3 core partners we are assured the connections will continue across 
disciplines, social and economic sectors, regions, and nations. Our extensive collaboration with CRRF 
and several members of the OECD Directorate for Public Governance and Territorial Development 
provide key personnel and insights for the sustained growth of the partnership. Additional Partnership 
funding will provide the resources to enhance and expand this existing network by initiating research 
collaborations, adding new partners, and increasing the exchange opportunities among all participants. 

Our experience with the ICRPS Institutes illustrates one of the ways we contribute to SSHRC’s 
Talent Program and leadership objectives. They have trained more than 200 graduate students and 
enhanced the careers of numerous faculty members (Figueroa-Armijos et al. 2002). By virtue of our 
involvement in local networks and organizations, we have also enhanced the skills and experiences of 
leaders in our field sites. The Partnership funding will enable us to evaluate strategies for talent 
enhancement, create new tools for analysis, and reach new audiences to build talent where it is needed. 

The RPLC will also contribute to SSHRC’s Insight Program in several ways. It will provide many 
venues in which researchers, students, and policy-makers meet to exchange insights and seek new 
collaborators for research initiatives. Through the Applied Rural Policy Grants program it will seed new 
initiatives for research, and through our analysis of policy processes we will add directly to the 
theoretical and practical insights regarding the relationship between research and policy. 
Originality, significance and expected contributions to knowledge.  

This proposal includes four elements that are particularly innovative for the improvement of rural 
policy and its implementation: 
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1. The RPLC shifts the focus beyond the academic setting to include learning at-large: in many venues. 
In this regard, we break with the tradition that academic institutions have a privileged position in 
debates on rural policy. Though faculty and students do play key roles, many other stakeholders have 
crucial contributions and interests in the discussions and initiatives (Ryser et al. 2009).  

2. The RPLC will be conducted on competency and experiential-based learning principles over the 
project’s duration (Wurdinger & Carlson 2009). Lessons learned in advancing these principles will 
inform the communities of practice among rural policy analysts, development professionals, rural and 
northern stakeholders, and government agencies – both challenging approaches to rural policy design 
and elaborating the repertoire of options for policy production (Curtis & Mahon 2010). 

3. The RPLC will innovate rural policy learning by integrating multiple issues, venues, and personnel. 
Too often, policy analysis is delineated along sector, issue, or organizational lines (Baldoc et al. 
2001). Since policy challenges have always been complex, especially in rural areas, we will integrate 
this complexity into the RPLC by ensuring collaboration across venues, geography, disciplines, 
perspectives, and techniques, including conflict resolution and contested views. 

4. We will organize the RPLC as an experiment in international collaborative learning itself. To this 
end, we will integrate a program of evaluation and assessment of our various styles of learning, 
techniques, perspectives, and activities over the period of the project. By including this evaluation 
process, we position ourselves to learn crucial lessons for future training.  

Training and mentoring plans for students, emerging scholars and/or other HQP.  
The track record for training and mentoring is already established through the work of our partners. 

CRRF has integrated students throughout its history – and in the case of its research program (like the 
NRE project) has trained and mentored over 200 students. Similarly, the RDI has directly trained over 
30 students in the last 10 years – particularly in applied research and policy, and the Trans-Atlantic 
ICRPS Institutes have trained more than 200 graduate students – providing valuable lessons in 
international collaboration, learning approaches, and best practices for policy analysis. Building on this 
broad experience, we have identified strategies and plans highly effective in training new generations of 
analysts, including the following activities. 
1. Creating a series of Memoranda of Understanding (MOU) among the participating universities to 

recognize each other’s academic credits toward graduate degree requirements. Current MOUs 
arranged among ICRPS members will serve as a model for developing future ones in the RPLC.  

2. Developing a new Comparative Rural Policy Study Abroad program so students can spend an 
academic term at a host institution in a partner country to study comparative rural policy. Study 
abroad activities will be supervised by faculty members in both the host and home institutions.  

3. Developing a credit-based Graduate Certificate in Comparative Rural Policy, targeted at 
professionals active in rural policy formation.  

4. Increasing cooperation and exchange among the partner researchers and academic institutions 
through comparative research projects and joint supervision of students studying abroad. 

5. Collaborating with national and international research centers, government and other agencies in the 
partner countries to provide policy study abroad options and policy analysis or working internships, 
to expand professional networks and to fund research projects and student and faculty mobility.  

6. Integrating a web base platform for cross-national comparative research methods and findings, 
teaching tools, and internship opportunities (eg., Distance Learning Management System ) This 
innovative, blended learning solution will offer students cross-national study opportunities or 
internship experiences at host institutions. 

7. Developing new networking opportunities for students, faculty, and policy analysts in such 
international agencies as OECD and United Nations.  

8. Expanding the RPLC partnership to institutions and agencies from among the 34 OECD countries. 
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Knowledge mobilization and dissemination activities. 
The RPLC is rooted in the principle that research, analysis, and learning is best done in a context 

where all interested parties are present. For rural and northern policy analysis this involves a wide range 
of persons and organizations: from students and faculty, to corporations, rural organizations, local 
government, and citizens. The experiences of our partners who work specifically on knowledge 
mobilization (The Harris Centre http://www.mun.ca/harriscentre/, and the RDI 
http://www.brandonu.ca/rdi/) will guide activities for these diverse interests. These activities include: 
 7 Institutes: Each institute includes an intensive two-week learning environment with seminars, 

presentations, group projects, and field trips for graduate students and post-doctoral fellows to study 
issues, challenges and opportunities relating to rural policy. Each Institute typically includes about 30 
graduate students or HQP and about 20 faculty participants. 

 6 Policy Fora: Each forum aims to promote the exchange of current research on rural policy, build 
new learning on rural policy, and facilitate professional networking through guided workshops and 
discussion panels. This research will be developed through 39 Applied Rural Policy Research Grants 
to be awarded to students. Each forum is expected to attract between 25-30 participants including 
Institute attendees, rural policy researchers, government officials, and community stakeholders. 

 10 International Rural Policy Conferences: 7 of these are the CRRF annual conferences. Of the other 
3, the first conference is to be held in the year 2, the second in year 5 and a concluding conference in 
year 7. These conferences will share knowledge, expertise, and experience among Institute attendees 
as well as other rural policy researchers and rural development professionals, and government and 
community stakeholders. Attendance for each is expected to be between 75-100 participants.  

 26 Webinars on international and comparative rural policy (1 scheduled in year 1, and increasing to 3 
by year 3 and 6 webinars by year 5). Webinars are to be hosted by the project partners, focusing on 
local/regional rural policy initiatives, methods, and challenges with15-25 participants in the initial 
webinars and increasing to 30-40 by year 7. Total attendance is expected to be 250-300 participants. 

 Rural Policy briefs – manuscripts (peer-reviewed) (15-20 over the course of the project) arising from 
studies undertaken by project partners’ researchers or developed through the Policy Fora workshops 
or other collaborative endeavours facilitated through the RPLC. 

 Bi-annual e-publications (original research, peer-reviewed manuscripts) published through the host 
institution’s e-journal – Journal of Rural and Community Development. 

 Website with social media tools: Up-to-date reporting on project activities, networking opportunities, 
publications, and rural policy researcher profiles 

Theoretical and methodological approaches chosen to meet the stated objectives.  
Our approach to improving the quality of rural and northern-related policy is guided by 2 general 

insights. First, we recognize that the processes linking research and policy are complex, and more likely 
to be the result of a “chaos of purposes and accidents” (Juma and Clarke 1995, Dukeshire & Thurlow 
2002, Bell 2008) than rational ones. Following Stone’s advice (2001) we adopt an “active policy 
entrepreneurship” approach – exploring how policy gets made and the ways in which research 
influences policy (Lasswell 1971, Salamon 2002).  

Second, we recognize that rural and northern-related policy research, formulation, and action face 
special challenges (Cloke et al. 2006; Hallstrom 2012). They include population decline in some places 
(mostly remote) and rapid growth in others (Champion & Brown, 2012, Reimer & Bollman 2012, 
Shortall & Warner 2012); an aging population (Philip et al. 2012); employment transitions (Atterton et 
al. 2012); declining public services (Markey et al. 2012); shifting investment, income, and poverty 
(Shucksmith & Schafft 2012); education deficits (Fairbairn 2006); and declining political influence 
(Greenwood 2010, Savoie 2003). In addition, rural policy research is hampered by inadequate and often 
incomparable data – especially for small areas and where international comparisons would be useful. 
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Based on these insights we have developed our partnership with respect to three strategies. First, we 
concentrate our attention on comparative approaches to analysis. Comparing a wide range of policies, 
their development, and implementation in a variety of national contexts provides a promising venue for 
the analysis of complexity (Przeworksi & Teune 1970, Freshwater & Trapasso 2012, Peet 2012). We 
limit our analysis to developed nations in recognition that developing nations have considerably 
different policy dynamics (Stone 2001). 

A second strategic decision is to include a high level of engagement with rural and northern people 
and places as part of our initiatives. This not only improves the quality of research and education by 
ensuring first-hand exposure to rural and northern conditions, but it serves our knowledge mobilization 
goals by bringing policy-makers (often urban-based) into the rural milieu and increasing the networking 
opportunities for rural people (Langille et al. 2008). Accordingly, our learning and training activities are 
comparative, experiential, collaborative, critical, and diverse – according to established pedagogical 
principles (Bjornavold 2000, Harden et al. 2012, Nelson & Klak 2012, Romsdahl & Hill 2012, 
Wurdinger & Carlson 2009). We will teach a multiplicity of skills so participants are able to choose 
those most appropriate for the particular conditions and challenges they face. 

Our third decision is to target some of our knowledge mobilization activities to urban-based 
policy-makers, populations and groups. In recognition of the role of advocacy groups for policy 
development (Busch 2000), the nature of policy narratives (Roe 1994), and the different models of 
knowledge utilization (Stone 2001) we will explore the use of public media, social media, and distance 
learning tools as ways to introduce a greater level of accuracy into rural and northern-related discourses. 
Proposed Project duration to achieve the objectives.  

We will add to existing research knowledge throughout the 7-years of the project. This time is 
necessary to establish and benefit from the mix of learning experiences, practical skills development, 
and comparative research competencies. 

Increasing the opportunity to exchange insights will be a long-term part of the RPLC. Although 
much network and infrastructure already exists, careful planning will be needed to build networks so 
that new RPLC activities can be added without jeopardizing the resources of our current participants. 

Building a cohort of highly qualified policy analysts with international comparative specialization 
will be an ongoing outcome of the RPLC. The RPLC starts with a pool of considerable talent but is 
constrained by the demands of cost, time, and credibility within non-academic circles such as 
government, the private and third sectors – often the venues where analysts are most needed. Our 
previous experience has taught us that this must be done incrementally since potential personnel in these 
organizations must make the case to their employers regarding the value of the time and money spent.  

Knowledge mobilization is a lengthy process, requiring the integration of diverse populations, and in 
the case of rural policy, widely dispersed ones. The interests of each potential beneficiary are also 
diverse, so building the confidence of each can be a time- and energy-consuming activity. Even within 
the same domain (e.g. government policy decision-makers) the attention and interests are varied – 
especially where several levels of government are relevant for policy (e.g. national, regional, and local 
governments). Exploring and developing expertise in meeting these interests will take time. 

Finally, enhancing networks and institutional capacities that are appropriate for changing conditions 
will require multiple years of activity. Since our commitment is to co-learning, the necessary alliances, 
MOUs, exchanges, secondments, and contributions all take considerable time to develop and implement. 
Leadership succession among those in the network will also be deliberate.  

This project will incrementally achieve these objectives over 7 years yet their relative importance 
will shift over time. The first two years will involve building the RPLC infrastructure: formalizing 
agreements among partners, establishing working groups for the various activities, and operationalizing 
the plans in our proposal. Well-established activities such as the Institute and Policy Fora will take place 
even as the overall infrastructure is developed. Years 3 and 4 will entail the implementation of the new 
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activities proposed (e.g. distance learning activities, publications, and social media). All require the 
development of evaluation approaches and instruments. In the 3rd and 5th years we will initiate 
evaluations of our activities (with subsequent reorganization) as we learn about the successes and failure 
of our initial programs. The final years will focus on sustaining the best features of the RPLC. 
Challenges in building the partnership.  

Our past experience in partnership building leads us to anticipate several key challenges to the 
success of this initiative: the demands of time and energy on our partners; the difficulty of working with 
a widely disparate group of institutions and individuals; overcoming differences in expectations and 
competencies among our partners; maintaining commitment to the RPLC in the face of considerable 
theoretical and methodological differences; and managing the stresses coming from rapidly changing 
fiscal and ideological conditions of the organizations with which we must engage (Reimer 2008). We 
will address these challenges using some of the techniques we have learned from project partners. 

To minimize the challenges of our partners’ existing commitments we plan to organize our activities 
as “added value” ones – for example, holding our Policy Fora events in conjunction with other 
conferences or meetings. We will use internet-mediated technologies to facilitate frequent trans-Atlantic 
communication regarding the administrative and personal details of the RPLC. The Partnership Manager 
will also help to solve these issues by providing support for the RPLC and project partners, facilitating 
information flow, and building cohesion within the network. 

A conflict resolution procedure that operates separately from the normal administrative and 
operational activities will be established for cases of serious conflict. Key members of the project team 
who represent various interests in the RPLC will be selected to address these issues and seek resolutions. 
Governance arrangements of the partnership, and benefits to partners.  

A Project Management Committee (PMC) will provide strategic direction for the project. The 
committee includes the Project Director and a representative from each of the Partners. The PMC 
membership is expected to number between 8-12 
depending on the institutions agreeing to participate 
at the project’s inception and those attracted to 
participate in the project. The Project Director will 
chair the PMC. Committee decisions will be 
determined by consensus or majority vote where 
necessary. Key responsibilities will include: 
assurance of delivery of project deliverables; 
financial accountability to SSHRC; attracting new 
project partners; building a financially viable 
sustainability plan for the project; meeting quarterly via teleconferencing. The PMC will work closely 
with the Project Secretariat to coordinate student funding, receive progress reports, assist the Learning 
Commons Committee, establish evaluation task force committees, and approve recommendations. 

The Institute Host Committee (IHC), which annually moves among the partners in Europe and 
North America, will be responsible for the logistics of hosting and promoting the ICRPS Institute. This 
committee will normally consist of 5-7 members according to the needs of the host institution. The Chair 
will be a member from the host institution and the committee will include at least one member of the 
RPLC. IHC decisions will be determined by consensus or by majority vote where necessary and will 
report to the Project Steering Committee on a quarterly basis. The key responsibilities will include hiring 
a local coordinator, developing the learning agenda, coordinating participants’ itineraries and field trips, 
attracting rural policy practitioners, and ensuring financial and in-kind contributions to offset the costs of 
the two-week Institutes.  

The Learning Commons Committee (LCC) will provide strategic direction and logistics for the 
development, delivery, and promotion of learning opportunities mediated through web-technologies and 
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other initiatives. The LCC will consist of 5-7 members from among the project’s co-applicants and 
collaborators as well as a representative from the Institute Host Committee. A committee chair will be 
elected from among its members. The LCC will report to the PMC on a quarterly basis. LCC decisions 
will be determined by consensus or majority vote where necessary. 

The Project Secretariat will consist of a full-time Partnership Manager at Brandon University and 
will liaise with the PMC, the IHC, and the LCC, and support the Partnership Manager. Three part-time 
Research and Communications Coordinator positions will support the RPLC activities (the IHC and two 
others will serve the North American and European partners (locations to be determined). 

This governance structure provides key benefits to the project partners, including: direct 
representation and input on the PMC; the ability to inform the research agenda for the Institutes and 
Policy Fora; the promotion of their respective institution’s expertise in rural policy and international 
comparisons; and an ability to attract new researchers, students, and mid-career policy professionals. 
Host institution involvement in supporting the partnership.  

Brandon University (and the Rural Development Institute) will provide substantial in-kind and cash 
support to assist in the administrative and technical dimensions of the project. Information Technology 
services will offer assistance in the development and support of the project’s website and publications. 
Brandon University will also provide office space for the project’s Secretariat. 
Impacts of the project, as well as long-term viability and progress indicators.  

RDI, CRRF, and the ICRPS Consortium have already had significant impacts. Over the last 10 
years, RDI has produced over 90 faculty peer-reviewed articles, books, chapters, reports, and 
publications. More than 30 students have been supported – producing over 100 articles, reports, and 
presentations. They have collaborated with numerous communities and rural groups as part of their 
outreach activities. CRRF has organized more than 40 conferences and workshops, generated research 
projects involving more than 250 students, and received invitations to present material in more than 100 
policy-related events (including 3 parliamentary and senate committees). ICRPS has graduated more 
than 200 students from their annual Institutes with important benefits to their individual projects, skills, 
and careers – and produced several reports to host field sites. 

The RPLC will build on and diversify these traditions. The Policy Fora, Distance Learning, 
Publication, and Social Media activities will introduce new methods of engagement, include a wider 
range of people, and create new opportunities for collaboration. Impacts will be reflected in the number 
of students and practitioners, academic papers and theses produced, policy reports and presentations 
invited, new tools for policy analysis created, policy-relevant data generated, networks and research 
centres improved, and the emergence of more appropriate policy at all levels. 

The expansion of our network will also increase the long-term viability of the RPLC. To date, 
CRRF and the ICRPS Institute have operated on a limited budget, relying largely on registration fees 
(from both students and faculty) and local fund-raising for their events. Project funding from SSHRC 
will provide resources to expand our efforts to new students, places, and initiatives.  

The Evaluation Task Force (ETF) will measure progress of the RPLC activities – including 
formative, summative, and retrospective respects – and recommend improvements. Some indicators 
include: the number of students engaged along with the skills they have learned and products produced; 
the number of partners included as well as their assessment of the benefits and disadvantages of their 
involvement; the number and type of project outcomes produced such as theses, reports, presentations, 
media products, new projects, collaboration events, community flyers, and popular media events; and 
the cash and in-kind contributions of partners and participants. The Task Force will also initiate 
discussions and a proposal for the assessment of policy impacts: the policies we might have affected, the 
manner in which this occurred, and the implications they have for our activities. To this end, we will 
collect anecdotal reports from our partners regarding the RPLC’s impacts. In years 2 and 5 of the 
project, the ETF will complete project reviews – producing a report with recommendations. 



Year 4

Personnel costs
Student salaries and benefits/Stipends

17,5000 1 1Undergraduate 117,5000 17,500
171,5006 9 10Masters 12136,50065,500 119,000
52,5001 1 2Doctorate 335,00017,500 17,500

Non-student salaries and benefits/Stipends
00 0 0Postdoctoral 000 0

35,5142 2 2Other 168,95965,000 66,950
Year 4Year 3Year 1 Year 2Travel and subsistence costs

Applicant/Team member(s)
10,000Canadian travel 9,0006,000 10,000
15,000Foreign travel 5,0007,500 16,500

Students
0Canadian travel 00 3,000
0Foreign travel 00 4,500

Other expenses
19,500Professional/Technical services 19,50015,000 12,000
4,800Supplies 4,8000 1,600

Non-disposable equipment
2,250Computer hardware 3,0003,750 2,250

Other

Other expenses (specify)
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6,000e-publications 6,0000 6,000
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Student salaries and benefits/Stipends
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48,000154,000189,000Masters 11 413

035,00052,500Doctorate 2 03
Non-student salaries and benefits/Stipends

000Postdoctoral 0 00
38,80737,67636,579Other 1 11

Year 7Year 6Year 5Travel and subsistence costs
Applicant/Team member(s)

10,00022,50015,000Canadian travel

15,00014,00010,000Foreign travel

Students
22,500022,500Canadian travel

14,000014,000Foreign travel

Other expenses
19,50019,50019,500Professional/Technical services
2,4004,8004,800Supplies

Non-disposable equipment
003,000Computer hardware

Other

Other expenses (specify)
40,00040,00040,000ICRPS Institutes
60,0006,00060,000Fora workshops and conference
9,0009,0006,000e-publications

279,207377,476507,879Total
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categories, enter the total amount required.
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Development Funds
$20,000 is available to assist in the research team's planning and presentation of the Formal Application.An amount of

Amount 20,000
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PROPOSED CONTRIBUTIONS PLAN 
Our contributions plan begins with the letters of support provided by our partners. These letters 

demonstrate the enthusiasm of our partners: using conservative estimates, they will contribute over 
50% of the funds provided by SSHRC. Most of the non-SSHRC cash support is provided for student 
and faculty participation in the RPLC activities – as travel and registration funds for the Institute or 
other exchanges. Much of the in-kind support is provided as time for consultation and meetings, 
administrative support, and space for the preparation of documents, meetings, and communications. 
Since we intend to organize our face-to-face meetings in concert with existing workshops and 
conferences, the support our members receive from these events will be ‘hidden’ contributions. 

As we prepare the full proposal, each partner and participant will be requested to verify the 
extent of their possible cash and in-kind contributions over the life of the project. Since we will be 
approaching several of those on our potential partner list, this will likely increase the total 
contributions significantly. These will take many forms in keeping with the multiple types of activities 
planned and the institutional capacity of the partner organizations (including formal MOUs with 
institutional partners and more informal agreements with community groups). Partners will contribute 
the time and intelligence of their personnel to prepare and execute RPLC activities; research analysis 
and insights; access to networks and groups to expand the knowledge and impact of the partnership; 
space, infrastructure, and expertise to support our communication and learning objectives; and 
credibility for the establishment of new liaisons. 

The RPLC includes plans for cash contribution development in two major ways. The first will 
focus on partners and potential partners. As part of our research, exchange, fora, and knowledge 
mobilization activities we will be contacting government, public, and private sector organizations for 
both cash and in-kind support. If they wish to become part of the RPLC, we expect them to identify the 
nature and extent of the contributions they will make as part of the partnership. Partners will be given 
access to the full range of partnership resources if they provide something in return. The contributions 
will vary according to the resources of the partner: government and business organizations tend to be 
cash-based whereas voluntary groups and municipalities tend to be in the form of information, access 
to populations or facilities, the facilitation of communication, or feedback and evaluation of our 
research results and activities. 

We will also develop a long-term funding plan as part of the RPLC. With the support of CRRF 
and some of the key stakeholders we will initiate a plan for an endowment campaign as the RPLC 
unfolds. Our initial sources of funding will most likely include rural-based corporations and businesses 
such as utilities, commodity traders, and manufacturing enterprises. Such a campaign could be 
developed under the auspices of CRRF in order to avoid conflicts of interest with SSHRC funding – 
and to take advantage of their experience in fund-raising. Once the SSHRC support ends we plan to 
have the endowment funding in place to ensure the continued operation of the RPLC. 

The RPLC is labour and communication-intensive due to the nature of our objectives and the 
distances involved. For that reason we will benefit from both cash and in-kind contributions. The cash 
contributions will enable the partnership to establish and maintain a basic infrastructure for organizing 
our activities. This infrastructure includes trained staff, consistent information management, server 
support, travel financing, and research seed money. 

At the same time, the in-kind contributions will benefit the partnership by providing the 
intelligence, experience, access to facilities, and credibility that is critical to our research and 
knowledge mobilization objectives. The dispersal of population and capacity in rural and northern 
areas means that our objectives can only be met by many players contributing a little over a wide area. 
This is the strength of the RPLC and the core of our strategy: to amplify the multiple capacities of a 
widely distributed network through coordination and collaboration. 
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Reimer, William

The main goal of the Rural Policy Learning Commons (RPLC) is to enhance the analytical and 
methodological competencies of rural policy students, researchers, development professionals, and 
governmental and community stakeholders. This places us clearly in the SSHRC priority of Innovation, 
Leadership, and Prosperity. 
The RPLC is innovative in at least three ways. First, it brings together people and organizations that are

unlikely to interact under normal conditions, but whose interests and experiences are intimately related. 
Second, it does so in multiple venues -- highly relevant to the nature of the challenges they face and 
strategically chosen to yield high levels of insight and collaboration. Third, it aims to produce innovation
in the techniques of learning and communication. Through a systematic program of analysis and 
evaluation we plan to identify best practices in learning and communication, test their impacts, and 
distribute the tools and insights emerging from them.
The RPLC will build leadership among many audiences. The ICRPS Institute, for example, creates an 

intense learning experience for students, faculty, and practitioners that is innovative in its structure while
meeting the traditional criteria required of our universities. The curriculum produces competent 
graduates, familiar with the challenges, tools, and perspectives of policy analysis, and experienced in 
working in a collaborative, comparative fashion with international colleagues. Since leadership is always
about networks, our program is designed to extend such networks, support them, and learn about 
working within them. The Policy Fora will engage a wide audience of policy-makers and citizens. Our 
conference and workshop program will reach out to leaders at all levels: community, regional, 
provincial, and national. The RPLC will provide an opportunity for them to meet, compare options, and 
form alliances to enhance their leadership capacities in multiple ways. Our exchange program will 
enhance the leadership training for selected individuals in targeted ways -- not only improving their 
personal leadership skills, but contributing to the abilities within host organizations by the dynamics of 
comparison. Finally, our program of communication and social media will put the tools, networks, and 
insights into the hands of leaders of all types -- building their capacities and opening new opportunities 
for engagement among all partners.
The RPLC will contribute to the prosperity of both rural and urban people in short-term and long-term 

ways. Our track record with CRRF, RDI, and the ICRPS Consortium, for example, demonstrates how 
our emphasis on local engagement and cross-sector collaboration makes direct, useful contributions to 
the host regions and municipalities. By including policy-makers and practitioners in our events, they 
provide a level of 'ground-truthing' and practical concern that ensures our work contributes directly to 
the improvement of local and regional prosperity. In the long-term this will be supplemented by the 
growth of a cohort which is well-versed in policy-analysis, equipped with effective tools, and supported 
by a network of people, insights, and practices that can respond to rapidly changing conditions.
Although we have highlighted the Innovation, Leadership, and Prosperity priority, it should be clear 

that the RPLC makes significant contributions to the Northern Communities priority as well. The ICRPS
Consortium includes several partners involved in northern communities -- in both Canadian and 
international venues. This ensures that the concerns and special circumstances of northern people and 
places will be well represented and the benefits of our partnership will be immediately available to them.


