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Abstract: Historical rural dominance in 19th century has given way to strong urban-based growth in both 
Canada and the United States. This study assesses the transformation from rural- to urban-based 
economies, as well as the evolution towards a largely non-farm rural population that is usually lost in 
media accounts. Imperatives such as development of a largely export-oriented agricultural base has been 
largely replaced by priorities related to managing urban expansion and mitigating degradation at the rural-
urban interface. Pervasive urbanization, technological change, and transportation improvements have 
fundamentally altered the relationship between cities and the countryside. In spite of the fact that the non-
farm rural share of the total population has exhibited remarkable stability while the farm share has shrunk 
to about 2 to 3%, the decoupling of farm policy and rural-nonfarm policy has proven challenging. While 
there are many similarities between the two countries’ government response to these forces, there are also 
key differences, especially with respect to constitutional differences as well as the spatial distribution of 
urban centers. We conclude by examining the extent to which national policies in each country meet the 
needs of the rural and exurban populations, and consider what would be required for rural policy to more 
appropriately address current environmental, land-use, infrastructure, and economic development 
concerns. 
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1. Introduction 

In Canada and the United States, the investigation of a 'rural-urban divide' can be traced along a 

historical continuum that begins with an entirely rural population to one that is predominantly urban. 

'Globalization' and strong ties to Europe were the initial reasons for the exploration, exploitation, and 

settlement of North America. Following each country’s respective independence, rural and urban 

settlement was guided by notions such as Manifest Destiny for the U.S. and settling the countryside to 

secure the country (from Manifest Destiny) in the case of Canada.  

The early history of Canada and the U.S. illustrates the dominance of rural areas in generating 

economic value. As captured in Harold Innis' Staples theory (Easterbrook and Watkins, 1984), fish, fur, 

lumber, minerals, and agriculture for European markets offered attractive investment opportunities that 

shaped subsequent development. Developing these rural-based industries was consistent with national 

objectives, thus eliciting supporting infrastructure investment and institutional frameworks. Urban areas 

initially formed to serve the rural sectors and facilitate the export of their produce. The rural economy was 

predominantly goods-based with transport costs dictating the spacing of urban areas to serve rural needs. 

Since the early 20th Century, technological change and falling transportation costs led to the 

replacement of the primary sector (and then manufacturing) as the primary source of economic value in 

North America. The subsequent rise of professional services requiring large markets, frequent face-to-

face contact between buyers and sellers, and access to urban amenities contributed to urban concentration 

(McCann, 2007). Likewise, new information technologies are now advancing a 'knowledge' economy that 

also centers on urban areas with more educated workers. The shifting comparative and absolute advantage 

of rural and urban areas has altered their relative fortunes. Many rural communities dependent on primary 

production have experienced chronic population loss as new labor-saving technologies have been adopted 

(Stabler and Olfert, 2002). However, rural areas offering amenity-rich lifestyles or easy access to urban 

concentrations are emerging as new rural growth areas (Ferguson et al., 2007; McGranahan, 2008). 

Indeed, one of our main conclusions will revolve around strong rural-urban interdependence, in which the 

rural population is increasingly both working in urban areas and moving to be closer to urban areas, if not 

exactly in their boundaries. That is, distance to urban areas is a central force in describing rural dynamics. 
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This remarkable economic transformation over the last 150 years has, however, occurred largely in 

the absence of adjustments to “rural” policy. Emerging areas of rural comparative advantage lie primarily 

in having easy access to urban areas and/or in rural amenities. Yet, natural resource industries maintain a 

disproportionate grip on rural policy in both countries due to their historical importance, and the absence 

of alternative (well-organized) interest groups (Freshwater, 1997; Kilkenny and Johnson, 2007). To the 

extent that there is a rural-urban divide, it partially reflects the incongruence of governance and policies 

with economic realities. Perhaps the greater 'divide' is between the policy requirements of the New Rural 

Economy and the actual 'rural' policies that remain fixated on sectoral objectives.  

Anachronistic rural policies or policies based on the latest fad also inhibit the development of a New 

Rural Economy. Indeed, it is not clear that a modern food or bio-economy even derives benefits from 

misguided priorities, though key urban voices continue to view rural North America through this lens. For 

example, a recent editorial in the New York Times (2008) lamented the disproportionate attention given to 

'rural issues' by U.S. Presidential candidates, identifying these priorities with ethanol plants in Iowa and 

alternative energy. Arguing that a sectoral agriculture policy is ‘rural policy’ is akin to arguing that 

financial industry policy is ‘urban policy.’ By failing to recognize that rural North America is much more 

than agriculture, or the emerging ‘green-economy,’ policymakers and editorial boards are thwarting the 

development of a meaningful rural agenda. Indeed, a globally competitive agricultural sector employs 

fewer, not more, workers—the opposite of successful community development. These misunderstandings 

not only disadvantage both rural and urban areas, but likely contribute to the rural-urban divide. 

Below, we first review recent population trends across Canada and the U.S. to provide context. 

Section 3 assesses the changing industrial composition of the rural and urban labor force and then 

appraises future trends in rural development (RD) including possible impacts of high energy costs. 

Sections 4 and 5 describe the strong rural-urban linkages that have formed over the last century, linkages 

that can be a positive force in providing rural job opportunities, yet troublesome in increasing rural-urban 

conflict and environmental degradation at the rural-urban interface. These illustrate the need for more 

regional governance to internalize positive and negative spillovers across the interface. Section 6 provides 

an overview of RD policy in Canada and the U.S. We conclude that RD policy is too fragmented and 
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lacks sufficient focus (and is underfunded). We identify three key ways to reform RD policies including 

more emphasis on regionalism and achieving rational local participation in expenditures. Yet, our boldest 

proposal is to create a unique agency responsible for RD policy, free of traditional sector interests and 

emerging environmental or energy policies. Section 7 summarizes our views on the rural-urban divide. 

2. The Rural-Urban Divide 

In terms of both economic well-being and political power, perhaps the most important difference 

between rural and urban areas has been their ability to attract and retain population. While economic 

activity was almost exclusively rural at the time after European settlement in both Canada and the U.S., 

growth has heavily favored urban areas for nearly a century. The combination of declining labor 

requirements in the rural-based resource industries, reduced transportation costs, shifts in intermediate 

and final demand, and agglomeration economies has meant that economic activity and population have 

gravitated towards urban areas. Of course, a key exception is rural amenity areas, or episodic "boom 

towns" that spring up especially during the construction phase of new natural resource discoveries. As the 

relative population size shifts, so does relative importance of the region in national economic goals. 

Though local policies help shape a community’s future, they operate within a broader context. To 

illustrate these patterns, Figure 1 shows population growth for U.S. counties and Canadian Census 

Divisions (defined in notes to Figure 1) between 1990-2006 for the U.S. and 1991-2006 for Canada. 

North American economic regions run North-South, irrespective of national boundaries, revealing 

patterns that date back to 1950 or earlier. From west to east, rapid growth characterizes the high-amenity 

Pacific Coast and Mountain West regions, for both rural and urban areas. Reflecting the restructuring in 

agriculture and limited natural amenities, the farm-dependent parts of Great Plains extending from south 

Saskatchewan and Manitoba to North Texas have suffered population losses. Some exceptions include 

urban areas (especially near metro areas >500k population) and high amenities areas. 

 The more urbanized U.S. Midwest north, southern Ontario and southwest Quebec represent a more 

checkerboard pattern of clusters of population loss in farm-dependent areas (also some manufacturing 

areas in the U.S. Midwest) and population growth in urbanized areas, e.g., Chicago, and Toronto. 

Likewise, there are patches of high amenity rural growth in Northern Minnesota, Wisconsin, Michigan, 
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and the Ontario Cottage Country. The U.S. Sunbelt has experienced rapid population growth, whereas the 

Northern New England states and Atlantic Canada have experienced slow growth or population loss, 

reflecting productivity growth in the primary sectors. Very sparsely populated regions in Northern 

Canada are driven more by natural increase than net migration.  

3. Industrial Change: From a Rural-Farm Economy to a New Rural Economy 

3.1 Evolution from Pre-20th Century Rural-Farm Economy to 1970 

The key North American population dynamic since the latter 19th Century has been rapid population 

growth, with urban areas gaining at the expense of the farm population. In early development, well into 

the late 19th Century, U.S. and Canadian rural areas had the function of establishing an export base, and to 

this end, attracting foreign capital and receiving public investments (Kilkenny and Partridge, 2008). 

Developing an export base and maintaining national sovereignty required a national transportation system 

that was heavily subsidized in regions undergoing settlement (Howe, 2007). These efforts facilitated 

remarkable population growth in the latter 19th and early 20th Centuries. 

There were about 41 million U.S. residents in 1871, rising rapidly to over 92 million by 1910, and 

204 million by 1970 (USCB, 1976, Series A6-8). Fourteen U.S. cities had a population of over 100,000 in 

1870 (USCB, 1976, Series A43-56). By 1970, the U.S. urban system was nearly complete with 156 cities 

having over 100,000 population, including 6 with over 1 million. 

Canada’s population totaled 3.7 million in 1871 (Statistics Canada, 1983) with 80% classified as 

'rural,' though the definition of urban is admittedly generous.1 Montreal was the only city over 100,000 

people at the time (Statistics Canada, 1983). By 1911, Canada's total population numbered 7.2 million, 

and by 1971, 21.6 million (Statistics Canada, 1983); 22 centers had more than 100,000 population 

(Demographia, 2008). 

This rapid population growth was in sharp contrast to the numbers engaged in primary agriculture. 

U.S. farm employment fell from about 13.6 million in 1910 to about 2 million today (USCB, 1976, Series 

K 174-183; USDA, 2007a; USDL, 2008). As a share of the employed labor force, primary agriculture 

accounted for about one-third in the early 20th Century, falling to about 5% in 1970 and just over 1% in 

                                                 
1Urban is defined as incorporated villages, towns and cities regardless of size, while rural comprised all the rest. 
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2007. Likewise, in the 1881 Census, 48% of the Canadian labor force was engaged in agricultural pursuits 

(Statistics Canada 1983). This percentage had fallen to 5.6% in 1971 and 3% today. 

Figure 2 shows the percentage of the Canadian and U.S. population that was classified as rural and 

urban, 1880-2001. Within rural, population is further divided into farm and non-farm; for Canada this 

disaggregation is not possible prior to 1931. The pattern is very similar for both countries. In 1880/81, the 

urban population accounted for about 27-29% with rural comprising the rest. In the U.S., farm population 

stood at about 42%, with non-farm rural making up the remaining 29%. Over the following 120 years, the 

urban population grew to about 78-79% of the total population with rural declining to 19-21%.  

The relatively constant non-farm rural population share is remarkable. Since at least 1890 for the 

U.S. and 1931 for Canada, the nonfarm rural share of the population has hovered around 20%. In 1880, 

about 61% of the rural U.S. population lived on farms, falling to 18% in 1970 (USCB, 1976, Series A57-

72, K 1-16). Not since the mid 1940s has U.S. farm population been a majority of the rural population. 

Likewise, in 1941, 60% of rural Canadians were classified as farm population, falling to 27.5% in 1971. 

The question of whether there is a rural-urban divide and its nature is thus a question of the relationship 

between the nonfarm rural and urban, inasmuch as the rural farm population is disappearing.  

Despite this remarkable transformation of the rural population in both countries, most politicians and 

urban opinion leaders still associate farming with the mainstay of most rural communities. This 

misperception may have its origins in the fact that while the rural landscape may be bucolic, agricultural, 

or natural-resource intensive, the rural population is increasingly not. Another feature missing in this 

view of rural North America is the remarkable productivity growth in the primary sector. For example, in 

1871, Canada had 367,862 farm holdings with an average farm size of 98 acres. By 1971, the average 

farm size was 464 acres. Similarly in the U.S., labor productivity was about 3.4 times greater per farm 

worker in 1970 compared to 1910 (USCB, 1976, Series, 174-183).  

3.2. The New Rural Economy: 1970 to today. 

The pervasive economic transformation from the agrarian period in the late 19th century to an 

advanced economy has continued in recent decades. In 1970, as shown in Table 1, agriculture (farming in 
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the U.S.) accounted for only 7.3% (Canada) 4.9% (U.S.) of total employment.2 Though not the giant it 

was in the early 20th century, agriculture still accounted for 17% and 13% of rural Canadian and U.S. 

employment respectively; the corresponding shares for mining were about 3% and 2%. Yet, at about a 

20% share, manufacturing had already equaled the combined number of jobs in the primary sectors, 

whereas the service sectors had long-since dwarfed the primary sectors as well, showing how far the rural 

economic transformation had advanced by 1970. 

These trends are even more pronounced at the dawn of the 21st century. The agricultural share of 

employment has shrunk to about 3% in both countries, while the mining share is about one-half its size of 

the early 1970s.3 The ongoing trend of labor-saving technological change extended to manufacturing, as 

its employment share fell to the 12 to 14% range in both countries. These sectoral trends, exemplified by 

increasing shares in the service-producing sectors, are evident in both metro and nonmetro areas. Though 

not shown, we note that a shrinking agriculture footprint also extended up and down the supply chain. In 

1981, agricultural inputs and agricultural processing/marketing respectively accounted for 1.2% and 6.1% 

of U.S. nonmetro employment. By 2002, productivity growth reduced these shares to 0.5% and 3%.4 

One new outcome is that manufacturing is now more intensive in rural areas than in urban areas, 

especially in the U.S. Reasons include standardization in manufacturing, permitting greater distances 

from 'head office'; lower labor and land costs in rural areas; and improved highway transportation. Yet, 

ongoing productivity growth and globalization will likely limit future expansion of rural manufacturing. 

However, the shrinking footprint of rural goods producing sectors (natural resources plus manufacturing) 

ironically means that in a globalizing economy, rural North Americans are actually less directly exposed 

                                                 
2For Canada, the shares refer to the primary job of workers in the labor force, while the U.S. shares refers to total 
jobs—in which a worker can have multiple jobs such as a small farmer who primarily works off farm. The industry 
definitions are not identical in Canada and the U.S., though they are fairly close. Note that “Agriculture” in Canada 
includes fishing and logging, which make up less than 25% of the total. In the U.S., the (very small) Services to 
Primary sectors are combined with Farming. In Canada, Agriculture already includes Services to primary 
agriculture, while services to other primary sectors are included in their sectors. 
3Rather than numbers of jobs, if we used a worker’s primary job to define employment, the U.S. agricultural share 
would be under 2% (USDL, 2008)—i.e., most small farmers have other primary jobs. 
4Agricultural inputs include agri-chemicals, farm machinery & equipment, farm supply and machinery wholesale 
trade, and commodity contract brokers. Agricultural processing and marketing comprise meat products, dairy 
products, canned, frozen and preserved fruits & vegetables, grain mill products, bakery products, sugar & 
confectionery products, fats & oils products, beverages, misc. food preparation & kindred products, tobacco 
products, apparel & textiles, leather products & footwear, packaging, farm-related raw materials, wholesale trade & 
warehousing. Source: USDA, ERS, “United States Farm and Farm-Related Employment, 2002,” Available at 
http://www.ers.usda.gov/Data/FarmandRelatedEmployment/ViewData.asp?GeoAreaPick=STAUS_United+States&Year
Pick=2002 (downloaded on Feb. 20, 2008). 
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than their parents and grandparents to global forces. 

How has the “New Rural Economy” affected the farm economy? In contrast to the media and urban 

stereotype of struggling small farmers, the combination of greater productivity and farm consolidation has 

inevitably yielded fewer, more-wealthy farm households. Farm households are now considerably better 

off economically than their nonfarm cousins—clearly surpassing a key policy goal in both countries. For 

example, although more than 90% of U.S. farms are small (less than $250,000 sales), the 2004 median 

farm household income (mostly from off-farm sources) was 21% above that of nonfarm households. 

Also, the mean income for ‘large’ farms (greater than $250,000) sales was about 4.3 times greater than 

the median nonfarm household income (USDA, 2007a). Indeed, 95% of all U.S. farmers held more net 

wealth than the median nonfarm household. Analogous to the need for rural “place based” policy to 

evolve to reflect a New Rural Economy, farm policy will likely evolve with changes in farm prosperity—

though as the 2008 U.S. Farm Bill shows, progress will be slow.  

3.3. Future Rural Prosperity in a New Rural Economy 

The punch line of this industrial restructuring story is that the rural North American reality stands in 

sharp contrast to its stereotype of natural resource sectors acting as the primary economic drivers. To be 

sure, agriculture, mining, logging, and fishing remain forces that shape the culture of many rural 

communities. Yet, to approach sustainable rural development, policies need to focus on the realities that 

are shaping current rural growth and development.  

Three key realities characterize current rural development. First is amenity-driven growth via access 

to mountains, oceans, lakes, beautiful landscape, and outdoor recreation (Deller et al., 2001; McGranahan, 

2008; Partridge et al., 2008c). Though we do not discuss amenities in detail, their importance should not 

be under-estimated. Second is rural-urban interdependence, in which urban employment opportunities and 

access to urban markets serve as the key drivers of rural development—discussed in Section 5. Third is 

continued high levels of primary-sector employment (especially agriculture) in remote regions without 

significant natural amenities or adequate access to urban economies. In place of the job and population 

growth that characterizes the first two cases, the central trend in these latter regions is job losses through 

labor saving technological change. While technological change has been good for the remaining farm 
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producers and for consumers, it continues to place considerable stress on remote farm communities. 

Decreasing population size implies that access to the full range of public and private services is in 

jeopardy (Stabler and Olfert, 2002). A new means of providing rural services may be needed. For 

example, web-based approaches may alter conventional schools and transform rural healthcare. 

Going forward, two other related sectoral trends are also worth noting. First, there is tremendous 

passion surrounding the emerging alternative energy and bio-economy sectors that initially began with a 

bio-fuels craze. Just as increasing farm productivity has “fed the world” at a low cost, the bio-economy 

has potential for increasing world living standards, but it is less likely to promote widespread rural 

prosperity. The recent ethanol craze illustrates the folly of replacing sound economic analysis with 

enthusiasm. Even worse, the over-expansion of the ethanol industry has led to unintended negative 

consequences. It cannot be a panacea for rural development inasmuch as an economically competitive 

bio-economy/bio-fuel sector, cannot employ significant numbers. Indeed, the reason why the fossil fuel 

economy is so hard to displace is that it is so efficient, employing relatively few workers (as our mining 

sector figures indicate). Wind energy is another example. It is hard to argue that wind turbines will 

provide significantly more rural employment than (say) the widespread expansion of cellular phone 

towers in the last 20 years—i.e., both are capital-intensive endeavors that employ few permanent workers.  

A second future trend that warrants more attention is a (potentially permanent) high-energy cost 

environment on rural North America. Partridge (2007) argued that it will have dire consequences because 

it will reduce rural commuting boundaries and pressure the energy-intensive rural primary and 

manufacturing sectors to contract (Krauss, 2008). That assessment may be too pessimistic for more 

remote rural regions that are already outside of primary urban commuting zones. It is true that past 

technological change, better transportation, and low energy costs facilitated rural households' and 

businesses' access to services in larger urban areas (Stabler and Olfert, 2002). Yet, high energy costs may 

make small communities more competitive inducing some of these services to migrate back to the 

countryside. Indeed, a high energy-cost environment may make living in sprawling cities less attractive, 

though there is also potential for more energy efficient technologies. While high energy costs may not 

reverse past trends favoring greater concentration of economic activity, they may slow future progression. 
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4. Urbanization at the Rural-Urban Interface: A Source of Conflict 

The rural-urban interface is of special interest in an investigation of the rural-urban divide. Rather 

than being a fine line, the interface is a continuum where denser urban settlement decreases to the point 

where the landscape is rural. Official definitions of “urban” and “rural” based on population density are 

too arbitrary to describe the rural-urban interface because of exurban development, in which a quasi-

suburban population has tight links with the urban core, primarily through commuting, even though 

population densities are officially “rural.”5 

 The rural-urban interface areas have experienced tremendous growth as 'urbanites' move to the 

exurban countryside in search of a rural lifestyle, less congestion, lower crime, and affordable housing. 

This population growth is a key flash point in rural-urban conflict because of the differing backgrounds 

and interests of the new and long-term residents. New residents may not appreciate the needs of 

traditional agricultural and may be less supportive of green field developments in other industries (e.g., 

wind turbines, food processors). Further, new residents may demand additional public services found in 

urban areas, that cannot be efficiently provided in low density rural areas. Finally, rapid expansion at the 

rural-urban interface is associated with degradation of prime farmland and green space, as well as 

increased pollution from commuting. 

Probably the best way to assess land use patterns of the rural-urban interface is to examine 

metropolitan land use. Formally, Canadian metropolitan areas (CMAs) consist of core areas of at least 

100,000 population plus those surrounding municipalities with commuting ties of 50% or greater to the 

central core. U.S. metropolitan areas (MSAs) are defined as the counties comprising an urban area of at 

least 50,000 population plus counties with commuting linkages of over 25% with the central core. Given 

denser U.S. settlement, the U.S. federal government has also defined consolidated statistical areas 

(CSAs), which are groupings of immediately adjacent MSAs (or micropolitan areas) with an interchange 
                                                 
5The U.S. Census Bureau states that “Urban is all territory, population and housing units in urban areas, which 
include urbanized areas and urban clusters. An urban area generally consists of a large central place and adjacent 
densely settled census blocks that together have a total population of at least 2,500 for urban clusters, or at least 
50,000 for urbanized areas. Rural is territory, population and housing units not classified as urban." Both rural and 
urban classifications cut across other hierarchies and can be in metropolitan or non-metropolitan areas.” Source: 
www.census.gov. In Statistics Canada an "urban area has a minimum population concentration of 1,000 persons and 
a population density of at least 400 persons per square kilometer, … All territory outside urban areas is classified as 
rural…Urban population includes all population living in the urban cores, secondary urban cores and urban fringes 
of census metropolitan areas (CMAs) and census agglomerations (CAs), as well as the population living in urban 
areas outside CMAs and CAs." Source: http://www12.statcan.ca/english/census06/reference/dictionary/geo049.cfm. 
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of commuting of at least 15% of the workforce.6 Though U.S. definitions of MSAs/CSAs are somewhat 

more inclusive than CMAs, yielding geographically larger areas, land use in CMAs and CSA/MSAs are 

generally quite comparable because both countries use similar urban/rural definitions.  

Metropolitan areas evolve over time through reclassifying new areas that exceed commuting 

thresholds. Density varies as well, particular as land-use and annexation laws differ across regions. 

Generally, the U.S. is viewed as having significant sprawl and low-density development due to its 

fragmented governance and reputed flight from blight. Deconcentration is also facilitated by an efficient 

interstate highway system that allows households to live far from work (Glaeser and Kahn, 2003; 

Nechyba and Walsh, 2004). One way to assess the potential friction at the rural-urban interface is the 

degree to which a given metropolitan region maintains higher population densities in its urbanized core 

and has lower population densities in the surrounding rural fringe. Such a land use pattern would be 

indicative of better planning, strategic infrastructure placement, tighter zoning, and likely less conflict. 

Table 2 presents population density data for the 9 Canadian CMAs of over 500,000 population and 

selected U.S. MSAs and CSAs. The first 9 U.S. MSAs/CSAs are selected on the basis of being “twins” of 

the 9 Canadian CMAs in terms of size and region; the remaining are interesting in their own right. The 

table shows population densities of the urban and rural portions of the respective metropolitan areas.  

It is perhaps surprising that among the twin metropolitan areas, U.S. and Canadian urban densities 

are mostly similar—suggesting similar urban land use regardless of the city size. Conversely, U.S. rural 

densities are consistently greater than for Canada (often double), even though the U.S. metro definitions 

are prone to incorporate more distant, sparsely-populated rural areas. Though subject to slightly different 

definitions in the two countries, the pattern suggests that U.S. exurban land use and infrastructure patterns 

are encouraging low-density exurban sprawl, exacerbating rural-urban conflict with new urban residents 

moving into the countryside. A clear implication of denser exurban American development on the rural 

fringe is the need for better governance that links “smart growth” urban planning with its rural fringe to 

limit the adverse effects of exurban sprawl. 

5. Rural-Urban Commuting Linkages 
                                                 
6 More details of how the U.S. Census Bureau and Office of Management of Budget defines MSAs and CSAs at 
http://www.census.gov/population/www/estimates/00-32997.pdf (accessed on May 13, 2008). Details of how 
Statistics Canada defines CMAs are at http://www12.statcan.ca/english/census06/reference/dictionary/geo009.cfm. 
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Rural-urban linkages extend well beyond the declining settlement density in the rural-urban 

interface. Regional governance and economic development issues that link urban areas with their 

surrounding rural fringe can extend out for 100 miles or more. One of the ways to visualize the nature of 

rural-urban linkages is through examining population growth and commuting patterns near urban areas.  

Commuting patterns show how the rural labor force depends on the economic vitality of urban areas 

that are within commuting distance, while urban employers depend upon a rural workforce. Further these 

commuting ties are expected to approximate the area over which the rural population provides a market 

for urban production and vice versa. Other than rural-urban regional economic development, there are 

hosts of governance issues that revolve around needs to collaborate on infrastructure, public service 

delivery, and sharing of costs and revenues to reflect mutual dependence in the region. 

As an example, Figure 3 shows the regional importance of employment in Saskatoon, Saskatchewan 

CMA, a small Canadian CMA of about 250,000 located in the northern fringe of the Great Plains. For 

each of the surrounding consolidated census subdivisions (CCS), the percent of the employed labor force 

commuting to the CMA is shown.7 The map includes three rings at 50kms, 100kms, and 150kms from the 

centroid of the CMA. It illustrates that within 50kms, 25-100% of the rural workforce is employed in the 

Saskatoon CMA, while even at 100kms, roughly 5 to 25% commutes. In fact, because the regional 

linkages also include rural shopping and urban recreation, we are understating the full linkages with this 

map. Thus, even a small metropolitan area can have a large geographical footprint. 

Figure 4 shows rural-urban interdependence for Ohio, a state with many urban areas, though none as 

dominant as say Chicago in Illinois or Toronto in Ontario. The map shows the shares of employed 

residents in each Census Tract whose primary place of work is a metropolitan or micropolitan area.8 First, 

it is apparent that virtually all of Ohio displays either high-primary commuting (> 30% of the employed 

residents), or medium urban commuting (10-30%). In fact, the legend shows that only about 4% of Ohio’s 

workforce resides in areas with medium urban commuting and, remarkably, only 2% in areas with low 
                                                 
7Statistics Canada defines a CCS as a group of adjacent census subdivisions (CSDs). Generally small urban CSDs 
(towns, villages, etc.) are combined with the surrounding more rural CSDs (du Plessis et al. 2002). Census 
subdivision (CSD) is the general term for municipalities (as determined by provincial/territorial legislation) or areas 
treated as municipal equivalents for statistical purposes (e.g., Indian reserves, Indian settlements and unorganized 
territories), http://www12.statcan.ca/english/census06/reference/dictionary/geo012.cfm. 
8A Census Tract is roughly a neighborhood size delineation of about 4,000 people. A micropolitan area is defined 
the same as a metropolitan area, but the urbanized core has from 10,000 to 49,999 people. 
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commuting. The map clearly shows that rather than there being a rural-urban divide, it is simply 

impossible to decouple the rural and urban Ohio economies. 

Urban commuting may be a source of rural employment, but does close access to urban areas spur 

more rural growth—e.g., urbanites moving to rural areas for lifestyle reasons, then commuting to urban 

jobs? Or does it merely act a gateway for rural-to-urban migration? Likewise, do rural-to-urban 

commuters generate local jobs in their rural communities, or do they facilitate a migration of both people 

and jobs to urban areas? Regarding the evidence, Partridge et al. (2008b, 2008c) find that closer proximity 

to metropolitan areas facilitates growth of both population and jobs—urban areas are acting as engines of 

growth and are not cannibalizing rural communities, or at least not the ones that are nearby.9 

This economic regionalization suggests a regional governance mechanism unlike the current 

fragmented structure that predominates across most of North America. The rural-urban divide is 

perpetuated by a governance structure that does not reflect current interdependencies. The de facto (self-

formed) regions delineated by these rural-urban linkages would be a more functional basis for designing 

governance structures conducive to supporting regional development and for providing meaningful ways 

for rural areas to participate in urban economic growth. 

Figures 7, showing population growth for Northern Great Plains U.S. counties over the 1990-2006 

period, illustrates that access to urban areas has positive impacts on population growth for nearby rural 

areas. The figure has 100km and 200km rings surrounding metropolitan areas with more than 500,000 

population in 2005. The interior ring illustrates a reasonable range for commuting access (approximately 

one hour). The 100-200km range then represents primarily other types of rural-urban linkages such as 

access to urban services, amenities, and markets. Growth in this outer zone would illustrate how urban 

access reinforces the effects of simple commuting in promoting other rural growth. The map illustrates 

high-amenity growth in Colorado, New Mexico, and the Black Hills in Southwest South Dakota. It shows 

that growth can concentrate around interstate highway corridors such as I-80 across Nebraska or I-29 

north-south through eastern Nebraska, South Dakota and North Dakota. Finally, in more remote, farm-

centered regions from North Dakota to the Texas panhandle including rural Iowa and Western Minnesota, 

                                                 
9Partridge et al.’s (2008b, 2008c) findings are not related to sprawl or suburbanization, which is primarily a within 
metropolitan area occurrence because they were examining behavior outside or between metropolitan areas. 
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the map shows pervasive population loss.  

Figure 7 also shows that exceptions to the general pattern of rural population loss in the Great Plains 

are those rural areas within the influence of the larger metropolitan areas. Omaha, Wichita, and Oklahoma 

City represent typical cases where population growth extends well beyond the urban fringe. Though 

population growth is greatest within 100kms, it extends out to nearly 200kms (or losses occur at a slower 

rate than in more remote regions). Clearly, the map illustrates the self-formation of tight rural-urban 

linkages that are generally not reflected in governance or in most policymaking priorities.  

A remaining policy issue in more remote areas is whether urban-region based RD strategies can be 

effective without access to urban areas of at least 500,000. Figure 8 addresses this question by examining 

1991-2006 population growth in the Canadian provinces of Saskatchewan and Manitoba, some of North 

America’s most sparsely populated areas. The map includes 100km “commuting shed” rings around any 

city of at least 10,000 people.10 Being on the fringe of the Northern Great Plains, these two Prairie 

provinces have struggled to retain population as their historically large agriculture sectors experienced 

rapid productivity growth. Yet, the map shows growth that is either more robust or less negative within 

the commuting rings, illustrating that even small urban areas can provide anchors to support rural regions. 

To facilitate this rural growth opportunity, provincial authorities would be wise to set in motion 

governance changes and redesign expenditure priorities to reflect the evolution to urban-region centered 

growth, from the agricultural-centered one that dominated until the mid 20th Century, and lingers still. 

6. Transitioning Rural Policy to Reflect a New Rural Economy 

Lagging rural areas became a concern during the Great Depression and since then have been part of 

the national policy agendas. The evolution from the old rural economy to a New Rural Economy implies 

a need for new RD policy priorities that reflect the current reality. The latter, however, have been slow in 

coming. Indeed, the rural-urban divide is aggravated by a backward-looking policy perspective.  

The agricultural lobby has maintained a tight grip on the rural agenda in both countries despite the 

evidence that the success of the rural economy is not closely linked to the success of agriculture (Goetz 

                                                 
10The rings surround any CMA or Census Agglomeration (CA). A CA has an urbanized core with between 10,000-
99,999 people and includes surrounding municipalities with at least 50% commuting linkages. For further details, 
see Statistics Canada at www.statcan.ca. 
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and Debertin, 1996; Drabenstott, 2005; USDA, 2006). The declining relative size of the rural farm sector 

combined with the relatively constant size of the rural nonfarm sector has led to a situation where the “tail 

is wagging the dog.” For example, the New York Times (2008) linked RD to farm subsidies, biofuels, and 

other natural resource related polices. This common confusion produces poor rural policy.  

Using U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis data for 2005, the nonmetropolitan share of personal 

income accounted for by earnings in primary-sector farming,11 plus mining (including oil) plus food 

procession/beverage manufacturing plus petroleum and coal manufacturing totaled 6.7%. For comparison, 

the metropolitan share of personal income accounted for by finance/insurance also equals 6.7%, and 

adding in real estate, 8.5%. The point is that nobody would label a financial services policy an “urban 

development” policy, yet natural resource sector policy, a sector of about the same importance in 

nonmetropolitan areas, is routinely identified with RD. While strong sector-based policies are essential, 

rural North America is not well served by confusing place-based policy with farm sector-based policy. 

The power of the farm lobby is best understood in a political economy framework. It is relatively 

homogeneous, speaks with one voice, and members receive concentrated benefits from successful 

lobbying. By contrast, a successful (broad-based) “rural” lobby does not exist due to the tremendous 

heterogeneity in rural interests and the dispersed nature of the benefits (Freshwater, 1997; Kilkenny and 

Johnson, 2007). No effective rural lobby forms, leaving the farm lobby relatively free access to politicians 

to lobby on behalf of “rural.” Freshwater (1997) argues that the persistent success of the farm lobby, in 

spite of the dramatic decrease in farm numbers, is that agricultural policy has "subsidized the winners." 

Farm subsidies have contributed to the wealth of the recipients, and thus to their capacity to lobby further.  

Below, we outline rural policies in both countries. Yet, we should note that there are key differences 

in constitutional powers between the two countries (Johnson 1997). Canadian rural policy is inherently 

viewed more as a provincial matter. This means that federal government programs are generally delivered 

in close cooperation with the provinces. As a practical manner, federal funding to (say) provide water 

treatment infrastructure is administered by the provinces—limiting the federal role in setting RD 

priorities. Conversely, in the U.S., the federal government claims a national role in delivering RD policy; 

                                                 
11Farming (U.S.) and Agriculture (Canada), as used here, includes primary fishing and forestry. 
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in practice this means it can provide funding directly to local governments.  

6.1. Rural Policy in Canada 

Canadian RD policy was historically inspired by rural decline due to the Great Depression, clusters 

of rural poverty, and increased agricultural productivity leading to job losses. Also, Canada's long 

standing goal of reducing regional disparities has generated some policies/programs that, while not 

specifically targeting rural or urban, could have differential spatial implications (Johnson 1997). In 1969 

the federal Department of Regional Economic Expansion (DREE) was created with a 'growth pole' 

orientation where regional development was to be addressed through industrialization rather than 

explicitly addressing rural or agricultural problems (Boase 1993). Other current federal regional 

approaches include Western Economic Diversification, created in 1987, and the parallel programs in other 

regions of Canada—Atlantic Canada Opportunities Agency (ACOA), FEDNOR in northern Ontario and 

the Quebec Major Industrial Projects Subsidiary Agreement (DEC) established in 1988.  

A federal program with an explicit rural policy component is the Community Futures (CF) program, 

operating under the regional departments across the country. CF began in 1986 as a job-creation and 

economic-development program designed to work where other approaches had failed, especially in rural 

areas. Self-declaration of a CF area qualifies it for funding for a Business Development Centre (BDC), 

initially $100,000. CF programs are often run by local volunteers, potentially increasing local “buy-in.” 

Human resource development and strategic planning assistance are central to CF programs.  

The other current major federal rural presence is the Rural Secretariat (RS), housed in Agriculture 

and Agri-food Canada. Under the RS, the Canadian Rural Partnership (CRP) is described as "….the key 

rural policy initiative of the Government of Canada" (AAFC 2008). The CRP comprises six parts: a) a 

small funding program for rural community capacity building; b) a Rural Dialogue facilitating discussion 

with local communities; c) the Rural Lens, which is a process of monitoring the rural effects of 

government programs and policies in other departments; d) Information Outreach consisting of various 

print and electronic media; e) Rural Teams consisting of multi-department groups, non-government 

agencies and provincial representatives sharing information and coordinating rural strategies; and f) 
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Research and Analysis to advance rural research. Illustrating a lack of federal priority for this rural policy, 

of the AAFC budget of $2.75billion in 2007-08, about 0.4% is at the discretion of the RS (TBS 2008).  

In addition to federal initiatives, there is a myriad of provincial government RD programs, often 

delivered through Departments of Agriculture. Special rural infrastructure funding programs for 

communication, utilities and waste management are generally available for remote and rural areas. 

Blake (2003) describes Canada's regional and rural strategies as beginning with farming and 

fisheries, moving to a focus on urban-industrial development anticipated to have beneficial trickle down 

effects in their rural peripheries, to the current focus on local capacity building and training. He suggests 

that attempts at RD and rural revitalization in Canada over the past 50 years, comprising billions of 

dollars, have been an unmitigated disaster if a business model were applied for assessment.  

6.2. Rural Policy in the United States 

U.S. rural policy can be distinguished from Canadian policy as being modestly better funded, but 

even more fractured. Rural development (RD) funding is provided by 16 different agencies through 88 

separate programs. In 1980, USDA became the lead federal agency for RD, though other agencies play 

key roles including the Department of Transportation (DOT) and the Economic Development 

Administration in the U.S. Department of Commerce. In fact, U.S. DOT actually expends more on RD 

than USDA (Hill and Blandford, 2008). Like Canada, the U.S. has broad multi-state regional 

development authorities that often target rural areas such as the Delta Regional Authority for the lower 

Mississippi River basin and the 13 state Appalachian Regional Commission. Yet, these authorities are 

less funded than their Canadian counterparts. Similar to federal efforts, state RD efforts are also fractured, 

with states providing programs through their agriculture departments, department of economic 

development, and departments of transportation. 

USDA RD funding comes in two ways: (1) as part of five-year Farm bills and (2) from annual 

appropriations. Five-year Farm Bills mandate expenditures for agricultural programs, environmental 

programs, nutrition programs for the poor and rural development. As Kilkenny and Johnson (2007) note, 

mandated RD expenditures under the Farm Bill are regularly rescinded, leaving annual appropriations as 

the primary source of federal RD expenditures. In Fiscal Year 2007, Hill and Brandford (2008) report that 
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RD accounted for only about 3% of USDA expenditures, or about one-seventh of what is spent on income 

support for commodity programs.  

Depending on definitions, between 50 and 90% of USDA RD funding supports infrastructure 

development—e.g., drinking water, wastewater, community facilities, and broadband (Blandford et al., 

2008; Renkow, 2007). USDA RD funding tries to leverage support from partners. For example, in Ohio, 

USDA RD funding provided $3 million of grants for a $4.7 million YMCA facility in rural Fayette 

County, while in another typical case, Ohio RD funding provided $58 million in grants and $11.7 in loans 

for rural water and waste disposal projects (USDA Ohio Rural Development, 2007).  

U.S. RD policy does not seem to have a clear focus, being spread out in numerous programs and 

objectives. Is it attempting to equalize services by trying to provide funding to poor rural communities so 

that all Americans have access to essential services? Is it an effort to support the agribusiness sector? Is it 

an effort to support economic development and entrepreneurship in rural communities? Or is it all of the 

above—which really means none of the above—given the limited funds for RD. Clearly, Congress needs 

to better target U.S. RD programs if it wants to achieve success for the broader rural population. 

6.3. Making RD Policy Work in the 21st Century. 

Several common sense reforms have been proposed for RD programs (e.g., Freshwater, 2007; 

Kilkenny and Johnson, 2007). We will focus on what we believe are the highest-valued reforms 

consisting of (1) a new federal agency with a rural mandate; (2) a triage process that would target 

expenditures to highest-return uses; and (3) greater regionalization to internalize spillovers at the rural-

urban interface and beyond. We caution that this does not mean that we believe other efforts are not 

worthwhile—e.g., developing small businesses and entrepreneurship (Partridge et al., 2008)—but we 

believe the three recommendations are core initiatives that help ensure the success of supporting policies. 

A more holistic approach for U.S. programs linking agriculture, environment, and RD following the 

EU pattern has been proposed (Blandford et al., 2008). However, we are less supportive because we 

believe that RD could still be eclipsed by other priorities. Specifically, much as good farm policy does not 

make good rural policy, the same can be said about the relationship between good environmental and 

rural policy. RD deserves the same independent policy platform as urban development. An encouraging 



 

 
 

18 

sign is the very recent recommendation from the Canadian Standing Senate Committee on Agriculture 

and Forestry (2008) that a new federal Department of Rural Affairs be created. 

While we believe the frontline RD staff at USDA and other agencies is committed, USDA as a 

whole appears more driven by its primary, and very successful, historic mission of supporting 

agribusiness. The same can be said about the frontline staff at the RS in AAFC in Canada. The need for a 

real "rural" policy rather than an appendage to agriculture policy is understood by RD bureaucrats. 

Congressional agriculture committees remain more interested in agribusiness for both the political 

reasons outlined at the beginning of the section and as individual priority.12 For example, it is easy to see 

how Congressional agriculture leaders can support ethanol policies as good for corn farmers, but it is less 

clear that the ethanol sector could spur widespread prosperity, even in the rural corn belt. The typical 

ethanol plant directly employs only about 35 workers, and in late 2007, ethanol plants directly employed 

only about 3,100 workers (USDA, 2007b), or about 0.01% of total rural U.S. employment as reported by 

the U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis.13 Given the agricultural priorities, it is easy to see that when 

budget realities force rescissions, the RD component of the Farm Bill is an early victim (e.g., see 

Kilkenny and Johnson, 2007). Thus, a new agency with different Congressional oversight would allow 

RD to stand on its own merits rather than being an “ugly duckling” that competes with farm support. 

A second suggested reform relates to the allocation of limited RD funding. With infrastructure 

support being a high RD priority in past efforts, Renkow (2007) suggests a triage approach, targeting 

places that generate high net payoffs, thus requiring tough choices. Some areas simply have little potential 

for success. Diverting scarce funds to these communities dilutes the potential to assist those communities/ 

areas where the greatest RD benefits could be generated. Thus, we would not only lose the ‘hopeless’ 

cases, we also lose communities with a fighting chance if they had received adequate support. 

Renkow (2007) notes that these infrastructure (and likely other) payoffs are likely to be much 

greater in regions that are more closely linked to urban areas (whether in terms of raising business 
                                                 
12The “exception proves the rule” as even the urgings of Senate Agricultural Committee Chairman Tom Harkin to 
shift more of the focus of the Farm Bill to RD went mostly unheeded. Harkin pointed out that about 85% of farm 
household income is earned off farm as a key reason for his argument (Fluharty, 2008).  
13Swensen (2008) cautions that ethanol’s overall impacts on the broader rural economy are limited because corn will 
mostly be grown regardless of ethanol (at least in the corn belt); transportation jobs may decline now that corn is no 
longer exported as long of distance; and livestock sectors will suffer from higher corn feed costs. He argues that the 
merits of ethanol should be assessed by its impacts on the environment; energy security; and food prices, not on RD. 
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productivity or providing amenities). The rural-urban interdependence described in Sections 4 and 5 

supports this prioritization. Second, Renkow notes that rural infrastructure projects are more justifiable 

when there are network effects with benefits spilling over to urban areas. If roads that benefit rural 

residents also facilitate transportation for/between urban areas, this would greatly increase their net 

payoff. Similarly, rural broadband construction that links rural people to the ‘information’ network 

increases the value of the internet for urban residents who would have more people in reach. 

Kilkenny and Johnson (2007) also recommend improved “incentives” in directing RD funding by 

requiring rural communities to match funding for RD projects. Local residents have a better sense of their 

future prospects than distant (even if well-intended) bureaucrats. If local communities are unwilling to 

contribute to their own future, why should others? To reduce adverse selection, Kilkenny and Johnson 

advocate a more formal process to leverage funding than current ad hoc approaches in both countries. 

Our third recommendation is to link RD expenditures to efforts that explicitly promote 

regionalization around urban clusters (USDA, 2006). Decentralization of government functions may 

provide the required incentive. Regionalization promotes cooperation on economic development rather 

than wasteful competition, and promotes efficiencies in service delivery. Creating access to urban job 

opportunities may be the most effective RD (Partridge, et al., 2007a, 2007b). With the exception of high-

amenity rural areas, the typical rural area acting alone does not have the critical mass to be competitive. 

On a positive note, the 2008 U.S. Farm Bill has made a first step in this direction. 

For Canada, there are a couple of added considerations. First, the even lower level of federal funding 

imposes an overly stringent constraint on RD policy. Second, Canada’s strong emphasis on local capacity 

building (Blake, 2003), while assuring crucial local input, can be a liability. A declining community is not 

always in the best position to assess the 'big picture' that fundamentally influences its future. Capacity 

building is not a substitute for senior government leadership or a comprehensive RD policy framework. 

7. Concluding Comments 

At the time of European settlement of North America, there was no stark rural-urban divide. Rural 

and urban interests coincided in the development of national economies in both Canada and the U.S. 

Small urban centers formed to serve their surrounding rural populations, which were a key source of 
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national wealth. Policies designed to promote natural resource sectors were welcomed by urban and rural 

alike as both would benefit, given their intimately linked economies. 

New technologies and agglomeration economies have allowed urban centers to outgrow their ties to 

the rural hinterlands. Now the reverse is true—it is urban areas that now represent the engines of growth. 

The future of North America’s cities lies in knowledge-based and service sector growth.  

Somewhat surprisingly, perhaps, is the fact that the same can be said for rural areas. Their wealth 

and sources of economic growth in the New Rural Economy are also largely decoupled from natural 

resources. Access to the benefits of agglomeration economies in urban centers, to knowledge-based 

sectors, or a fortuitous location in an amenity rich area are the new bases of a sustained economic future. 

So where is the "rural-urban divide?" One possibility is that there is none—it is a myth perpetuated 

by a misunderstanding of what constitutes rural. It is a hangover from the times when supportive policies 

for agriculture and natural resources (originally synonymous with rural) were also conducive to urban 

development. If some segment of rural still holds this view while urban centers have moved on, this could 

be the source of a 'divide.' Conversely, the (small) farm population portion of the rural population may be 

at odds with the objectives of the urban population. The basis of this could be the success of the farm 

lobby even as the rural non-farm population is often on the urban side of the divide in terms of needs. 

Alternatively, as the rural population is increasingly concentrated near urban centers, especially 

large ones, there may be a conflict between these rural residents and their urban cousins. Nearby rural 

residents wishing to enjoy the benefits of a rural lifestyle may clash with urban encroachment. Yet it is 

this very expansion that is often the source of their livelihood. If this is the 'divide' of concern, then 

institutional and governance reform may offer a solution. 

The dissonance or 'divide' that does seem clear is that between what is required for an effective rural 

policy and what is being offered in North America. What is passed off as rural policy is too often 

backward-looking and falls far short of what is required to facilitate effective RD in both countries. To 

address this shortcoming, we focus on three policy reforms that we believe would better focus RD policy 

including an independent RD agency free of historical interest politics and expenditure reforms. Yet, even 

these will likely fail unless national leaders begin to believe rural policy is important for its own sake 

rather than as a stop-gap way to garner short-term political support. 
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Figure 1: Population Change, 1990/91-2006, U.S. Counties and Canadian Census Divisions 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau. 1990 Census and Census estimates. http://www.census.gov/popest/datasets.html 
Statistics Canada, Censuses of Population 1991 and 2006. Special tabulations with constant 1996 boundaries. 
Notes: Canadian Census division (CD) is the general term for provincially legislated areas (such as county, municipalité 
régionale de comté and regional district) or equivalent. CDs are intermediate geographic areas between the province/territory 
level and the municipality (census subdivision). Where provincial laws do not provide for such areas, Statistics Canada defines 
equivalent areas for statistical reporting in cooperation with the provinces and territories. Accessed at 
http://www12.statcan.ca/english/census06/reference/dictionary/geo008.cfm, May 27, 2008. 
 



 

 
 

25 

Figure 2: Urban, Rural Farm and Rural Non-farm Populations, Canada and U.S., 1880-2001 

Sources:  U.S. Census Bureau; Census 2000, Summary File 3; generated using American Fact Finder; <http://factfinder.census.gov>; U.S. 
Census Bureau, 1976; USDA-NASS. “Trends in U. S. Agriculture.”    [http://www.usda.gov/agency/nass/pubs/trends/farmpopulation.htm]. 
Statistics Canada, Censuses of Population, 1851-2006. "Farm versus Non-farm and Census Rural versus Census Urban Population, Canada 
(excluding Yukon, Northwest Territories and Nunavut), 1851 – 2006." Accessed March 14, 2008 at www.statcan.ca/101/cst01/labor47a.htm. The 
'rural' population for 1981-2001 refers to persons living outside centers with 1,000 inhabitants AND outside areas with 400 persons per square 
kilometer. Prior to 1981, the definitions differed slightly but consistently referred to populations outside centers of 1,000 population.  
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Table 1: Industrial Distribution of the Work Force  
 
Panel A: Canada, by Metropolitan and Non-Metropolitan Areas, 1971-2001 
CANADA  1971 2001 
Industry1 

 
      CMAs2 Non-CMA  Total       CMAs2 Non-CMA Total 

Agriculture 48,530 0.99 532,485 17.46 581,015 7.31 88,805 0.88 478,855 8.78 567,660 3.64 
Mining 40,255 0.82 98,780 3.24 139,035 1.75 60,310 0.60 109,660 2.01 169,970 1.09 
Manufacturing 1,110,995 22.69 596,335 19.56 1,707,330 21.49 1381,215 13.65 793,070 14.54 2,174,285 13.96 
Construction 319,475 6.53 218,745 7.17 538,220 6.77 518,170 5.12 361,075 6.62 879,245 5.64 
Trans/Utilities 439,575 8.98 239,335 7.85 678,910 8.55 918,550 9.07 391,745 7.18 1,310,295 8.41 
Trade 843,810 17.24 425,480 13.95 1,269,290 15.98 1638,300 16.19 803,115 14.72 2,441,415 15.67 
FIRE 287,540 5.87 70,520 2.31 358,060 4.51 694,990 6.87 200,000 3.67 894,990 5.75 
Private services 1,338,285 27.34 703,105 23.06 2,041,390 25.69 4224,910 41.74 2,009,300 36.84 6,234,210 40.02 
Government 467,265 9.54 164,475 5.39 631,740 7.95 596,870 5.90 307,615 5.64 904,485 5.81 
Total 4,895,730 100.00 3,049,260 100.00 7,944,990 100.00 10,122,120 100.00 5,454,435 100.00 15,576,555 100.00 
Source: Statistics Canada. 2003. Censuses of Population, 1971 and 2001. Labour Force 15 Years and Over, by Industry Division, Canada and CMAs.  
1CMA totals were subtracted from the national total to yield rural residuals. 
2For 1971 Industry definitions are based on 1970 Canadian SIC definitions. For 2001, NAICS industries were combined to approximate the 1971 categories.   
3CMAs for 1971 are based on 1971 definitions and boundaries and for 2001 are based on 2001 definitions and boundaries.  
 
Panel B: U.S., by Metropolitan and Non-Metropolitan Areas, 1970-2000 
U. S. 1970 2000 
Industry1 

 
MAs2 

# '000          % 
Non-MA 

# '000         % 
Total 

# '000          % 
MAs2 

# '000          % 
Non-MA Total 

Farming 1,357 1.98 3,094 14.03 4,451 4.92 2,754 1.97 1,943 7.90 4,696 2.86 
Mining 329 0.48 387 1.76 717 0.79 439 0.31 221 0.90 660 0.40 
Manufacturing 15,124 22.09 4,524 20.51 19,648 21.70 15,132 10.84 3,819 15.53 18,951 11.54 
Construction 3,351 4.89 1,005 4.55 4,355 4.81 7,851 5.62 1,415 5.76 9,266 5.64 
Trans. /Utilities 3,892 5.68 912 4.13 4,804 5.31 7,094 5.08 970 3.94 8,064 4.91 
Trade 13,979 20.41 3,784 17.16 17,762 19.62 29,531 21.15 4,983 20.26 34,514 21.02 
FIRE 5,105 7.46 970 4.40 6,075 6.71 11,745 8.41 1,261 5.13 13,006 7.92 
Private Services 13,472 19.67 3,381 15.33 16,853 18.62 46,438 33.26 5,936 24.14 52,374 31.89 
Government 11,867 17.33 3,999 18.13 15,866 17.53 18,639 13.35 4,042 16.44 22,681 13.81 
Total 68,477 100.00 22,055 100.00 90,531 100.00 139,622 100.00 24,590 100.00 164,211 100.00 
Source: BEA, Regional Economic Information Services, http://www.bea.gov/regional/reis/.   
1Industry categories for 1970–74 are based on 1967 Standard Industrial Classification (SIC); estimates for 1975–87 are based on the 1972 SIC, and those for 1988–2000 are based 
on the 1987 SIC. Industry categories are aggregated to approximate those for Canada in Table 1. For example, Services to primary sectors are included with 'Farming', Wholesale 
and Retail are combined in Trade.  
2MAs are aggregations of counties from Census definitions according to 1973 boundaries for 1970 employment and 2003 boundaries for 2000 employment. 
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Table 2: Population Density (per km2), Urban/Rural Components of Metro Areas 
Panel a: Canadian CMAs, 2006 

Metropolitan Area 
2006 Urban Rural Total 

CMA Pop.   Density       Rank Density   Rank       Density     Rank 
1 Toronto, ON  5,113,149 2,540.30 1 34.4 3 866.1 1 
2 Montreal, QC  3,635,571 1,831.40 2 42 2 853.6 2 
3 Vancouver, BC  2,116,581 1,700.90 4 30.6 4 735.6 3 
4 Ottawa-Gatineau, ON  1,130,761 1,554.00 5 26.2 5 197.8 7 
5 Calgary, AB  1,079,310 1,374.60 7 7.6 9 211.3 6 
6 Edmonton, AB  1,034,945 953.4 9 11 7 109.9 9 
7 Quebec, QC  715,515 978.8 8 20.5 6 218.4 5 
8 Winnipeg, MB  694,668 1,425.20 6 10 8 131 8 
9 Hamilton, ON  692,911 1,741.60 3 43 1 505.1 4 
  Min. 692,911 953.4   7.6   109.9   
  Max. 5,113,149 2,540.30   43   866.1   
  Mean 1,801,490 1,566.70   25   425.4   

Source: Statistics Canada Geosuite 2006 Census 92-105-XCB. Name Search in Geosuite 2006 was used to obtain population and 
land area for Census Metropolitan Areas (CMA's) and for Urban Areas (UA's). The population and land area in the CMA not 
included in the UA was used to represent rural population and area. Urban areas for the 9 largest CMA's in Canada were 
determined from the Statistics Canada Population counts, for CMAs and census agglomerations by urban core, urban fringe, rural 
fringe and urban areas, 2006 Census - 100% data. Communities listed under Urban Core and Urban Fringe are determined to be 
urban areas. 

  
Panel b: U.S. Metropolitan Areas, 2000 

 

Metropolitan Area 

2000 Urban Rural Total 

 
MA Pop. 

Density      Rank Density   Rank 
Density          
Rank 

1 Chicago, IL 9,157,540 2,279.90 4 35.2 11 821.4 2 
2 Boston, MA 5,819,100 1,296.70 15 101.8 1 642.6 3 
3 Portland, OR 2,265,223 1,941.40 6 27.4 13 202.4 12 
4 Columbus, OH  1,540,157 1,622.10 11 47.9 5 304.7 7 
5 Oklahoma City, OK  1,083,346 1,428.80 13 29.6 12 158.5 16 
6 Tulsa, OK  803,235 1,214.00 17 20.6 14 99.5 18 
7 Albany, NY 875,583 1,180.30 18 43.5 8 168.8 15 
8 Omaha, NE 716,998 1,691.90 8 20.1 15 180 14 
9 Toledo, OH 618,203 1,623.90 10 47.3 6 281.5 10 

  Selected Others by Size 
 New York, NY 21,199,865 2,612.00 2 79.7 2 1,260.60 1 
 Los Angeles, CA 16,373,645 2,885.90 1 6.1 18 299.6 9 
 Dallas-Fort Worth, TX 5,221,801 1,672.50 9 39 9 356.4 5 
 Atlanta, GA 4,112,198 1,074.20 19 73.2 3 417.3 4 
 Phoenix, AZ 3,251,876 2,128.40 5 7 17 138.7 17 
 Minneapolis, MN 2,968,806 1,576.20 12 44.3 7 304.3 8 
 Las Vegas, NV 1,563,282 2,295.10 3 1.4 19 24.7 19 
 Jacksonville, FL 1,100,491 1,223.40 16 35.5 10 259.5 11 
 Louisville, KY 1,025,598 1,346.60 14 48.7 4 307.6 6 
 Lincoln, NE 250,291 1,802.70 7 19.4 16 185.4 13 

  Overall Min. 250,291 1,074.20   1.4   24.7   
  Overall Max. 21,199,865 2,885.90   101.8   1,260.60   
  Overall Mean 4,207,749 1,731.40   38.3   337.5   
* Nineteen U.S. CMSAs/MSAs are shown. The numbers 1-9 represent a matching between the respective U.S. and 
Canadian metropolitan areas in the two panels. They form “twins” with similar populations and regions for 
comparison—see the text for more details. Bold metropolitan areas are Consolidated Metropolitan Statistical Areas (CSAs) as 
defined in Census 2000. Source: www.uscensus.gov. 
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Figure 5: Commuting Linkages surrounding Saskatoon, SK , Canada 2001 

Source: Statistics Canada, Census of Population 
2001, Place of Work/Place of Residence data provided by special tabulation. 
Notes: A Census Metropolitan Area (CMA) is defined in the text. See footnote 6 for more details. The geographic 
areas delineated within the commuting shed are Consolidated Census Subdivisions (CCS). Statistics Canada 
defines a CCS as a group of adjacent census subdivisions. Census subdivision (CSD) is generally a municipality. 
Generally small urban census subdivisions (towns, villages, etc.) are combined with the surrounding more rural 
census subdivision (du Plessis et al. 2002). See footnote 7 for more details. 
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Figure 6: Ohio’s Primary Commuter Flow by Census Tract 
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Notes: The map shows the share of employed residents in a Census Tract who are primarily 
commuting to a metropolitan or a micropolitan area. High commuting is defined as greater 
than 30% of the resident workforce, medium is 10-30% of the resident workforce, and less than 
10% is low. The figure is taken from Partridge, Clark, and Enver (2008a) and Partridge and 
Clark, 2008. See those references for further details. 
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Figure 7: Population Change 1990-2006, Northern Great Plains states, U.S., showing "Engines 
of Growth" centers. 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau. 1990 Census and Census estimates. http://www.census.gov/popest/datasets.html 
Notes: Circles of radii 100 and 200 kilometers are drawn around "Engines of Growth" in the Northern Great 
Plains. Engines of Growth are defined as metropolitan areas with at least 500,000 population in 2005.  
 
Figure 8: Population Change, Saskatchewan and Manitoba, Northern Great Plains Region of 
Canada, 1990/91-2006 

 
Source: Statistics Canada, Population of Censuses 1996, 2006, special tabulations with constant 1996 boundaries. 
Notes: Circles of radii 100km are drawn around CMAs and CAs. CMAs are comprised of a core urban center of 
100k plus tight commuting ties (50% or more of the local labor force) to the urban core. CAs are Census 
agglomerations that consist of a core urban area of at least 100k plus CCSs with close commuting ties. See the 
notes to Figure 5 for further details. 
 


