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In many rural regions of British Columbia (BC), cannabis production subsidized the 

livelihoods of thousands of small businesses for decades. While mostly illicit, this form 

of sustenance has been recognized as a primary industry and an integral part of the 

local socio-economic fabric. However, with the introduction of legalization on 17 October 

2018 governments are trying to direct new ways for pre-legalization cannabis 

economies to take part and function. This affects two predominant stakeholder groups, 

namely cannabis participants and all levels of government who are forced to team up to 

transition illicit markets to a legal market. Recognizing this rural economic transition 

involves a particularly unique group of individuals who have been perceived as 

“criminals”, this dissertation examines the impacts of cannabis legalization by framing it 

as a traditional rural economic transition involving an underrepresented stakeholder 

group.  

Focusing on the case of the Central Kootenay region of BC (referenced generally as 

“the Kootenays”) this dissertation addresses four research questions: (i) Is the framing 

based on transitioning economies and stakeholder participation an accurate 



 

 

 

 

representation of the dynamics of the case region?; (ii) What are the perceived and 

experienced social, economic, and political impacts of legalization?; (iii) What evidence 

is there of evidence-based policy-making for Bill C-45, the Cannabis Act?; (iv) How can 

the Kootenay region effectively transition to legalization considering the key challenges 

and opportunities faced by the two key stakeholder groups?  

Based on 56 key informant interviews within the case region and a hybrid thematic 

analysis, this exploratory research found that the implementation of cannabis 

legalization has largely failed the Kootenay region for three reasons; most local 

cannabis and local government participants were ignored during federal policy-making 

because of their criminal past and rural location, respectively, many participants from 

both groups regarded legalization as primarily motivated as a tax grab which fueled long 

standing mistrust between the groups, and division destroyed social capital, 

disincentivized local cannabis participants from legally participating, and hampered the 

potential for genuine collaboration between and within groups. This dissertation 

advances academic knowledge on transitioning economies and stakeholder 

participation while informing cannabis policy and rural economic development. 
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

1.1 Overview  

The great Canadian pot experiment, cannabis legalization trundled in and promised it 

would do a better job than prohibition had in replacing organized crime (Health Canada, 

2018). Leading up to the implementation of the Cannabis Act, cannabis possession, 

trafficking and production violations under the Controlled Drugs and Substances Act 

declined across the country since 2011 (Statistics Canada, 2021a). Over the same time, 

offenses related to importation and exportation of cannabis increased nearly 100-fold 

(Statistics Canada, 2021a). Following a prioritization to protect public health and safety 

and to “keep profits out of the pockets of criminals” (Department of Justice, 2021, para. 

1), legalization legislation aimed to eliminate or diminish the previous illicit cannabis 

sector (Health Canada, 2017) presumably based on the assumption it was fueled by 

“criminals” and organized crime. 

In BC alone, illicit cannabis was declared a driving, thriving, and robust internationally 

driven sector and contributed in the range of $2 to $7 billion dollars annually to the 

provincial economy (Easton, 2004; Flister, 2016). In 2018, BC produced 38% of the 

nation’s total of illicit cannabis (Flister, 2016; Ministry of Jobs, 2018), of which 88% was 

estimated to be transferred out of the province (Diplock & Plecas, 2011; Hamilton, 
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2004). Acknowledging BC’s resilient illicit cannabis production history, and as the 

province ranked lowest in the country in legal cannabis retail spending per capita one 

year after legalization (Statistics Canada, 2019b), it appeared that BC’s illicit cannabis 

economy continued to serve constituents of the province and beyond, obstructing the 

successful implementation of the Cannabis Act.  

While cannabis was known for its immeasurable production in BC before legalization, 

there was proportionally more production in southern, rural, and remote places of the 

province. It normalized in areas of heavier cannabis cultivation, like the Kootenays, 

where acceptance for a non-normative lifestyle conceived a counterculture haven 

(Canning, 2018; Eagland, 2016; Gower, 1990). While idyllic in interpretation, the illicit 

cannabis economy created a sticky environment for some governmental authorities.  

This was because before cannabis legalization, the federal government had first 

regulated cannabis under the Controlled Drugs and Substances Act where it had been 

classified as a dangerous drug or controlled substance according to Schedule II of the 

Act. The federal government also regulated cannabis as an exemption under the 

Controlled Drugs and Substances Act, when authorized by the Minister of Health for 

medical or scientific purposes, placing regulation and control for such specific use under 

Health Canada. The issue at hand related to the enforcement of illicit activities under 

prohibition such as possession, production, distribution, importation, and exportation 

(Mackay & Phillips, 2016). Enforcement of both the illicit trade and the medical 
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businesses could only be implemented through a criminal charge, which is analogous to 

using “one hammer” to penalize cannabis crimes under the Criminal Code. The 

Government of Canada found itself in contradiction as it struggled to enforce illegal 

cannabis activities according to the Criminal Code, while risking mistaken penalty 

against approved medical use.  

To resolve this dual problem, the Cannabis Act amended the Criminal Code such that 

proportionate penalties can be mandated based on the severity of the crime. For 

example, fines can be levied towards some cannabis infractions according to the 

provincial system, akin to writing a ticket rather than criminally charging all wrongdoing. 

But enforcement of the new regulations creates a “difficult conundrum” because the 

government is inclined to prohibit the illicit market in order to implement legal cannabis 

(Adinoff & Reiman, 2019; Public Safety Canada, 2021). Consequently, prosecution and 

incarceration under the Criminal Code has continued for “more serious offenses” like 

possession over the allowed limit, illegal distribution, and production of cannabis 

(Department of Justice, 2021, para. 13). Thus, the use of the criminal law power to 

regulate cannabis offences under the Cannabis Act is likely to perpetuate the social 

injustice of targeted treatment of cannabis criminals under prohibition (Adinoff & 

Reiman, 2019).  

Bill C-93 was introduced a year into legalization to “provide no-cost expedited record 

suspension for simple possession of cannabis” (Public Safety Canada, 2019, para 1). 
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But it only allows for a suspension and not an expungement of a criminal record and it 

requires a person to apply for the suspension rather than it being an automatic process 

(Adinoff & Reiman, 2019). Similar to being on parole, a suspension, otherwise known as 

a pardon, can be revoked if a person errs and according to John Conroy, an acclaimed 

Canadian cannabis criminal rights lawyer, it remains on a person’s criminal record 

which can be used in their disfavour when they attempt to cross the US / Canadian 

border (CertiCraft, 2021). 

The shift in reliance from a primary resource industry to the underground cannabis 

economy in the Kootenays has been acknowledged by a rural BC local government 

(Paris, 2018), but it has not been described in academic journals. Nevertheless, a 

common narrative reveals the value of cannabis as a cornerstone to the socio-economic 

fabric of rural BC since the 1980’s economic downturn (Wood, 2018). BC’s reputation 

for producing worldwide known top quality and particularly potent BC Bud, has been no 

secret, purportedly buoying regions for decades (Eagland, 2016; Sutton, 2015). But 

people hid their gardens especially after brash rounds of aggressive law enforcement 

around the turn of the century. The alleged harassment of authorities shaded cannabis 

culture from outside eyes and created insularism (Stoa, 2018).  

Since the legal cannabis industry has arisen from prohibition, the pre-legalization 

cannabis participants have been interpreted by the federal government as criminals. 

This view has overlooked industry knowledge and recognition that BC’s legal cannabis 



 

 

5 

 

industry could transition from prohibition, rather than start from anew. As this research 

shows, this has affected pre-legalization cannabis participants’ involvement in policy-

making that was actually being designed to shut down criminal activity. Thus, a 

complete understanding of the pre-legalization illicit cannabis economy was missing 

during federal and provincial cannabis policy-making, despite some governmental 

efforts to seek input.  

1.1.1 Framing the Examination of Legalization 

Rural BC is known for its historic “instant towns”, “single industry towns”, “company 

towns”, or “resource-based towns” (Halseth & Sullivan, 2003), that are supported by one 

industry, which is sometimes also a single company. The development of single industry 

towns has fundamentally shaped rural BC regions (Howlett & Brownsey, 2008; Ryser, 

Markey, Halseth, & Welch, 2019). They hold similar present-day characteristics like 

persistent policy preference towards single resource industries and chronic reliance on 

truncated investment and control which is that which comes from outside the region 

(Markey, Halseth, & Manson, 2012). More recently they are described as transitioning 

economies as they restructure away from a precarious single industry reliance towards 

an autonomously controlled diversified economy (Hayter & Nieweler, 2018).  

Rural areas of BC that hosted an illicit cannabis economy pre-legalization are now 

undergoing a transition to legalization. However, this transition involves pre-legalization 



 

 

6 

 

cannabis participants who make up a secretive and divergent group of people. Pre-

legalization cannabis participants operated during the prohibition era, regardless of how 

long they engaged in the sector or how recent. They worked either entirely outside legal 

medical regulation, or partly outside the legal medical framework. Some of the latter 

businesses obtained Health Canada sanctioned personal medical licenses to partially 

comply. A fully functioning economy that supplied consumers, provided distribution, and 

produced goods and services in several rural areas of BC followed. Such cannabis 

activities are thus generalized and referenced within this research as pre-legalization, 

prohibition era or legacy economies. Consequently, the people taking part in the pre-

legalization cannabis economy are referenced as pre-legalization, prohibition era or 

legacy participants. 

Legacy participants varied from those who laboured over their modest medicinally 

motivated farms to those who unabashedly leveraged the lucrativeness that illicitness 

created. They ranged from grandmothers to mothers to their adult kids and all 

demographics in between. But they were also “gun runners”, “gangsters” and 

“criminals”, characterized as people who had at least seven years of income taxes to 

hide, and those facing civil forfeiture in the case of proceeds of crime. People from the 

pre-legalization cannabis sector were at a distinct disadvantage should they speak up 

and bring attention to themselves since their past activity could potentially lead to 

prosecution. Thus, because pre-legalization cannabis participants were mostly invisible 
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during the legalization policy-making process they were considered an 

underrepresented stakeholder group.  

According to public participation expert Sherry Arnstein (1969), underrepresented 

groups are often capitalized on by powerholders through stakeholder engagements 

categorized as consulting and informing. Such tokenism can be used by power holders 

in order to claim they engaged participants while they effectively circumnavigate 

genuine stakeholder participation (Arnstein, 1969). Therefore, these transitioning 

cannabis economies in rural BC must be considered through a stakeholder participation 

lens.  

Successful transitioned economies are generally those which moved away from a 

primary resource dependency (as described in detail in Chapter Two, Literature 

Review). They diversified within sectors and among several sectors. They demonstrated 

resiliency and adaptability (Joseph & Krishnaswamy, 2010) and often leaned on 

competitive strategies like new regionalism and place-based development. These 

strategies were based on a shift in ideals towards valuing the environment and local 

culture (Hayter & Nieweler, 2018) along with unique-to-the-region strengths (Markey et 

al., 2012). Moving away from distanced control, entrepreneurial efforts increased along 

with community interest, initiative and buy-in (Markey, Halseth, & Manson, 2008a). 

Local governments also transformed their roles and responsibilities through collective 

and cooperative work with local stakeholders (Hayter & Nieweler, 2018). These 
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collaborative partnerships, defined as the “quintessential” form of decision-making 

(Pletsch, 2011), shared risks, resources and rewards as equitably as possible. 

Collaborative partnerships resulted from genuine stakeholder participation where 

stakeholders held enough power to negotiate and impact the outcomes (Arnstein, 1969; 

Hayter & Nieweler, 2018). Collaborative partnerships are where the two foundational 

bodies of literature for this research, transitioning economies and stakeholder 

participation, convene.  

However, according to collaborative governance experts Ansell and Gash (2007), 

whether stakeholders can engage in collaboration depends on power and / or resource 

imbalances, incentives to participate, and a past history of conflict or collaboration. To 

examine the power imbalance and historic tension between government and cannabis 

participants during the transition to legalization, a conceptual framing built on 

transitioning economies and stakeholder participation offers an opportunity to analyze 

the complex relationships that are bound up within this transition. Convergence and 

divergence in perspectives and experiences around the effects of legalization as well as 

the best strategies for addressing legalization highlight both allies and adversaries with 

respect to working to effectively transition local economies. This elevates the 

importance of engaging with an ostensibly powerless stakeholder group that holds rich 

historic information which is central to the success of this transition. 
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1.2 Research Goal and Questions 

This exploratory research focused on the case of the rural Central Kootenay Regional 

District of BC. Acknowledging the prevalent pre-legalization cannabis sector and 

stigmatized cannabis counterculture, the literature on transitioning economies partnered 

with stakeholder participation was believed to provide a legitimate foundation for 

examining the phenomenon of legalization in rural BC. Consequently, the goals of this 

research were to determine how legalization has impacted the Central Kootenay region 

and how the region can best respond accordingly.  

Four research questions support the research goals, which are: 

1. Is the framing based on transitioning economies and stakeholder participation an 

accurate representation of the dynamics of the case region?  

2. What are the perceived and experienced social, economic, and political impacts 

of legalization? 

3. What evidence is there of evidence-based policy-making for Bill C-45, the 

Cannabis Act? 

4. How can the Kootenay region effectively transition to legalization considering the 

key challenges and opportunities faced by the two key stakeholder groups? 
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To address these research questions, qualitative data was gathered through semi-

structured interviews with two key stakeholder groups that were faced with adapting to 

the legal cannabis framework. These groups were cannabis participants and 

representatives from all levels of government. Aiming to understand the extent of the 

effects of cannabis legalization in rural BC, this exploratory research used a hybrid (i.e., 

inductive and deductive) thematic content analysis approach. It was grounded by a 

conceptual framing that centered on collaborative partnerships and triangulated by 

additional data collected through site visits, conferences and other events, and 

secondary documents. This focus allowed for the discovery of predominant themes 

associated with the rural economic transition to legalization as well as the examination 

of evidence for genuine stakeholder participation, the potential for collaborative 

partnerships, and evidence-based decision-making. 

1.2.1 Problem and Significance 

While legalization is new, the cannabis economy in BC is not. With origins in prohibition, 

the industry’s lawlessness moved to the forefront because of legalization highlighting 

the intersection of cannabis involvement with other parts of an illegal economy such as 

in connection with organized crime, hard drugs, home invasions and manslaughter. 

Despite evidence that pre-legalization cannabis participants were typically not involved 

with other crimes (Capler, Boyd, & MacPherson, 2016), having a criminal past created 

infinitely more challenges for this economy struggling to transition. The inseparability of 
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cannabis involvement with other crimes discriminated many pre-legalization cannabis 

participants such that they were mostly overlooked during federal and BC’s provincial 

policy-making. This was a key issue with the implementation of legalization. 

Despite the ambiguities around the illicitness of the pre-legalization cannabis economy 

which concealed the value and importance of legacy participants’ input into new policy, 

unorthodox self-regulating legacy participants started to navigate unchartered regulatory 

territory together with multiple government agencies. This process has been affected by 

95 years of prohibition which came loaded with equivalent tension between the two 

groups. In short, legalization has disrupted the distributed cannabis economies in rural 

BC and challenged them to acclimatize to legalization or persist with legacy-style 

operations. This research thus addresses how these two historically divergent 

stakeholder groups have been affected by legalization and how they can virtuously 

cooperate and adapt to legalization.  

The two collections of literature based on transitioning economies and stakeholder 

participation are advanced by this cross-cutting application to cannabis legalization in 

rural BC. As a product of this research, a new framing emerged that can be used for 

analyzing legalization in rural areas. Additionally, empirical evidence that clarifies 

cultures, interests and values, historic relationships, and power structures among and 

between two key legalization stakeholder groups offers another important output of this 

research. The resultant data and newly derived knowledge can be used to inform 
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legalization goals around replacing the illicit cannabis economy with a legal economy in 

rural areas of BC, as well as the rest of Canada. Finally, the cannabis sector, all levels 

of governments and policy makers stand to benefit from this evidence-based research 

that uncovers how legacy producing rural regions of BC have been affected by 

legalization and consequently, how they can effectively transition to legalization.  

1.3 Organization of Dissertation  

This dissertation is organized into six sections. Chapter Two reviews the foundational 

literature around transitioning economies (defined as “traditional” transitioning 

economies compared to the unique transitioning economy based on the Kootenay’s 

cannabis sector that this research examines) and stakeholder participation which 

together serve as a framing for examining legalization. This chapter supplies the basis 

for exploring cannabis legalization in the rural context of transitioning economies that 

are hosting underrepresented groups. It illuminates relevant themes, specific signals, 

and challenges for an economy in transition, as well as successful strategies and 

important opportunities for transitioning economies. It additionally describes genuine 

stakeholder participation including common barriers and useful solutions. It wraps up 

with a discussion around the nexus of the two theoretical bodies of literature which 

centers on collaborative partnerships. Collaborative partnerships are discussed as an 

outcome of stakeholder participation and are needed for successful transitioning 
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economies. The concept of collaborative partnerships to uncover both allies and 

adversaries for transitioning the cannabis economy, ultimately forms the framing for this 

research. 

Chapter Three offers an overview of the cannabis legalization context in BC, including 

the evolution of legal cannabis and cannabis policy-making which originated from 

medical legalization. It includes a description of the historic cannabis sector in the 

Kootenays, the cultivation of social capital and social structures among people and 

groups, and the prevailing power structures which have been challenged to change 

under legalization. 

Chapter Four outlines the research methodology and the utilization of key informant 

interviews which were selected to uncover sensitive information from the case study to 

address the four research questions. It justifies the research design and framing, while 

describing methods used for data collection and analysis, including member checking to 

ensure findings were vetted for accuracy. It wraps up with a discussion on ethics and 

research limitations. 

Chapter Five presents three thematic findings according to the perspectives of and 

experiences with legalization from each stakeholder group. The findings reveal that first, 

inequitable treatment during cannabis policy-making was experienced by most local 

cannabis and local government participants who were invisible to policy makers 
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because of their criminal past and rural location, respectively. Second, many local 

participants from both groups were suspicious about the underlying motive of the 

federal government to commodify cannabis through legalization, which was otherwise 

referenced as the tax grab. Third, division within both groups has been illuminated by 

legalization which has consequently hindered the implementation of legalization 

because of a net loss to social capital which is critical for successful traditional 

economic transitions. This chapter finishes by discussing some potential opportunities 

brought by legalization. 

Chapter Six returns to the research questions to assess the findings with what was 

expected according to the theoretical foundations. Next, an assessment of the impacts 

of legalization categorized according to perceived and experienced social, economic, 

and political change are shared before evidence for evidence based policy-making is 

discussed. Finally, three key recommendations for the Kootenay’s effective transition to 

legalization wrap up the chapter.  

Chapter Seven concludes the paper outlining contributions of the research, as well as 

suggestions for future research. It finishes with a concise summary of the research. 
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Chapter 2 Literature Review 

2.1 Overview 

This chapter outlines two distinct yet related collections of literature. The first collection 

is referenced broadly as transitioning economies and the second collection is more 

pointedly about stakeholder participation. The following discussion rationalizes these 

selections and provides argument for why literatures on transitioning economies and 

stakeholder participation jointly provide a suitable foundation for the examination of 

legalization policy in the rural Kootenays.  

The literature relating to transitioning economies specific to the Canadian and BC 

contexts is heavily influenced by staples theory and regional and rural development 

approaches. A long-time political preference for extractive resources in part explains 

why staples dependencies linger today, particularly in rural areas. Transitioning 

economies are characterized according to such influences and then considered using 

four examples in BC. The discussion moves to key strategies that have helped to 

overcome staples reliance and thus enable transitioned economies. These strategies 

include new regionalism and place-based development approaches which are 

dependent on effective and cooperative working relations. 
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The literature examining stakeholder participation is explored, focusing on the 

origination of stakeholder theory and the concept of participation. Stakeholder analyses 

and engagement strategies are then discussed, along with how the concept of power 

affects cooperation and collaboration among multiple stakeholders. The difficulties with 

engaging underrepresented groups as well as some potential strategies highlight the 

nexus of the two literatures. Linking the two collections of literature as they relate to this 

research concludes the chapter. 

2.2 Introduction to Transitioning Economies 

While a transition is generally defined as a major shift or change, there is not one 

universally accepted definition of a transitioning economy. This is because it is a multi-

part concept which can be applied to a range of different circumstances and scales. For 

example, transition economies are broadly referenced as economies which convert from 

a communist, or “central” state to a capitalist or “free market” state (Jackson, Klich, & 

Poznańska, 2005; Meyendorff & Thakor, 2002). Or simply as an economy that shifts 

from one economic development strategy to another, such as from a primary focus on 

agriculture to a diversified, tourism based economy (Gannon, 1994).  

Complicating matters, transitioning economies are not clearly named in the literature 

according to how they are interpreted and represented in this research. Thus, the 



 

 

17 

 

identification of their characteristics and related conflicts and tensions are exceedingly 

difficult and therefore somewhat subjective.  

For example, when moving towards new rural economies in BC there have been 

references to “resource hinterland transitions” (Halseth & Ryser, 2017) occurring “within 

a ‘hyper-connected’ and increasingly ‘commodified’ global economy” (p.3). Such 

transitions emphasize the utilization of unique rural assets like culture, community and 

the environment (Halseth, Markey, Reimer, & Mason, 2010). Additionally, “shifting 

regional economies” (Halseth, Straussfogel, Parsons, & Wishart, 2004) are also termed 

“transitioning resource towns” that are thematized by economic restructuring of a 

primary resource, new consideration for environmental and Indigenous rights and 

collaborative regional approaches accompanied by local empowerment (Hayter & 

Nieweler, 2018).  

Scholars have further identified the need for rural towns to transform into “sustainable 

economies and resilient communities” (Halseth, Markey, & Ryser, 2019, p. 24). These 

rural places are described as transitional regions “undergoing accelerated processes of 

industrial/economic change, often as part of modernization (or internationalization) 

strategies” (Hutton, 2002, p. 15). Howlett & Brownsey (2008) further describe a “post-

staples” transition which involves a “period of intense economic transition” (Markey et 

al., 2008a, p. 409) and a "reconfiguration of growth and development" (Howlett & 

Brownsey, 2008, p. 25) which addresses the uncompetitiveness of raw export 



 

 

18 

 

commodities. Some such economies have faced a “transition away from a heavy 

economic reliance on the forest sector to a more diversified economy” (Joseph & 

Krishnaswamy, 2010, p. 127).  

Diverging somewhat, there is also reference to a “Transition Movement” (Canning, 

2018) and a “Transition Town movement” in response to growing concern for 

environmental destruction, climate change and peak oil (Connors, 2010). These 

movements claim that “individual communities should re-localize their economy and 

develop alternative institutions and social programs to prepare for the social and 

economic change that will come with catastrophic climate change and reaching ‘peak 

oil’ production” (Canning, 2018, p. 52). By focusing on “renewable energy sources, 

green collar jobs and social enterprises” (Connors, 2010, p. 230) these types of 

transitions are focused on creating better environmental practices and more clean 

energy. While these transitions include a move away from an economy that is based on 

a precarious primary staple, the specific emphasis on the environment positions them 

outside the scope of transitioning economies as defined for this research. 

Thus, for the purpose of this research, transitioning economies are generally 

characterized according to the originating developmental era (Barnes & Hayter, 1994; 

Halseth & Ryser, 2017; Hayter, 2000; Hayter & Barnes, 2001), triggers or major events 

that forced the economic transition (Behrisch, Hayter, & Barnes, 2002; Halseth et al., 

2004; Hayter & Barnes, 1997), and the economic development paradigm(s) that are 
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helping to enable the transition (Halseth et al., 2010; Hayter, 2000; Hayter & Barnes, 

1997). Additionally, transitioning economies are characterized by a focus on building 

social capital and local, collective efforts that enable greater adaptability, resiliency and 

local empowerment (Hayter & Nieweler, 2018).  

Finally, for this research, a transitioned economy is defined as an economy which 

restructures away from a dominant externally controlled and precarious single resource-

dependence (which is often a single natural resource, but can include multiple natural 

resources), to a locally (and relatively) autonomous and diversified economy. In this way 

a transitioned economy rids itself of the two staples “dependencies” as discussed in the 

next sub-section 2.2.1 Influences: The Staples Theory as it progresses from instability 

to stability.  

Thus, a transitioned economy is not one that simply diversifies if control remains 

centralized and remote from the economy in question. Nor is a transitioned economy 

one that is empowered locally yet ultimately and largely still reliant on a single (often 

natural) resource or staple. More discussion on this follows in sub-section 2.2.3 

Characterising Transitioning Economies. 

2.2.1 Influences: The Staples Theory 

For millennia, Canada was known for its vast and diverse terrain and abundance of 

natural resource wealth, comprised primarily of timber resources (i.e., in 2016 58% of 
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natural resources were timber), followed by energy (comprising 25% of natural 

resources in 2016) and mineral resources (contributing 17% in 2016) (Statistics 

Canada, 2018). Historically, the country’s natural wealth was traded and bartered by 

Indigenous Nations. But colonization destroyed the Indigenous’ balanced use of natural 

endowments by eclipsing their fur trading economy and removing their land rights 

(Markey et al., 2012). Colonization marked the beginning of commercial staples 

extraction which capitalized on an abundance of raw materials like fur, fish, timber, and 

minerals. This spurred rapid development of towns in order to support the flourishing 

sectors, which has deeply influenced many rural areas of Canada, even today 

(Stanford, 2020).  

Reliance on a single mass produced and largely unprocessed export oriented staple 

created local susceptibility when the commodity fell out of style (Barnes & Hayter, 1994; 

Halseth & Sullivan, 2003). Exogenous processes such as accelerated global 

competition curtailed international demand and crashed the price of the commodity. 

Paired with domestic trends like increasing operational costs and rising environmental 

pressures, a struggle often ensued for rural communities that were dependent on 

natural resources (Hayter & Barnes, 1990; Hutton, 2002; Markey, 2005; Martin, 2013). 

Such staples dependence affected politics and local economies as captured within the 

staples theory (Stanford, 2020).  
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At the foundation of the staples theory, is a perpetuated long term focus on natural 

resources within the Canadian economy (Hayter & Barnes, 1997; Innis, 1933; Watkins, 

1963). This was popularized by Harold Innis (1933), an influential political economist, 

who posited that the consequences of harvesting (initially inexpensive and lucrative) 

staples, which are defined as extractive natural resources, led to the continual 

development of staples while ignoring other economic opportunities. For example, 

heavy investments into expensive infrastructure that supported the transportation of 

staples deterred the use of capital for other areas of development (Hayter & Barnes, 

1990; Howlett & Brownsey, 2008). An engrained and continued effect on resource 

policy and practice is a chief consequence of staples reliance.  

The staples theory and its consequences are generally accepted, and have thus formed 

the basis of many historical accounts of Canadian economic development since 

colonization (Howlett & Brownsey, 2008). However, it is important to acknowledge that 

historic development was shaped by both Indigenous Nations and European settlers 

who traditionally held contrasting worldviews (Hodge, Hall, & Robinson, 2016). 

Indigenous customs, culture and practice in Canada date back to well over 12,000 

years ago and remain largely and closely linked to how Indigenous Nations managed 

land through deeply rooted connections to place (Breen, Markey, & Reimer, 2019; 

Hodge et al., 2016). Further, their traditions nurtured sharing through communal 

narratives and experiences. This was vastly different from settler establishment that was 
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underscored by power and authority over land ownership and a focus on class structure 

(Breen et al., 2019). While the two groups and their systems offer two different yet 

important perspectives, this research focuses on post colonialism and the settler 

context. However, it is acknowledged that Indigenous Nations hold a rich and historic 

influence over contemporary development that is slowly yet increasingly becoming 

recognized and better understood today.  

Since colonization the staples theory has undergone various adaptations (Stanford, 

2020; Watkins, 1963). However, at its foundation, the staples theory explains two 

deeply problematic dependencies (Hutton, 2002). The first dependency is based on the 

export of a single and raw natural resource destined for global markets. The second 

dependency is influenced by “core-periphery” dynamics, which is characterized by 

truncated investment and remote control (i.e., that of which is away from the periphery). 

This assumes a concentration of political control and economic capital that is situated in 

industrialized foreign nations as well as Canadian metropolitan areas, which both 

represent the core (Minnes & Vodden, 2019). The periphery on the other hand refers to 

small, rural, and remote places (referenced in this research simply as rural), that are 

distanced from the core and endowing rich resources and lacking political clout. 

These two dependencies situate the Kootenay’s pre-legalization cannabis industry as a 

staple. As discussed in detail in section 3.3.1 Kootenay Cannabis History, cannabis was 

believed to be a primary industry locally, particularly after the permanent decline of 
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forestry in the region. Although the Kootenay’s pre-legalization cannabis industry lacks 

reliable quantification, some research participants believed the Kootenays produced 

more cannabis per capita than any other region in the country. With a population of 

approximately 63,000 in the Central Kootenays (Bollman, 2019), the purported massive 

amounts of cannabis produced in the region could not be consumed locally, and so it 

was speculated that up to 80% of the raw (mostly unprocessed) cannabis flower that 

was grown in the region was exported, both domestically and internationally (Fletcher, 

2019). While unsanctioned retail stores in BC known as dispensaries sold some of the 

rural Kootenay’s product pre-legalization, it was believed that a substantial amount of 

cannabis was gathered up by large groups who controlled wholesale price and focused 

on international distribution, as elaborated on in section 3.3.2. Authority and the Pre-

Legalization Cannabis Economy in the Kootenays. In these ways, the local pre-

legalization cannabis industry was understood to be like a primary staple, albeit, mostly 

illicit. 

WA Mackintosh, a Canadian economics professor argued the staples theory neglected 

to consider other large forces such as industrialization that also influenced Canadian 

politics and economy (Howlett & Brownsey, 2008). The arrival of industrialization, 

according to Mackintosh, positioned staples reliance as a natural part of a “young” 

country’s development, which effectively allowed rural places in Canada to become 

established. Once staples industries secured sustained demand, new investments could 
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be made into domestic manufacturing, which drove industrialization (Howlett & 

Brownsey, 2008). As an example, derived profits from the exports of the wheat boom in 

the late 19th century, and early 20th century were directed to domestic manufacturing in 

Canada (Watkins, 1963). This positioned staples dependence as less problematic and 

ultimately less influential over future staples investments and development. 

While Mackintosh’s ideas were not as accepted as Innis’, decades later, Mel Watkins 

pursued Mackintosh’s line of analysis to produce a modernized model of staples based 

economic growth (Howlett & Brownsey, 2008). Just like Mackintosh and Innis, Watkin’s 

model was also founded on external demand that drove resource growth (Howlett & 

Brownsey, 2008; Watkins, 1963). However, it optimistically expanded upon 

opportunities for development and diversification through “demand linkages” that were 

going forward, backward or that ended as “final” demand linkages (Watkins, 1963). 

Forward demand linkages referred to expanding business opportunities by adding 

value, refinement or processing of the raw resources (Watkins, 1963). While backward 

demand linkages related to creating businesses that supplied the resource industry with 

machinery and equipment, for example (Watkins, 1963). Yet, because both forward and 

backward linkages were still dependent on the exported resource and external demand, 

they were volatile to external price fluctuations and did not offer real opportunities for 

diversification (Laxter, 2020).  
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However, final demand linkages did offer promise for diversification through growing the 

domestic industry around the resource employees’ local spending on goods and 

services. If the local economy could sustain itself, the original primary industry was of 

insignificance as were future primary industries, since the local economy was diversified 

(Laxter, 2020). Yet, final demand linkages could only effectively diversify populous 

regions and not necessarily small rural places, since the local economy generally 

needed a large number of people to sustain itself. Additionally, if exports of the primary 

industry were controlled by foreign entities, profits would still leave the area and prevent 

local reinvestment which limited the true value of final demand linkages (Howlett & 

Brownsey, 2008). 

In sum, these key scholars differed according to how they positioned the real detriment 

of staples reliance on the Canadian economy. Further, it is still questioned whether the 

staples theory remains appropriate for describing the contemporary Canadian economy 

(Howlett & Brownsey, 2008). After all, there is recognition that rural (and non-rural) 

regions have evolved and restructured since theorizations of staples-led development. 

Such restructuring may diminish the importance of staples and how they continue to 

organize rural Canadian economies today.  

However, large multi-national natural resource based corporations continue to be tightly 

tethered to the Canadian government which suggests they still hold a persuasive 
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influence over the Canadian economy. As Laxter (2020) points out, “it’s hard to beat 

[the staples theory’s] explanatory power regarding how Alberta sands oil got to be 

Canada’s latest staple, impeding broader development” (p. 57). Indeed, heavy interest 

in oil production from Alberta and liquefied natural gas exports from BC suggests 

Canada continues to pursue large staples-led export based developments (Gunton, 

2020). Because these projects dangerously assume fixed global prices in order to justify 

the mega costs of the export-oriented infrastructure (Drache, 2020), such projects 

showcase the continued relevance of Innis’ (1933) original staples theory today. This 

influence has impacted policies and programs which have further affected transitioning 

economies. Thus, key regional developmental eras encasing such policies and 

programs are discussed next. 

2.2.2 Influences: Regional Development 

Canada’s extended history of resource extraction has led to an uneven pattern of 

economic development and thus challenges. In turn, territorially based efforts have 

aimed to address the dissimilarity of regions according to their available resources, 

economies, population, size and capacity (Breen et al., 2019). Such targeted efforts 

have been at the foundation of regional development which can be defined as 

“purposeful and systematic intervention through public policy(ies), programs, projects, 

and a variety of practices in planning and management in order to influence the course 
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of change within a large, but sub-national context, toward a set of desired development 

outcomes in order to enhance well-being” (Breen et al., 2019, p. 13).  

To situate Canadian regional and rural development and how it has affected 

transitioning economies, relatively stable time periods or eras which represent periods 

of fairly even national policy are thus presented. Each era was confronted by major 

ideological shifts, and / or crises, as presented by Breen et al. (2019) and illustrated in 

Figure 1. 

Figure 1  

National Eras and Periods of Crisis (Breen et al., 2019) 

Certainly, Canadian development can be characterized in other ways such as according 

to the primary system of economic growth and social and political directive (i.e., 

Fordism). Accordingly, these approaches are additionally included in the descriptions 
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that follow to augment the model presented by Breen et al. (2019) which offers an 

approximate framework for understanding overarching federal influence on regional and 

rural development (Breen et al., 2019) which thus impacted transitioning economies. 

This national-regional perspective is complemented with characteristics specific to BC 

to set the stage for this research.  

While this research focuses on the latter half of the model, earlier stages of 

development provide valuable history leading up to the focal time periods. The first era 

(pre-WWII) is referenced as “nation building” which describes the rapid expansion of 

transportation routes and telecommunications that were encouraged by industrial 

expansion policy. This era was driven by technological innovation and urbanization to 

settle the west and inhabit the prairies. Cities rapidly grew along with corporations, 

factories, and condensed economic power, which was mostly concentrated in Montreal 

and Toronto (Crenna, 2015).  

Following the nation building era, WWII was the catalyst that shifted the socio-economic 

landscape through increased defense production. Industrialization appropriated a heavy 

demand for resources and labour that created long lasting economic growth. It also 

integrated government with industry which set the stage for the next era (Breen et al., 

2019).  
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The next era, from the 1950s to 1980s can be described as the era of “intervention” 

(Breen et al., 2019), which reflects government policy that was focused on employing 

soldiers returning from the war and at addressing substantial national deficit after the 

war (Martin, 2013). Corporate interests expanded into rural areas which were home to 

plentiful natural resources as explained in section 2.1 Influences: The Staples Theory. 

In turn, workers and economic activities underwent a sort of decentralization which 

helped to populate rural areas (Crenna, 2015). 

Specific to BC, this same period has also been referenced as the WAC Bennett era 

after BC’s 25th Premier, although it appropriates a shorter period from the 1950s to 

1970s (Markey et al., 2008a). It was particularly distinguished by productive forestry 

policy that was structured according to a Fordist, corporatist, and command-and-control 

regime. In turn, large multinational corporations leveraged economies of scale and 

assembly line production for the mass production of a limited assortment of 

commodities (Martin, 2013). Fordist economic production brought a period of stability 

which was accompanied by swift economic growth, marking this period one of the most 

prosperous in BC’s history (Markey et al., 2008a). This development regime was driven 

by comparative advantage, which is defined as having an economically efficient 

advantage over other regions, or to be at the least dis-advantaged as compared to other 

places (Hayter, 2000).  
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Towards the end of this era the forestry sector started to falter; it became vulnerable to 

globalization, internationally lower production costs, and fluctuating market demands 

(Hayter & Barnes, 1990). Coincidently, BC’s rural operations faced high operational 

costs of antiquated infrastructure that were largely unsuitable for technological 

advancements and industrial restructuring. But to continue to feed government coffers, 

new policy framework supported industry focused economic goals which provided 

forestry companies more rights and certainty, yet less accountability to the local 

community and environment (Marchak, 1983; Markey et al., 2008a; Martin 2013). This 

time period thus revealed how resource exploitation was tightly connected to community 

stability (Martin, 2013). The consolidation of private capital outside of rural regions, 

placed local communities at a particular disadvantage to enact change. Indeed, 

corporations held enormous power – they established, largely controlled and even 

determined the fate of rural towns.  

For example, the instant town of Mackenzie, as shown in Figure 2 was established in 

1965 by British Columbia Forest Products which built two sawmills and one pulp mill 

(District of Mackenzie, 2020). In rapid succession, roads, water systems and electrical 

services, schools, and a hospital were built, along with houses for the employees. In 

time, another sawmill and pulp mill were added to the list of forestry facilities which 

eventually changed ownership and focus. But what remained was a sole reliance on 

forestry and large-scale forestry companies for local infrastructure and amenity 
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investment. This dependence on staples and external (to the local area) investment 

highlighted the effects of the “staples trap” (Watkins, 1963). The staples trap outlines 

how during a boom, capital exists to fund development, but there is little incentive to do 

so in contrast to during a bust, when capital is depleted but incentive exists (Watkins, 

1963). Thus, it was particularly difficult for rural communities like Mackenzie to diversify 

and engage with other industries during both economically prosperous and difficult 

times. 

The 1980s recession brought difficult times, and ended the Fordist era of intervention 

such that an era of “restructuring” followed (Breen et al., 2019). This period is the first of 

two focal time periods during which transitioning economies, according to this research, 

largely started. A period of radical change for many rural areas, it generally occurred 

between 1980 and 2009 and it was characterized by unpredictability, precariousness 

and a major deterioration of Canadian resource industries (Hayter & Edenhoffer, 2016). 

Indeed, collapsing markets, technology-worker replacement and environmental and 

global pressures contributed to a sharp resource industry decline which made economic 

restructuring inevitable.  

Consequences of the 1980s recession were worsened by neoliberal policies that 

supported provincial government downloading of state services to local levels (Halseth 

& Ryser, 2017). Struggles during the restructuring era were further exacerbated by poor 

local engagement with resource planning processes which led to deep suspicion 
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towards provincial governmental agencies (Halseth & Booth, 2003). For example, the 

Ministry of Forests who controlled 85% of the BC’s land mass prioritized timber value 

and production (Gunton, Day, & Williams, 1998). However, protests and road blockades 

contesting forest practices and a lack of acknowledgement for other values led to new 

strategies such as the Commission on Resources and Environment (CORE). A 

sustainable land use strategy was developed as a result of the consensus of multiple 

stakeholders which achieved the first mandate of CORE, but the provincial 

government’s decision to prematurely end the Commission four years into the process 

(Gunton et al., 1998) sparked skepticism and mistrust from local citizens. Mistrust 

(particularly by non-timber production and other value-oriented stakeholders) thus grew 

towards centralized decision-making in BC which tarnished relations between rural 

stakeholders and the provincial government.  

A final shift activated by the 2008 financial crisis heightened genuine concern over 

neoliberal inspired policies and the accompanying lack of adequate investment for rural 

areas (Markey et al., 2008a). This last shift between eras illuminated wide differences 

between regions according to their ability to respond to economic restructuring as 

directed by provincial and federal governments as well as idealized market-driven 

programs (Breen et al., 2019). The town of Mackenzie (Figure 2) once again offers an 

example of the devastating effects of the 2008 financial crisis to the local rural area. The 

closure of all forestry operations and the dismissal of over 700 people left many 
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residents relocating and looking for employment elsewhere, or settling with two-hour 

commutes to Prince George, or four-hour commutes to Fort St. James for work 

(Northern Development, n.d.). 

Finally, the last and current era of “negotiation” (Breen et al., 2019), falls within a 

complex period of change. This era is the second focal period for transitioning 

economies as they relate to this research. It has witnessed odd expectations of 

expansion despite overall government retrenchment which has resulted in inconsistent 

actions and responses between regions (Breen et al., 2019). These obscure responses 

are not easily generalized, but are best described as “reactionary” negotiations in 

response to new policy that was foisted upon regions by provincial and federal 

governments (Breen et al., 2019; Halseth & Ryser, 2017). 

While reactionary negotiations are characteristic for localities that are relatively 

prepared, somewhat fiscally supported, and capable, each region’s ability to mediate 

with provincial and federal governments varies just like each region itself. As the staples 

theory indicates through the second dependency, developing entrepreneurial culture is 

profoundly problematic for many small rural towns where legacy structures dominate 

interest in natural resource mega-projects (Hayter & Nieweler, 2018). Indeed, abundant 

investment in the resource industry during the intervention era has created nostalgia for 

the past which has deepened the struggle for many rural (and even non-rural) 
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communities as they wrestle with a low capacity for diversification and investment 

(Stanford, 2020).  

However, despite ongoing, yet weakening speculation for resource booms and related 

short term employment, it is better known today that staples reliance has perpetuated 

locked-in dependencies and unacceptable resource exploitation (Hayter & Nieweler, 

2018). Further, the assortment of land management values increasingly voiced through 

concern for climate change prioritize resilience and sustainability over primary resource 

extraction (Bishop, 2020). This is where regional development is touted to succeed – as 

a tool for cultivating resilience (Minnes & Vodden, 2019). While resilience is defined 

forthcoming, this historic categorization of Canadian regional development eras with 

details specific to rural BC, casts light on the overarching and institutional factors that 

have deeply affected economic transitions. These details help to contextualize the 

characterization of transitioning economies. 

2.2.3 Characterizing Transitioning Economies 

This research posits that ridding the two key dependencies, being staples reliance and 

truncated control and investment as associated with the staples theory can identify an 

economy that has transitioned. Such a transition requires strong social capital that 

supports entrepreneurial and local action. Through the pursuit of a diversified economy, 

the enslavement of external control and investment becomes diminished, as well as 
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primary resource dependency. However, as discussed earlier in section 2.2 Introduction 

to Transitioning Economies, characterizing a transitioned economy is nuanced. Similar 

to the generalization of rurality in Canada, where “if you know one rural community … 

then you know one rural community” (Canadian Rural Revitalization Foundation, 2015, 

p.2), transitioning economies and their developmental trajectories can be unique across 

the province of BC. Yet comparable attributes can cut across the inevitable variation 

because many of these rural communities have experienced alike pressures.  

However, generalizations also carry the potential to hide important dissimilarities and 

sometimes vital disparities (Breen, 2021). Acknowledging such limitations, there 

nonetheless exists value in naming primary traits of most of rural BC’s transitioning 

economies. Doing so provides a better understanding of the underlying and primary 

characteristics that have influenced and continue to influence their capacity to transition. 

Additionally, through the process of characterizing transitioning economies, the 

suitability of the proposed strategies for enabling transitions for many rural places in BC 

can also be examined.  

According to the literature, transitioning economies are primarily rurally based resource-

dependent communities that are forced to respond to economic crises; they are 

characterized by industrial and economic restructuring along with a changing role of 

government and public policy. They were most common to rural BC areas following the 

far reaching 1980 recession and 2008 financial crisis which were the two prominent 
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triggers that activated most economic transitions. The recessions highlighted 

devastating vulnerabilities faced by many rural areas (Hayter & Edenhoffer, 2016) which 

were exacerbated by federal and provincial government retrenchment and neoliberal 

policies (Hayter & Nieweler, 2018). The triggers forcing transitions preceded the 

“restructuring” and ”negotiation” Canadian development eras (Breen et al., 2019), during 

which the majority of economic transitions have occurred or are still occurring. These 

development eras were (are) marked by a post-Fordism economic development 

paradigm that respond to the need for flexibility.  

However, the demand for flexibility has also burdened local communities. For example, 

a replacement of workers with technological advancement strategies to keep per unit 

costs low, has greatly reduced local employment levels (Hayter & Barnes, 1997). 

Additionally, since residents were “less mobile and flexible than capital” (Martin, 2013, 

p. 169), multi-national companies seeking flexibility unearthed capital from rural regions 

by rationalizing their practices within the larger context of globalization (Hayter & 

Barnes, 1997). Indeed, the “race to the bottom” has been accelerated by industry 

consolidation of company ownership and power. Thus, such economic restructuring did 

not necessarily enable an economy to transition, however, it clearly accompanies a 

transition and often constrained a transition.  

Economic restructuring consequently required many rural towns to re-evaluate their 

reliance on export oriented natural resources, as well as on the large companies (and 
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provincial government policies) that controlled the local operations, employment and 

community well-being. In turn, diversification through the competitive economic 

development paradigm, as described following, helped to overcome raw export-oriented 

resource dependency. However, the capacity to locally diversify has been thwarted by 

legacy institutional structures held by powerful companies (Martin, 2013). For example, 

large resource companies generally employed a majority of the town’s workers who 

were akin to cogs in a wheel; employees had no incentive to develop leadership 

qualities and initiative taking (Barnes & Hayter, 1994), nor did large companies possess 

such incentive. This lack of interest contributed to low local capacity for diversification 

which stalled communities from capacity building, development, and transitioning. 

Community capacity building has thus been a large focus for many transitioning 

economies, particularly since many of BC’s rural areas have been deeply troubled by 

outmigration following devastating levels of unemployment (Canadian Rural 

Revitalization Foundation, 2015; Hutton, 2002; Markey et al., 2008a). These troubles 

followed the 1980 recession and the 2008 financial crisis. After these crises, 

outmigration broke personal connections when people exited town which in turn 

affected social capital. A decrease in social capital impacted local capacity to engage in 

community development and on-the-ground efforts to diversify. Indeed, social capital 

has increasingly become important as a mechanism for surviving the complexity and 
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uncertainty common to resource communities in transition (Reed et al., 2010) as well as 

for responding to crises (Reimer, Kulig, Edge, Lightfoot, & Townshend, 2013) .  

Although social capital can be interpreted in many ways and applied to a variety of 

social processes and outcomes like community development and economic prosperity 

respectively, it generally refers to groups of people working towards common goals 

(Sturtevant, 2006). The term “capital” implies an asset, that is in this case associated 

with human society and its people; social capital can be considered a resource rooted in 

social relations (Reimer, Lyons, Ferguson, & Polanco, 2008). 

Social capital can further be defined according to formal and informal organization, and 

according to a bridging or bonding typology. Formal social organizations may include 

the Kootenay Columbia Trails Society which renumerates employees for recreational 

trail building and maintenance for example, while informal organizations may include 

group bike rides every Wednesday night. Bridging social capital refers to social capital 

found in outward facing social networks that can include people from various and 

diverse social groups according to race, class or religion (Putnam, 2000). Bridging 

social capital is built when diverse members from a community come together to build 

an outdoor classroom for a local school, for example. Whereas bonding social capital 

refers to that which is found inward, within tight knit groups and dense networks such as 

family and friends (Putnam, 2000). Bonding social capital is built when people who are 

“in it together” organize a BBQ to celebrate life or mourn the passing of a loved one.   
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Social capital can further be described by specific social relations that organize 

according to structural norms and rules of engagement (Reimer et al., 2008). For 

example, social capital can be organized according to market relations, bureaucratic 

relations, associative relations, and communal relations (Reimer et al., 2013). Market-

based relations influence how people interact within exchanges, such as when people 

shop, for example (Reimer et al., 2013). Bureaucratic relations influence how 

corporations and governments operate, often in hierarchical ways, whereas associative 

relations influence how members of non-profits or voluntary groups who donate their 

time, resources and skills function (Reimer et al., 2013). Finally, communal relations 

guide how families, clans and gangs interact within each group (Reimer et al., 2013).  

These different normative structures influence and manifest social capital differently, 

creating different forms of social capital. Thus, such assets can have varying levels of 

impact on transitioning economies, and when not in direct contradiction to one another 

(e.g., should bureaucratic relations undermine association relations) they ultimately 

contribute to collective and empowering action that enables a transitioning economy. 

However, during a crisis, the requirements for social capital which are based on 

unbroken social structures and rules of engagement become challenged (Reimer et al., 

2013). Social action becomes obstructed because social relations may be less familiar 

(e.g., since old relations may not function as they once had), people can no longer 
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expect how others will respond, and trust to fulfill promises becomes compromised 

(Reimer et al., 2013).   

While the negative health effects of financial distress due to unemployment are 

relatively well understood, it is only recently becoming known that social capital offers 

promise as a protective mechanism during times of economic hardship (Frank, Davis, & 

Elgar, 2014) and disaster response (Reimer et al., 2013). For these reasons, social 

capital is critical to develop, support and foster, making it a key ingredient for 

transitioning an economy. Additionally, and similarly, collaborative relationships 

between rural communities, government and industry are encouraged to enable shared 

politics and bottom-up processes for aiding with a transition. The notion of co-

construction is well underway in BC, as some top-down government authority has 

shifted towards bottom up and combined approaches (Breen, 2016; Drache, 2020), 

although clear evidence of a change in power remains to be found.  

Additionally, a transition requires key ingredients like “fresh ideas, strong leadership, 

and optimal timing” (Drache, 2020, p. 63). While these characteristics are part of 

innovative and entrepreneurial action, they are difficult to quantify and verify that a 

transition is complete. In reality, transitioned economies have fuzzy boundaries. Indeed, 

the notion that a transitioned economy has removed both dependencies is idealistic and 

not necessarily realistic for some rural towns. Further, a transitioned economy is viewed 
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as demonstrating resiliency, but rural resiliency is both an exceptional and elusive 

characteristic (Douglas, 2017; Vodden, Douglas, Markey, Minnes, & Reimer, 2019). 

Certainly, what resiliency means and how it manifests is not always clear. As Douglas 

(2017) offers, resiliency “is a highly value-laden expression with all sorts of dimensions” 

(p.10). Resilience has normalized in a variety of ways, namely through an 

environmental perspective as a result of climate change, through its application to 

people, communities, and nations, as well as with respect to rural development 

(Douglas, 2017). Not only is rural resilience difficult to interpret because it is a 

somewhat lofty ambition, but it is an undoubtedly complex process. For the purpose of 

this research resilience is defined as a process of perseverance that characterizes 

regions as predominantly self-reliant and adaptable to change (Douglas, 2017). 

However, contemporary rural Canada is commonly described as stagnant or in decline 

(Douglas, 2017). Despite a lack of empirical evidence of resilience in rural Canada, 

resiliency persists (nearly unquestionably) as a characterization of the end goal for rural 

regions facing an economic transition.  

The towns of Mackenzie and Tumbler Ridge (Markey et al., 2008a), shown in Figure 2 

provide two examples of the realities of transitioning to a stable and sustainable socio-

economic framework. As relatively new towns established in the 1960s and 1980s 

respectively, the communities were developed on resource dependencies, but with 
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three key planning principles in mind: land use separation (e.g., of residential and 

industrial land), functional residential areas (i.e., with the inclusion of schools, parks and 

walkable areas), and localized economic diversification.  

Figure 2  

Location of Prince Rupert, Mackenzie, and Tumbler Ridge 

 

Evidence of these principles in practice demonstrates that two of the three ideals were 

employed but there was a lack of emphasis on economic diversification. Despite an 

awareness of the importance of a diversified economy, the towns remain reliant on 
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natural resources and continue to encounter vulnerability and instability which suggests 

they do not yet represent transitioned economies (Halseth & Sullivan, 2003).  

The retrofitting of the Port of Prince Rupert terminal shown in Figure 2, was fiscally 

supported by the provincial and federal governments, and offers another case to 

consider. This project transformed the terminal from one handling bulk cargo to a 

container cargo terminal (Markey et al., 2008a). It enabled local and regional benefits, 

supported competitive advantage (which is helpful for enabling a transition and defined 

in detail following), and allowed for greater flexibility of its use well into the future. 

However, while this example illustrated the benefit of both top-down and bottom up 

collaboration and investment, it did not attend to the second dependency of truncated 

investment and control from outside the region (Hayter & Barnes, 1990) suggesting the 

area’s economy has not yet fully transitioned.  

The community of Valemount, BC however, offers an example of a successful economic 

transition. Valemount is found near the foot of Mount Robson Provincial Park which is at 

the confluence of three mountain ranges and home to the tallest peak in the Rockies 

(McCracken, 2015b). Historically, Valemount was a forestry town where one company 

alone employed 20% of the residents. But global pressures and high transportation 

costs paired with softwood lumber disputes lead to powering down the last forestry mill 

in 2006 (McCracken, 2015a). Aware of potential economic collapse, the Village of 

Valemount was prepared. According to the Valemount 2020 Vision and Implementation 
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Strategy, the town envisioned a “multifaced blended economy” (Brent Harley and 

Associates Inc., 2004, p. 1). In brief, local initiatives and a strong sense of community 

drove economic diversification. Efforts included an investment infusion into the local 

water system to accommodate future expansion into tourism (Markey et al., 2012), the 

exploitation of the internet and associated technologies (Joseph & Krishnaswamy, 

2010), and an “unprecedented level of involvement of the community and other 

stakeholders” (McCracken, 2015a, para. 3). Today a community forest employs a 

limited number of residents representing a continued role for forestry, but the small rural 

town of 1000 residents seems unshakable and backed by a diversified economy in 

forestry, tourism, resort and real estate development (Brent Harley and Associates Inc., 

2004) that was spun into action by a passionate group of residents (McCracken, 

2015a). 

This section presented a description of transitioning economies according to the 

influences of the staples theory and regional and rural economic development which 

help to identify common characteristics of the resource dependent communities that are 

fruitfully working towards a transition. In conclusion, a transitioned economy is the result 

of a complex transformation which ultimately and effectively removes both staples 

dependencies. As outlined in Table 1, various changes signalling a transitioning 

economy are related to social, economic, and political restructuring which sanction 

bottom-up processes and locally oriented decision-making and control.  



 

 

45 

 

Table 1  

Characteristics of Transitioning Economies 

Descriptive categorization Characteristics 

Key forces driving transitions: 

1980s recession and 2008 financial crisis 
which contributed to global price crashes, 

greater international competition, and 
domestic pressures. 

Originating developmental era: 
The “restructuring” era following the 1980s 

recession, and the “negotiation” era 
following the 2008 financial crisis. 

Economic development paradigm enabling 
transitions: 

Competitive advantage (as opposed to 
comparative advantage). 

Economic change:  

Signals of economic restructuring from a 
single export-oriented raw resource to a 

diversified, flexible, and autonomous 
economy (and sources of capital). 

Political change:  

Evidence of leadership reconfiguration 
from top-down policy and directives to 

decentralized and multi-level collaboration 
and control. 

Social and cultural change:  

Signs of social restructuring that builds 
social capital, local empowerment, and 

local capacity often through 
entrepreneurial action. 



 

 

46 

 

Transitioned economies are thus characterized by adaptability, self-reliance, resiliency 

to external forces, collaboration and local empowerment (Hayter & Nieweler, 2018). 

They often include the presence of qualitative indicators related to competitiveness and 

diversification, both described in detail in the next sub-section. These indicators include 

evidence of the type of products that are generated (i.e., that are non-natural resource 

based) and how (i.e., utilizing social capital and enabling flexibility), and the inclusion of 

multiple resources extending beyond natural assets, including human, cultural and 

environmental (Markey et al., 2008a; Markey, Breen, Vodden, & Daniels, 2019). In this 

way, a transitioned economy is often described as one that moves from space-based to 

a diversified place-based economy (Markey et al., 2012) which is best enabled through 

two key strategic economic development approaches as described next.  

2.2.4 Economic Development Approaches 

Transitioning away from an externally controlled staples-based economy has been 

disproportionally difficult for small rural places due to the abandonment of provincial and 

federal governments; small rural places have been left to fend for themselves (Breen et 

al., 2019). However, economic development approaches that center on the 

development and the resurgence of regions offer promising solutions. With a renewed 

focus on place, which refers to the specific identity of a sub-regional community, 

regional development is touted for its ability to build “resilience in rural communities 
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while recognizing their place in wider, interconnected, regional contexts” (Minnes & 

Vodden, 2019, p. 1).  

New regionalism theory is a leading approach to regional development which arose as a 

multidimensional concept in response to major social, economic, and political 

restructuring since the 1980s (Daniels, Douglas, Vodden, & Markey, 2019). It holds 

great promise for activating flexibility and responsiveness in rural places considering 

rapid change. New regionalism is believed to increase capacity by establishing social 

and economic elasticity through the encouragement of partnerships with neighbour 

communities (Hettne, 2005). Through partnerships, expanded networks offer more 

options and opportunities for synergy and for working in greater numbers. Partnerships 

empower rural places by their extension to proximal communities, for which boundaries 

of cooperation are ambiguous and subject to alteration over time and with a shift in 

focus (Daniels et al., 2019).  

Despite great promise for new regionalism it continues to be debated for its application; 

in practice it remains elusive in rural Canada (Minnes & Vodden, 2019; Zirul, Halseth, 

Markey, & Ryser, 2015). Additionally, new regionalism is by no means new with 30 

years to its claim, yet it’s underdevelopment in rural Canada contrasts sharply with its 

persistent theoretical and perhaps rhetorical recommendation (Minnes & Vodden, 

2019). 
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A gap reveals that the context of “place” and the concept of identity have been largely 

missing from the application of new regionalism in rural Canada (Markey et al., 2019). In 

fact, an inattention to place is recognized as the key reason why some rural economic 

development programs have failed (Markey, Halseth, & Manson, 2008b). Consequently, 

new regionalism remains emergent and even resisted within rural regional development 

processes (Vodden et al., 2019). A deep dive into the importance of place-based 

approaches and associated issues follows the discussion on new regionalism. 

These two approaches are linked by their nested association, in that place-based 

development is increasingly viewed as an important theme of new regionalism (Vodden 

et al., 2019). The overarching approach of new regionalism shifts away from “old 

regionalism” by reframing the region as a unique and particular place. Accordingly, new 

regional approaches have gained traction for tackling complex and exogenous 

challenges like globalization, climatic variability and expedited high-tech innovation 

(Vodden et al., 2019). Further, new regionalism is perceived as helpful in advancing 

policy that is “flexible, adaptive, and context-appropriate” (Minnes & Vodden, 2019, p. 

3). Indeed, new regionalism and place-based development as tightly intertwined 

approaches merit their examination for helping to transition rural economies. 

While other rural economic development approaches exist beyond what is discussed 

here the rationale for these selected approaches is based on two arguments. First, new 

regionalism and the importance of place hold promise for responding to calls for (and 
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implications of) greater local control. These approaches arose after ineffective provincial 

and federal government programs and neoliberal agendas were foisted upon rural 

regions (Zirul et al., 2015). New regionalism helps to enable collective action at the 

regional level through empowering local actors to leverage local nuances and address a 

decreased role of the state (Minnes & Vodden, 2019). Second, since new regionalism 

prioritizes the region over a single sector, it is well suited to manage the economic 

restructuring of natural resource dependent communities by supporting the 

development of a multitude of place-based strengths (Markey, 2011). These two 

reasons are why new regionalism, and its inherent sensitivity to the uniqueness of rural 

spaces, or the context of place, is theorized along with place-based development as 

chiefly important for transitioning economies. 

2.2.4.1 New Regionalism 

Regional and rural development were synonymously articulated in Canada following 

WWII when programs were developed by upper levels of government for regions rather 

than for the entire country (Breen et al., 2019). At this time, rural places were 

considered different from non-rural places within top-down government policies. Such 

decision-making structure was associated with old regionalism which lasted in Canada 

until the 1980s (Zirul et al., 2015). During that time, one-size-fits all regional programs 

were insensitive to local particularities (Zirul et al., 2015). Despite attempts at regional-

orientation the programs failed to address exceedingly varying conditions in rural areas; 
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this was old regionalism (Daniels et al., 2019). Enter new regionalism which emerged in 

the 1990s in response to the fumbling outcomes of old regionalism. However, new 

regionalism carried baggage, namely the history of regionalism and the legacy of top-

down decision-making from old regionalism (Vodden et al., 2019). This is where new 

regionalism represents a major shift for regional development. Indeed, new regionalism 

is a result of dissent towards top-down policies and programs, awareness of the 

limitations of legacy development paradigms like comparative advantage, and interest in 

new approaches driven by local assets rather than needs (Daniels et al., 2019). 

Historically, old regionalism was rather consistently applied to address rural versus 

metropolitan disparities (Markey, 2011). The old region was regarded as a space that 

held the extents of the region that was defined by geographic and / or physical 

coordinates (Daniels et al., 2019). It differed from the contemporary definition which 

respects a region as an exceptional place. This notion of uniqueness is at the root of 

new regionalism. In this way, specific attributes and values which differentiate regions 

(and places) from each other work to influence custom-built development.  

As new regionalism began to emerge, the region received a fresh view as the most 

effective unit for enacting growth and change in response to major social, economic, 

and political change (Markey, 2011). This popularized the concept and positioned it to 

overcome the limitations of small rural populations, economic homogeneity and little 

political authority that was often held by rural places (Daniels et al., 2019). Indeed, new 
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regionalism promotes region-level collaboration via co-constructed and co-produced 

strategies (Markey, 2011). It is operationalized through locally empowered actors that 

contextualize local values through the importance of place (Vodden et al., 2019). These 

ideals have formulated the multidimensional construct of new regionalism (Minnes & 

Vodden, 2019). 

Key challenges to new regionalism surround defining “the region” (particularly when 

there are multiple and overlapping regions) and its regional priorities, which is 

sometimes stalled by communities as they wrestle to agree on a common regional 

identity (Vodden et al., 2019; Walisser, 2017). Additionally, a history of inter-regional 

competition has created a legacy of rivalry which inhibits neighbouring communities 

from working together. For example, in the Regional District of Kootenay Boundary, the 

neighbouring cities of Trail and Rossland have never reached consensus about shared 

regional recreational facilities. In turn, the city of Trail simply built a new recreational 

facility without the city of Rossland’s input or support. Consequently, in a non-

negotiating position, the city of Trail continues to maintain how Rosslanders must pay 

double that of Trail residents to use the facility; “we built it, we'll operate it, you pay the 

bill” (Bennett, 2011, para. 18). These fragile historic relations have continued to hinder 

future regional collaboration between the communities (Britten, 2016). Further, regional 

initiatives are faced with the paradox that they enable democracy and empowerment 
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which can work to overcome state abandonment, but this interdependence in turn 

reinforces state retrenchment (Markey, 2011).  

New regionalism allows for specific and unique local values which can be used to 

differentiate one region from another while effectively responding to shared small-town 

rural dynamics. Common characteristics of rural populations such as limited financial, 

infrastructure and technical capacity can thwart the effectiveness of rural communities in 

responding to the complex demands of a competitive marketplace (Markey et al., 

2008b). For example, many small rural places have been undermined by inadequate 

infrastructure when trying to operationalize value-added strategies (Markey et al., 2012). 

However, by finding economies of scale through the extension of cooperatively working 

regions, new regionalism offers promise for moving from a dominant mass production 

mindset to one where value-added and non-resource-based activities are prioritized 

(Markey et al., 2012). 

While quantitative variables such as population and available infrastructure funding are 

sometimes held constant across rural regions, some places are nevertheless simply 

more competitive (Markey et al., 2012). This is because qualitative assets like 

entrepreneurial capacity, innovation and social capital tend to vary widely from rural 

region to rural region (Markey et al., 2012). Unique to each rural place, qualitative 

assets underscore the concept of place-based development that is so keenly important 

to new regionalism. As a validated rural economic development plan of action that 
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works to support an economy in transition, place-based diversified development is 

elaborated on next. 

2.2.4.2 Place-Based Development 

As a part of new regionalism, place matters. The value of place is increasingly 

recognized for being competitive in today’s economy, which “requires an awareness 

and exploitation of niches – in place and products” (Markey et al., 2012, p. 141). This 

differs from the old economy of rural BC which was primarily based on a single natural 

asset like lush forests, fast flowing rivers, pristine fresh waters, rich mineral deposits, 

and the (at one time) abundance of fish and fur. While contemporary economic 

development challenges facing rural areas stem from a historic primary resource 

dependency (Markey et al., 2008a), these hindrances can be chipped away with a keen 

focus on place.  

Place-based development involves a paradigmatic shift to new and multiple values. This 

shift is accompanied by competitiveness, which involves a re-evaluation of assets which 

were previously quantitative in nature to those that are innovatively valued and 

qualitative (Markey, 2010). Accordingly, a competitive frame recognizes characteristics 

that are historically taken for granted. It leverages unique strengths of a rural region, 

considering all sorts of resources beyond the well-recognized historic natural resources 

which are increasingly viewed as “vehicles” for economic diversification (Markey et al., 
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2008a). These freshly viewed resources include a mix of regional assets like social 

capital, community, culture, infrastructure, the environment, as well as natural and 

physical resources (Hutton, 2002; Markey, 2011).  

As a part of place-based development, competitiveness focuses on qualitative assets 

particular to small rural places, such as a high quality of life, effective social networks, 

and strong social capital (Markey et al., 2012), that exist within the natural landscapes 

for which the locale is traditionally valued. Moving away from comparative advantage 

that is based on a fixed amount of high-quality quantitative resources towards a 

competitive strategy requires change that is hallmarked by flexibility. Additionally, local 

flexibility is the antidote to global change (Markey et al., 2012). Accepting change and 

valuing adaptability, competitive advantage leverages local assets and actions that can 

rapidly adjust as needed. For example, investment into human and community capacity 

through training and entrepreneurial provision can help a region quickly respond to 

industry changes. 

However, despite the multitude of pledges for place-based development it has been 

criticized for its limitations in application (Daniels et al., 2019; Pugalis & Bentley, 2014). 

Pushing against “one size fits all” policy, place-based approaches underscore the 

importance of the uniqueness of place which must consider the place’s complexities, 

peculiarities, and political environment. However, place-based policy which requires 
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actual input (rather than tokenism input) from local stakeholders can sometimes 

overload local businesspeople to think beyond their immediate needs. Additionally, 

because of the demand for increased local capacity (which can be nearly absent from 

some small rural places) it positions place-based development as another burden to 

local economies (Tomaney, 2010). Further, a lack of local innovation, imagination and / 

or capacity can hamper place-based efforts to diversify into non-traditional values which 

further diminishes when the dominant resource-based economy continues to prevail 

(Ryser & Halseth, 2010). Disadvantages to rural place-based diversification are related 

to limitations of land and / or space and access to capital and infrastructure (Furuseth, 

2010). 

In response, many companies and communities have recognized that they must work 

together to strategically attract and retain capital and workers in today’s increasingly 

globalized marketplace. Facilitating competitive advantage are regional clusters, or 

location-specific “critical masses” of related activities (Porter, 1998). Clusters inherently 

rely on regional and locational specific attributes, such as knowledge, relationships and 

inspiration (Porter, 1998). Enabling action beyond community borders and sharing 

neighboring circumstances, communities are driven to work together. Linkages between 

the regional development of clusters and a competitive advantage paradigm work to 

foster innovation and attract and keep workers and investment (Markey et al., 2008a, 

2012). Intra- and inter-regional cooperation (Hayter & Nieweler, 2018) involving 
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geographically proximate communities allows neighbouring communities to share 

strategies, pool resources, and secure their position in a national and global economy. 

However, these place-based regional approaches have been challenged in a 

mountainous province like BC, where the rugged topography is recognized as shaping 

the settled landscape, infrastructure developments and reinforced feelings of isolation 

between communities (Gibson, 2014). This suggests the geographic remoteness of 

rural BC poses a physical obstacle to collaborative place-based regional approaches, 

but paradoxically it can also work to create a greater sense of community (Breen, 2012). 

Geographic isolation then, can act as a barrier, but it affords even greater potential by 

enabling collaborative action at the regional level. When framed innovatively, such 

metrics, which are also assets (e.g., regional cooperation, regional social networks, and 

a strong sense of community) are inherently qualitative and closely aligned with a 

competitive, placed-based paradigm.  

Defining, operationalizing and measuring place-based competitiveness is contested 

within the economic development literature (Kitson, Martin, & Tyler, 2004; Markey et al., 

2019). Although this research primarily examined literature related to rural places, 

competitiveness is predominantly contested within metropolitan centres where it has 

been critiqued for its abstract use and lack of empirical evidence (Markey, 2006). 

Certainly, one difficulty with relying on competitiveness is related to its inability to 

account for a latent effect of growth because of change; the time between making a 
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change and seeing the results of that change is difficult to rationalize through 

competitive based measures. The other challenge is definitional; the concept of 

competitiveness is contentious at the national level, which mirrors problems at the local 

and regional levels (Kitson et al., 2004).  

However, for rural regions that aspire to provide an ever-improving standard of living for 

its citizens, competitiveness is important. By focusing on an increasingly productive use 

of resources competitiveness becomes linked to productivity (Krugman, 1997; Porter, 

1998). In Canada, productivity, or more specifically labour productivity, is commonly 

measured as Gross Domestic Product per hours worked (The Conference Board of 

Canada, 2018). However, at the national level labour productivity indicators are 

untrustworthy, since these indicators are accompanied with empirical and conceptual 

issues (Kitson et al., 2004), similar to those associated with competitiveness as 

explained above.  

Nevertheless, competitiveness is generally described through factors such as 

productivity, income distribution and unemployment (Krugman, 1997). Further, in 

Canada, productivity is the “key determinant of standard of living over the long term” 

(The Conference Board of Canada, 2018). The Conference Board of Canada (2018) 

rated both Canada and the province of BC with a “D” for labour productivity in 2018. 

Grossly lagging countries like Norway and Ireland which earned an “A”, both Canada 

and BC still fell short of the US who earned a “B” despite weak growth in the preceding 
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five years (The Conference Board of Canada, 2018). These ratings show Canada, and 

the province of BC, must focus on seeking efficiencies to be more competitive. 

Strategies to increase productivity are mostly sought through innovation, or through new 

ways of getting more outputs out of fewer inputs (The Conference Board of Canada, 

2018). Innovation is thus one tactic for increasing productivity and competitiveness 

which is thus closely tied to place-based economic development approaches.  

In sum, this section reviewed the origins of transitioning economies in rural BC which 

are predominantly described according to the staples theory (Innis, 1933) and 

characterized according to key Canadian developmental eras and shifts between the 

eras. These preceding topics influenced and contributed to the characterization of 

transitioning economies which were summarized in a table and examined according to 

four cases in BC. While some characteristics of and developmental regimes for 

transitioning economies have led to long running dependencies, innovative economic 

development approaches offer promising solutions. Through an important political 

cultural shift, these collaborative regional and place-based oriented approaches are 

proving to be critically important for many rural economic transitions (Markey et al., 

2012). To enable these strategies, transitioning economies become anchored to 

stakeholder participation through collaborative partnerships, examined in the next 

section of this chapter.  
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2.3 Introduction to Stakeholder Participation 

At the root of stakeholder participation is the stakeholder concept and the notion of 

participation. Both are highly contested and deserving of exploration. To begin, 

participation is acknowledged as a broad topic which may involve many or few 

participants that are poorly or extremely empowered, for brief or lengthy periods with 

feeble or great stakes in the outcome (Bobbio, 2019). Within the public policy context 

which relates to this research, participation is acknowledged as the act of taking part 

within public policy decision making. While this definition does not reflect the quality of 

participation and whether the participants were satisfied (Bardati, 2002), it does relate 

participation to public participation. For this research, public participation is defined as 

processes that involve people “who have interests that will be affected by the outcomes 

of the particular decision-making event” (Bardati, 2002, p. 5).  

However, those who decide to participate are often a wealthy, educated “self-selected” 

subgroup of the whole population who hold particular interests and firm beliefs (Fiorina, 

1999; Fung, 2006). In this view, those holding interests and / or a stake tend to take part 

which narrows the concept of public participation to stakeholder participation. This 

section presents the history and evolution of these topics mainly within the context of 

transitioning economies responding to BC’s troubled natural resource sector.  
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This focus was inspired by challenges with and solutions to long running forest conflicts 

referenced collectively as a “crisis” in Canada. Largely arising in the late 1980s and 

1990s, the crisis was characterized by public demonstrations and civil disobedience. 

Examples of such notable events in BC include the battle over the Carmanah Valley, 

where one of the first grassroots environmental protest campaigns saved ecologically 

sensitive old growth forests by securing the area as a provincial park (Davey, 2019), two 

decades of fighting to save the Great Bear Rainforest (the largest coastal temperate 

rainforest) which ended with a promise to protect 85% of its forested lands (Warford, 

2016), and over 840 people arrested in Clayoquot Sound for protesting old growth 

logging operations (Robinson, Robson, & Rollins, 2001). At each of these events 

serious conflict arose when a disagreement in values went unaddressed that eventually 

forced the stakeholders’ input into decision making. 

The environmentalism-based “War in the Woods” has recently resurged in Fairy Creek 

(found within BC’s Caycuse watershed) because of protests over logging 1,000 year old 

growth forests (Winter, 2021). Road blockades aimed to cease logging operations have 

led to the arrests of around 200 people so far. As Gary Merkel, forester and member of 

the Tahltan Nation expects, such protests over old growth logging are likely to continue 

because of the provincial government’s inaction towards preservation and failure to 

acknowledge Indigenous rights to their native land (Cox, 2021).  
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Notwithstanding, these events have been somewhat productive at forcing the provincial 

government to address the escalating issues, in some instances using “unprecedented 

collaboration” between Indigenous Nations, government, industry, and other 

stakeholders, which have led to new, stricter land management practices (Government 

of British Columbia, 2006). However, the ongoing Fairy Creek event suggests issues of 

Indigenous sovereignty continue to be left unaddressed and land management 

practices still are environmentally unsustainable. This is why it is argued that a 

paradigm shift from resource extraction to ecosystem health is required along with 

adequate input from local, logging-opposed stakeholders (Cox, 2021). Indeed, Markey 

et al., (2008a) note the growing importance of genuine and inclusive stakeholder 

participation for these types of public policy decisions because “local stakeholders and 

institutions are playing more important decision-making roles” (p. 410).  

2.3.1 Origins of Stakeholder Participation 

The stakeholder concept originated in 1963, when used in a planning report by a small 

Californian think-tank, Stanford Research Institute (Slinger, 1999). Stanford’s 

stakeholder definition was described unilaterally, as “groups that the corporation needs 

to survive” (Vandekerckhove, 2009, p. 25). More progressively, Vandekerckhove 

(2009), pointed out that Swedish scholar Eric Rhenman, pioneered the term bilaterally 

in 1964, which was translated to English four years later. Rhenman’s early definition 

was fixed in industrial democracy and involved both the stakeholder as important to the 
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organization, and the organization as important to the stakeholder (Vandekerckhove, 

2009). It was decades later, however, after Edward Freeman published the 1984 classic 

Strategic Management: A Stakeholder Approach, that the concept gained mainstream 

acceptance. Freeman (2004), like Rhenman, defined the term bilaterally, but it was 

rooted in strategic management and applied to coaching leaders in corporate 

relationships. Since Freeman’s book, academic and professional interest rapidly grew 

and broadened far beyond original use of the concept.  

After a decade of popularity, Donaldson and Preston (1995) revealed how it became 

commonplace for corporations to identify stakeholders. Vandekerckhove (2009) further 

noted that it became a central framework within the field of business ethics. 

Consequently, the notion of stakeholder engagement emerged as an integrative 

proactive and systematic mechanism for feedback from affected and interested 

participants. Over time, the stakeholder concept developed into a stakeholder theory, 

which, “at its core, is about creating more value” (Harrison & Freeman, 2015, p. 863). 

Stakeholder theory “stresses the interconnected relationships between a business and 

its customers, suppliers, employees, investors, communities and others who have a 

stake” (Elms et al., 2018, para. 1). Within the context of this research, stakeholder 

theory is applied to public policy which stresses the interrelated linkages between public 

policy and government, administration, businesses, associations, and groups of people 

who have a stake in that policy.  
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Stakeholder theory was originally aimed to tackle three business related problems, 

namely to help create value, to address the ethics of capitalism and to focus on the 

managerial mindset (in order to create value and connect ethics with capitalism) 

(Freeman et al., 2010). However, stakeholder theory has since been applied to a range 

of fields including public policy, public administration, human resource management, 

strategic management, corporate social responsibility, finance, healthcare and 

corporate governance (Freeman et al., 2010; Harrison & Freeman, 2015; Miles, 2017). 

This variegated application has affected the stakeholder theory’s importance and value. 

Further, stakeholder theory has been used interchangeably with “stakeholder 

management”, and “stakeholder perspective”, which additionally confuses its meaning 

(Freeman et al., 2010). Thus, despite broad acceptance of stakeholder theory it remains 

highly contested primarily because of minimal agreement around who a stakeholder is 

(Miles, 2017). This in part stems from the diverse interpretations and applications of 

stakeholder theory. While a wide application of stakeholder theory illuminates its power, 

a lack of clear boundaries around who a stakeholder is has made stakeholder theory 

problematic (Miles, 2017); some scholars have even argued that stakeholder theory is 

in fact not a theory because it does not include clear, testable propositions (Freeman et 

al., 2010). 

In this regard, Freeman (2010) posits that stakeholder theory is more of a framework; it 

encompasses related notions which affords wide use within differing contexts. For 
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example, according to Starik (1995), stakeholders can be the non-human natural 

environment since the environment is vital to business. This perspective elevates the 

importance of the natural environment and even challenges the notion that stakeholders 

are exclusive to the political economy (Starik, 1995). On a similar but more specific 

moral tenet, stakeholders have been inclusively recognized as those that an 

organization has an ethical responsibility, “simply by virtue of their being human” 

(Phillips, 2003, p. 30). More commonly, however, stakeholders are identified according 

to their stake which many be a claim, interest, risk, or benefit (Miles, 2017). 

Recognizing challenges with delineating stakeholders, Bryson (2004), identified four 

variants of the stakeholder concept that differed based on their level of inclusivity. For 

example, one variant suggested that without the power to influence, a group or 

individual was not a stakeholder (Bryson, 2004). But within the context of governance 

which is relevant to this research, such a variant is too exclusive. Further, based on 

democracy and social justice, Bryson (2004) recommended a broader consideration of 

people and groups as stakeholders, including the “nominally powerless”. Bryson (2004) 

argued that deciding who a stakeholder was affected what counted indicating inclusivity 

was critical.  

Deciding what counts during policy-making then starts with the identification of 

stakeholders – which can change according to the interpretation of a stakeholder, 

process for engaging stakeholders, context and history. By substituting “organization’s 
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objectives” with “public policy objectives”, stakeholders are interpreted as “any group or 

individual who can affect or is affected by the achievement of the organization’s [public 

policy] objectives” (Freeman, 1984, p. 46). While Freeman’s (1984) stakeholder 

definition draws from an ethical, moral and humanitarian premise, the reality is that the 

application of participation is not all equal. According to Arnstein's (1969) seminal model 

of public participation, participation falls along a continuum that ranges from 

manipulation to driving complex solutions. A gradation of participation can be 

envisioned in a hierarchical way by moving up rungs of a ladder (shown in Figure 3) 

(Arnstein, 1969). In this approach, participation is categorized as ranging from non-

participation, to degrees of tokenism, and finally to ranks of citizen power. Arnstein 

(1969) argued that citizen power comes from partnership-based participation that 

supports negotiation with power-holders to, in part, determine the end product. In this 

view, genuine participation supports affected people without power to have impact on 

the final goals. 
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Figure 3  

Ladder of Citizen Participation (Arnstein, 1969) 

 

However, this influential model excludes engagement processes, history and context 

and uses only one dimension, namely participant power to evaluate the effectiveness of 

a participation strategy (Bobbio, 2019). For some large and polarizing topics like climate 

change, participatory processes may be more important for increasing social learning, 

for example (Bobbio, 2019). Social learning can be demonstrated by increased 

knowledge which occurs through social interactions within a community (Reed et al., 

2010). Thus, Arnstein’s model may be too simplistic to account for a variety of 

participation processes particularly if the process affects the broader community at large 

which many not be focused on securing power (Tritter & Mccallum, 2006). In response, 
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other models have attempted to extend Arnstein’s model. Yet for the most part they 

replicate a similar heirarchical organization and typically focus on one dimension while 

ignoring process (i.e., how participation is structured), other desired outcomes beyond 

power (e.g., social learning) and context (e.g., a history of conflict) (Bardati, 2002; 

Bobbio, 2019; Tritter & Mccallum, 2006).  

Remedying the narrow scope of Arnestein’s (1969) model, a three dimensional model 

was proposed by Fung (2006) which includes Arnstein’s focus on power while 

augmenting it with two other dimensions, being participant inclusion or selection and 

communicative or decision-making mode. As shown in Figure 4, the inclusivity of 

participants range from the general public to expert administrators, while Figure 5 

shows the intensity of communication which defines how participants cooperate (e.g., 

participants range from spectators to the process to those deploying the process) and 

Figure 6 shows the range of influence, authority and / or power over the process. These 

multiple dimensions combine into a three dimensional “democracy cube” within which 

participatory processes can be positioned.  
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Figure 4  

Participant Selection Methods (Fung, 2006) 
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Figure 5  

Modes of Communication (Fung, 2006) 

 

Figure 6  

Extent of Authority and Power (Fung, 2006) 

 

The cube illustrates how participatory mechanisms can serve some of the democratic 

values (eg., legitimacy, justice and effectiveness of public activity), but not all; when one 

value is prioritized others are not. There is no participatory design which serves all 

values concurrenty (Fung, 2006). To illustrate this, Fung (2006) identified how two 

common governance mechanisms (public hearings and the standard public agency) fall 
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on opposite ends of the spectrum, as shown on the democracy cube in Figure 7. The 

democracy cube demonstrates how public hearings are inclusive, but participants 

simply listen as a spectator and have no authority to affect change, while typical public 

agencies are exlusive with their participation, run the process and hold direct authority.  

Figure 7  

The Democracy Cube (Fung, 2006) 

 

In turn, Bobbio (2019) argues that participatory design processes should aim to 

“understand the different design choices that can be made, the problems that can be 

tackled, the values to be pursued and / or neglected, the trade-offs that can be 

hypothesized among them and the results that can be attained” (p. 46). Rather than 

identifying good versus poor design choices then, the solution is to differentiate 
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participation processes according to specific context, purpose and design. With this in 

mind, the most suitable design will address the problem at hand, while taking context 

into account in order to prioritize the most critical values. Considering a gradiation of 

participation processes, the right design will allow for, “communication between people. 

It is about relationships and personalities, as weIl as the abilities for, and hindrances to, 

proposing, discussing and defending views” (Bardati, 2002, p. 57).  

Specific to BC, a greater emphasis on public participation rapidly rose in the 1990s 

following amplified stakeholder conflict around natural resource management (Halseth & 

Booth, 2003; Janovicek, 2016). However, public participation was already ascending 

following World War II (Booth & Halseth, 2011) because of the public’s increasing 

expectations for involvement in land use decisions. The 1960s and 1970s brought 

increased public concern for environmental issues, but it was most notably after 1987, 

and the publication of the Brundtland Commission Report, that sustainable development 

moved mainstream along with more pressure from various groups demanding their 

involvement in complex decisions (Halseth & Booth, 2003). 

The BC government responded to such pressure with attempts to increase public 

engagement in resource planning in the 1990s. The provincial government aimed to 

solicit input for strategies to support new land use management processes through 

commissions like CORE, as mentioned earlier, and Land Resource Management Plans. 

Input from local knowledge holders and consensus among stakeholder groups was 
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required to operationalize sustainable plans (Halseth & Booth, 2003). However, despite 

integral intentions of CORE that aimed to focus on BC’s sustainability and social 

welfare, the largely failed process left stakeholders cynical towards centralized 

governments and questioning the authenticity of their intentions (Gunton et al., 1998; 

Halseth & Booth, 2003). 

Consequently, stakeholders have since demanded to know who gets to decide on what 

public policy and how. Among other improvements like increased transparency of 

participation processes and more opportunities for participation, many government 

initiated decisions thus aim to incorporate the use of evidence for informed decision-

making (Canadian Public Health Association, 2017). However, despite the honourable 

intentions of science- and evidence-based policy-making, framing and persuasion 

techniques leveraging alliances are exploited far beyond the use of data. Indeed, there 

are a “multitude of influencing factors and complex dynamics that pervade different 

facets of the policy-making process” (Sohn, 2018, p. 2).  

In Sohn's (2018) case study, he found 19 “elite” policy advisors provided guidance at 

various stages of the policy life cycle for the Ontario Poverty Reduction Strategy. The 

noble advisors used influential techniques during the process which demonstrated a 

structural difficulty in relying on evidence even if decision makers so wished. In reality, 

contextual forces like “politics and ideology, as well as budgetary and resource 

availability constraints” (Sohn, 2018, p. 2) affect decisions even more greatly than that 
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of evidence (Bardati, 2002). Additionally, Sohn (2018) and Oliver, Lorenc, and Innvær 

(2014) reveal how personal beliefs and values, pressure from advocacy groups and 

instituitional cultures, and political and economic factors sway decision-making 

exceedingly over evidence. 

2.3.2 Stakeholder Analysis 

The process of identifying stakeholders and their policy preferences can positively affect 

the success of public polices (Bryson, 2004). These are stakeholder analyses which are 

important for large public “problems” such as economic development, and natural 

resource management because of the potential impact on wide ranging groups, 

organizations, and associations (Bryson, 2004). This is particularly true in an 

interconnected and shared world, where power is not centrally owned, and no one 

“contains” the problem (Kettl, 2002, as cited in Bryson, 2004). A stakeholder analysis is 

defined as a range of techniques and tools for identifying “who the key stakeholders are 

and what would satisfy them. Ideally, the analyses will help reveal how ways of 

satisfying those key stakeholders will also create public value and advance the common 

good” (Bryson, 2004, p. 26). As part of an analysis, stakeholders are commonly 

grouped according to their interest, influence, and level of participation.  

But first, why are stakeholders important? Bryson (2004) discusses Barbara Tuchman’s 

1984 book entitled The March of the Folly where she recounted disastrous events that 
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occurred from Troy to Vietnam because of a lack of stakeholder involvement and 

access to important information that stakeholders kept. Three main reasons that 

contributed to the failures included increased dissentient from constituents, self-

infatuation, and unfounded over confidence of those in power (Bryson, 2004). 

Additionally, Nutt (2002) analyzed 400 strategic decisions of which over half failed due 

to partial implementation, or because they were simply not implemented, or they 

produced poor outcomes. The failures were attributed to a lack of consideration for 

stakeholder interests and knowledge. Such examples demonstrated that not attending 

to the information, needs, preferences and concerns held by stakeholders brought 

predictable shortcomings and even failure (Bryson, 2004). 

In understanding why stakeholders are crucial for addressing public problems and 

decision-making processes, the need for stakeholder analysis becomes clear. Indeed, 

stakeholders’ “interests, needs, concerns, power, priorities and perspectives” (Bryson, 

Quinn, & Bowman, 2011, p. 1) are critical to consider and understand in solving the 

problem or making the best decisions. Accordingly, stakeholder analyses are engaged 

with for a purpose which should be clearly articulated upfront. Bryson et al. (2011), 

broadly classify the purpose of an evaluation in one of five ways; stakeholder analyses 

can be used for making decisions about the stakeholder engagement process, 

identifying improvements to the process, adding knowledge and informing decision-
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making within the process, supporting innovations or new developments of the process, 

or for accountability of the stakeholder engagement process itself (Bryson et al., 2011).  

Knowing the purpose of a stakeholder analysis allows for strategically deciding who to 

involve in the analysis and how. While there is not one rule that works for all 

circumstances, stakeholders are included as part of the evaluation process when it 

makes ethical sense; their participation is in accordance with supporting the overall 

public good (Bryson, 2004). Conducting these analyses can additionally clarify the 

political context behind policy-making which serves to highlight important issues as well 

as opportunities like the potential for new coalitions (Bryson, 2004).  

However, stakeholder analyses lack standardization. The effect of which “on some 

occasions, the impression might arise that any kind of social action can be labelled as 

participatory, and then celebrated as part of the trajectory towards a democratic 

nirvana” (Carpentier, 2016, p. 70). Indeed, who conducts the stakeholder analysis is 

imperative to consider, since the evaluation can be “intricately attached to the subject” 

(Bardati, 2002, p. 53). When conducting stakeholder analyses, it can be considered 

from management or government (i.e., from an authoritative perspective) or from “other” 

key stakeholders (i.e., from a democratic perspective) (Sachs & Maurer, 2009). The 

impediment here, is understanding who “key stakeholders” are, as that choice is 

political, ethically questionable, and it requires judgement (Bryson et al., 2011). Hence, 
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descriptions of key stakeholders can be organized in various ways which affect what 

matters and how the findings of the analysis may be used.  

English (2000) categorizes stakeholders by their position or stake as those who have 

something to gain, and those who have something to lose because of new policy. 

Building on this approach, Burns and Giessen (2014) additionally suggest identifying the 

most relevant policy issues from a content analysis of public and expert sources, and 

mapping those back to stakeholders and their positions. Logic for this strategy assumes 

the most important policy elements represent the most powerful stakeholders’ positions 

and their interests (Burns & Giessen, 2014; Krott, 2005). Aligning with this idea, Krott 

(2005) further offers how stakeholder interests are traceable back to stakeholder groups 

because they represent benefits or losses to that group. These position-interest 

relationships are important to examine because they illuminate the political environment 

which reveals how the most influential stakeholders often hold the most relevant issues 

at the table. 

To visualize the most and least influential stakeholders their positions can be plotted on 

a power versus interest grid (Bryson, 2004). A power versus interest grid reveals a 

stakeholder’s relative position of high to low interest versus their level of power as 

shown in Figure 8. A power versus interest exercise highlights the stakeholders who 

hold both high power and high interest, whose interests are keenly important to address 

in order to produce a trustworthy evaluation (Bryson et al., 2011). It also asserts 
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stakeholders who are nominally powerless and often invisible to powerholders despite 

potentially holding tremendous interest. In this case, interest refers to a political stake 

rather than simple curiosity (Bryson et al., 2011). Adding lines between stakeholders 

representing influence that a stakeholder exerts onto, or from one another, identifies 

those with swaying and powerful bargaining capacity.  

Figure 8  

Power Versus Interest Grid (Bryson, 2004) 

 

The value in mapping stakeholders on a power versus interest grid can be illustrated 

with an example from BC’s natural resource sector. Powerful industry stakeholders with 
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who BC governments have had a long working history eased forestry favourable policy 

that perpetuated for decades. Indeed, corporations with “enormous power” influenced 

the BC government to provide “subsidies, reduce tax obligations, and create new 

incentives to keep the industry operation in their territories” (Markey et al., 2012, p. 

162). By diagraming these stakeholders and their relationships, structural inequities and 

political authorities become clear. Additionally, because “we tend to skirt around or give 

little attention to the fundamentally political dimensions” (Douglas, 2017, p. 21) of 

decision-making, completing this process formalizes stakeholder and policy issue 

identification, clarifies powerful influencers, and identifies groups who may be otherwise 

overlooked.  

Suitably, Mitchell, Agle, and Wood (1997) offer a multi-factored method to classify 

stakeholders. Classes of stakeholders are categorized according to variables of power 

that the stakeholders have to influence, the legitimacy of the stakeholder’s claim to the 

policy perpetrator (e.g., whether the stakeholder concerns are accepted), and the 

urgency of the stakeholder’s claim (e.g., how critical and time sensitive the claim 

appears). On the other hand, English (2000) simply outlines “risk losers” as those who 

face potential negative effects of decision-making in terms of their health, economic or 

social well-being and “possibly their deeply held values” (English, 2000, p. 249). This 

simple definition includes consideration for underrepresented groups that are 

“powerless” and particularly vulnerable to the outcomes of policy, and thus examined 
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more closely in the following section 2.3.3 Underrepresented Stakeholder Challenges. 

English (2000) further discusses “risk perpetrators” as those who create the risk, and 

“risk managers” as those responsible for mitigating risk.  

These typologies mesh loosely with the broadly defined natural resource-oriented 

stakeholders identified by Krott (2005). Krott (2005) described forest users, associations 

and other non-governmental organizations, and government along with other policy-

making bodies as three distinct groups. During events at Carmanah Valley for example 

(as presented in section 2.3 Introduction to Stakeholder Participation), forest users may 

be considered risk losers, associations and NGOs as risk perpetrators, and the 

governmental and policy-making bodies as risk managers since they ultimately held the 

power to enact or change policies supporting or opposing logging practices. 

Such categories are not exclusive to one another as a risk perpetrator could also be a 

risk manager (English, 2000). Further, a risk loser could turn into a risk gainer under 

certain circumstances. Ultimately what English (2000) and Mitchell et al. (1997) show 

with their varying definitions of stakeholder categories is that differing taxonomies 

capture divergent perspectives, needs and values, as well as (sometimes personal) 

levels of risk or gain. Additionally, stakeholders have varying abilities to meaningfully 

participate, and consequently to influence others and the policy-making process, which 

is in part because of their class (Mitchell et al., 1997). A stakeholder identification 

process combined with the power versus interest mapping technique can clarify how, if 
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and why some stakeholders and their positions are forgotten and emphasize how others 

appear effective at driving decisions. 

Meaningful or genuine participation then, can be reflected by a redistribution of power, 

particularly among “have-nots” who can, given an authentic opportunity, affect the 

outcome of the process (Arnstein, 1969). However, a redistribution of power, namely 

from having power over (i.e., where control characterizes decision-making (Berger, 

2005)) to enabling power with (i.e., where decisions are shared and negotiated (Berger, 

2005)) is difficult in practice. This is in part because the dominant network of influencers 

within an organization or around particular policy are not necessarily considered. In this 

view, power to advocate for resisting the dominance model should instead be sought 

(Berger, 2005). This can raise awareness of the structural barriers that are associated 

with shared decision-making, which could eventually lead to shared power.  

Once stakeholders are identified, along with their interest versus their power, the 

common barriers they face to meaningfully participate need to then be considered. 

These barriers include time, finances, past experiences, knowledge, and the overall 

context of the situation. By not addressing such barriers, poorly informed decisions in 

addition to other issues are likely to persist. For example, a lack of access to knowledge 

was particularly striking in the 2016 Brexit voting, when many engaged citizens were not 

equipped with a suitable understanding of the complexities of the situation to cast an 

informed vote (English, 2019). Consequently, the severe shortcoming of, “inviting a 
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largely uninformed public to make a judgement on something as unfathomably complex 

as our membership of the EU [European Union] was akin to asking a six-year-old to 

perform delicate brain surgery – with a crayon” (English, 2019, para. 4). 

In summary, challenges with stakeholder participation differ according to the 

perspectives and experiences of different stakeholder groups. Dissimilarities are 

revealed through the process of identifying stakeholders and their positions, interests, 

power, and barriers to participate, as well as the most relevant policy issues which can 

also be linked back to the dominant stakeholders. These details offer salient insight into 

some of the inequities of the policy-making process. Finally, the clarity gained through 

stakeholder analysis can simplify the problem at hand, help find alliances and interpret 

whether all relevant stakeholders were considered and invited to meaningfully take part. 

The next sub-section addresses groups of stakeholders who are at a particular 

disadvantage to take part, followed by suggested actions which work to address their 

discrimination. 

2.3.3 Underrepresented Stakeholder Challenges 

After more than 15 years of working with environmental issues and related decision-

making, English (2000) articulates stakeholder capacity in conflict resolution processes. 

In brief, her topology outlining “risk losers”, “risk gainers”, “risk perpetrators” and “risk 

managers” considers whether stakeholders can engage or take part in a process. 
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According to Ansell and Gash (2007), a stakeholder’s engagement potential depends 

on three variables: power and / or resource imbalances, incentives to participate, and a 

past history of conflict or collaboration. Both Ansell and Gash (2007) and English (2000) 

express concern about power and resource imbalances because they perpetuate 

inequality among stakeholder groups. Such disparities problematize stakeholder groups 

that are disbursed, decentralized, underfunded, and lacking in technical knowledge. A 

mismatch in power limits both the ability and incentive of marginalized stakeholders, 

which contributes to their inherent skepticism in the value of participating (Ansell & 

Gash 2007).  

This becomes a circular problem in that an initial power imbalance between stakeholder 

groups reinforces disparity between the groups. Stakeholders with limited power as well 

as those who have experienced previous hostilities are more likely to avoid an 

engagement process, and thus earn an identity, whether appropriate or not, as “socially 

excluded” (Shortall, 2008). Social exclusion commonly relates to powerlessness which 

is shown by little or no social participation and integration. In this way social exclusion 

“refers to the lack of access to, or denial of, a range of citizen rights, such as adequate 

health care or educational success, and also a lack of societal integration, through 

limited power, or the ability to participate in political decision-making” (Shortall, 2008, p. 

451). This suggests that those who are socially excluded miss opportunities to influence 

government decision makers who can be swayed by powerful stakeholders. However, 
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these underrepresented stakeholders who are less advantaged and ill positioned by 

their nature to participate in stakeholder engagement processes, are increasingly 

encouraged to participate as a means to overcome their omission (Stevens, Bur, & 

Young, 2003). Yet opportunities to engage underrepresented groups are not without 

large, structural barriers which hinder their capacity to take part. 

Such structural barriers often relate to power that frequently dominate political 

processes. However, within policy related decision-making there has been “very little 

critical interrogation of power itself, the distribution of different types of power, and 

notably the process of power reproduction” (Douglas, 2017, p. 22). Macdonald (2008) 

discusses “cultural hegemony” as introduced by Antonio Gramsci, an Italian political 

theorist. Such hegemony involves dominant groups striving to obtain a following of 

subordinate groups, where “cultural institutions, such as schools, political parties, and 

the media, create a compatible version of reality which favours elite interests” 

(Macdonald, 2008, p. 7). The ideologies presented by influential institutions become 

common sense and unquestioned. Without conscious awareness, the public and 

particularly the undereducated, are subject to great power from cultural institutions. With 

this consideration, underrepresented groups require an understanding of their 

overshadowing by the elite according to such cultural institutions, as well as their all-too-

common exclusion from the stakeholder participation process. 
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Contrarily, some underrepresented groups may wish to not participate, in part because 

they are engaged in other social interactions which may be self-perceived as more 

meaningful, or the decision to not participate can be an empowering “active choice”, for 

example (Shortall, 2008). Said simply, non-participation does not necessarily equate to 

social exclusion (Hayward, Simpson, & Wood, 2004). In this way, Shortall (2008) posits 

that some groups may not be socially excluded despite their lack of representation with 

respect to certain participation processes. This is because their choice to not take part 

may be due to how they view their participation. For example, their participation in a 

particular process may be considered to be in competition with their business goals 

(Shortall, 2008). 

Thus, while not necessarily socially excluded, but nevertheless as underrepresented, 

these stakeholders are fundamentally important to attempt to include in decision-making 

for reasons of democracy and social justice (Bryson, 2004) and for building capacity 

and social capital (Putnam, 1993). For unconventional, and particularly hidden 

populations to be present “at the table”, participation means they bring attention to 

themselves, and their history, creating vulnerabilities that may hinder their willingness to 

engage. Further, since underrepresented groups have historically experienced 

exclusion from policy-making it has negatively affected their views on the credibility of 

the process (Gray, 1989, as cited in Ansell & Gash, 2007). This predicament can be 

systematically overcome by seeking broad participation (Ansell & Gash, 2007). After all, 
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exclusion has been demonstrated to hamper overall efforts and cost more in the long 

run (Bryson, 2004). English (2000) backs this argument, suggesting that as decisions 

become more uncertain in terms of future outcomes due to lengthy timelines, inclusive 

participation is even more important especially when diverse values are at play. 

How can it be ensured then, that underrepresented groups have a genuine opportunity 

to participate? Bryson (2004) suggests completing the power versus interest grid 

exercise because it not only identifies who needs to be addressed in order to achieve 

successful outcomes, but the knowledge gained from simply completing the exercise 

helps advance the agenda of the relatively powerless. Fawcett et al. (1995) additionally 

highlight activities for empowering stakeholder groups. They encourage collaboration, 

which involves several groups (or people) working together and partnerships since such 

relations hold the potential to improve relationships between stakeholders as a result of 

shared responsibility, risk and resources (Fawcett et al., 1995). These two terms, 

collaboration and partnerships, when put together form collaborative partnerships where 

the outcome is equally as important as the relationship (Saltiel, 1998). This is because it 

is the interaction between the partners that leads to the desired results (Saltiel, 1998).  

Thus, inclusivity of stakeholders and empowerment strategies are critical; techniques 

must be sought for improving the competence, capacity, and resources of stakeholders 

and groups, and for removing barriers that prevent their participation. These strategies 

together can mechanize genuine stakeholder participation. Thus, collaborative 



 

 

86 

 

partnerships, which signal genuine participation, are discussed in more depth in the 

following sub-section. 

2.3.4 Strategies for Engaging Collaborative Partnerships 

While it is possible to have both too much and too little participation, Bryson (2004) 

suggests each circumstance will determine the right amount as well as how and why to 

engage stakeholders. Historically, the public has been omitted from many important 

decision and policy-making processes, which is why Halseth and Booth (2003) suggest 

three general improvements for engaging stakeholders and increasing their 

participation. They recommend incorporating an increased awareness about the method 

of consultation, providing timely and easy to interpret information, and sharing more 

clarity about the policy-making process itself (Halseth & Booth, 2003). Collaborative 

governance experts, Ansell and Gash (2007) echo these suggestions while making 

recommendations for clear communication, as well transparent and genuine efforts to 

establish trust between stakeholder groups. English (2000) advocates for nothing less 

than ethical stakeholder centered decision-making. She contends for adequate 

representations of interests, balance among stakeholders and equitable access to 

knowledge as well as evidence which can be leveraged for smart decision-making 

(English, 2000). 
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Effective stakeholder relations management is akin to effective leadership and 

governance (Bryson, 2004). Ideally stakeholder participation initiatives operationalize as 

partnerships and alliances that form to address locally identified issues. Partnerships 

can cut across sectors and stakeholder groups, and between government and non-

governmental institutions. Partnerships, according to Arnstein (1969) are the first rung 

on the ladder of citizen participation that truly enables citizen power, where relationships 

are characterized by equitable transactions between stakeholder groups.  

Partnerships differ from simply engaging stakeholders through informing and consulting, 

in that they ensure stakeholders’ perspectives are incorporated and represented within 

final outcomes (Arnstein, 1969). Mechanisms for encouraging and supporting genuine 

stakeholder participation are thus rooted in collaborative partnerships. Collaborative 

partnerships promote societal change when partners seek a common goal (Fawcett et 

al., 1995). Indeed, collaborative partnerships are based on mutual goals and without 

such partnered relations, the goal would likely be unattainable (Saltiel, 1998). Thus, 

collaborative “partnerships can serve as catalysts” (Fawcett et al., 1995, p. 678) which 

work to effectively address complex issues. Collaboration is succinctly defined as 

“people working side by side on a joint venture” (Saltiel, 1998, p. 6), while partnerships 

are defined as “participants making use of each other’s talents to do what they either 

could not have done at all or as well alone” (Wildavsky, 1986, p. 237). This is the 
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foundation of collaborative partnerships; two (or more) people (or groups) improve what 

only one could otherwise accomplish (Saltiel, 1998). 

Strategies for building collaborative partnerships are based on developing competence 

and capacity, addressing and removing barriers and enhancing support (Fawcett et al., 

1995). Building collaborative partnerships therefore starts with simple activities such as 

naming issues as well as assets. These strategies for collaborative partnerships also 

form the basis of collaborative governance, which among other things, includes 

consideration of stakeholders holding non-traditional roles for inclusive decision-making 

(Ansell & Gash, 2007). Collaborative governance arose out of the necessity to support 

multiple opinions and interests in rural areas that a centralized, geographically removed 

government could not effectively address on its own (Gibson, 2011).  

New forms of decision-making emerged from the engagement of multiple and diverse 

stakeholders such as citizens, community serving organizations, governments and 

industry. While governance is hotly contested within academia, there are four 

commonalities among the varied definitions. Namely, governance is a process, 

partnerships are critical, collective decision-making is required, and it is distinct from 

government particularly with respect to the methods of engagement (Gibson, 2011). 

Additionally, collaborative governance is not the only model that is based on 

collaborative partnerships; other models of consensus-oriented decision-making 
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embrace alternative dispute resolution which include processes of cooperation, 

arbitration, mediation and negotiation (Bardati, 2002). 

Collaborative partnerships hold promise for developing power together with other 

stakeholders when working towards common goals (Follett, 1930). In this way, 

stakeholders can pool their power together, rather than exert it over one another 

(Follett, 1930), which implies that collective power can be generated, shared and 

transferred among stakeholders. Collaborative partnerships thus require the 

acknowledgement of how groups are represented, treated and valued, with an explicit 

commitment to empower disadvantaged groups (Ansell & Gash, 2007). Thus, 

collaborative partnerships support genuine stakeholder engagement. Finally, 

collaborative partnerships link this collection of literature on stakeholder participation to 

that of transitioning economies because collaborative partnerships are increasingly 

important for successful economic transitions. 

2.4 Transitioned Economies, Stakeholder Participation, and the 

Interdependence of Collaborative Partnerships 

Based on an examination of the rural and regional economic development literature 

predominantly within the BC context, genuine stakeholder participation and specifically 

collaborative partnerships, appear to be an integral element which have enabled 

transitioned economies. Thus, collaborative partnerships may be what is missing from 
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the rural economies in BC that continue to wrestle with a long and arduous economic 

transition. Indeed, “transitioning can define a lengthy status, in Mackenzie's case 

beginning no later than 1990 and apparently still ongoing, and even longer for towns 

such as Port Alberni where economic dislocation began in 1981” (Hayter & Nieweler, 

2018, p. 87).  

A handful of exemplars advance fundamental messages around local cooperation, 

collaboration, partnership, and organization. Communities like Chemanius, Port Alberni, 

Valemount, Terrace and Smithers offer such fortuitous place-based diversification and 

development success stories. Facing a variety of circumstances, these examples prove 

how economies have transformed beyond a predominant staples industry. The hard-

working communities have diversified to a mix of place-based assets which largely still 

include their legacy staple but to a lesser extent, along with tourism, services, 

amenities, and other sectors. These multi-part economies appear to be developing 

under a new regionalist competitive advantage paradigm (Halseth et al., 2004). Focus 

has been directed at growing entrepreneurial spirit and local initiative through 

community buy-in and new forms of governance. Working regionally, collaborative 

partnerships developed, which are both a mechanism for and a result of genuine 

stakeholder participation and typify successfully transitioned communities. Collaborative 

partnerships therefore fasten together the two collections of literature around 

transitioning economies and stakeholder participation. 
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2.5 Summary 

This chapter began by reviewing the origins, key concepts and noteworthy policy 

contexts associated with transitioning economies which collectively describe many rural 

BC towns. It concentrated on identifying key characteristics that predominantly shaped 

these rural communities which continue to affect their ability to transition to a new 

economic regime. Strategies enabling successful transitions are based on locally 

oriented, innovative, and engaging participatory solutions which anchor transitioning 

economies to the second section of this chapter that centered on stakeholder 

participation. Through the examination of stakeholder participation attention was paid to 

how stakeholders were defined, identified, related to other stakeholder groups, and 

engaged. Focus within these areas raised awareness for the challenges and 

opportunities with stakeholder participation that coincidently affect transitional 

economies.  

However, the BC based collection of literature on transitioning economies makes no 

specific or substantial mention of the decades long clandestine, largely illicit prohibition 

era cannabis economy and how it may or may not have affected such economic 

transitions. Nor does this literature consider whether and how the allegedly dominant 

cannabis industries in many rural BC places would (or do) need to transition to a legal 

framework. Additionally, according to the researcher’s knowledge, the stakeholder 
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participation literature does not specifically consider illicit, or prohibition era cannabis 

participants as an underrepresented group during medical and recreational cannabis 

legalization policy-making in Canada.  

However, cannabis industry stakeholders were indeed considered during medical 

legalization policy-making through consultation processes (Allard v. Canada, 2016). 

Additionally, some such stakeholders were engaged with during recreational legalization 

policy-making in Canada, as outlined in the next Chapter Three Cannabis Legalization 

Context. However, these engagement processes (as documented by Cox (2018) and 

the Government of Canada (2016), in their Framework for the Legalization and 

Regulation of Cannabis In Canada) appeared to be without the consideration that the 

group of stakeholders representing the pre-legalization cannabis industry may have 

been poorly or insufficiently represented, or disadvantaged to fully participate. However, 

cannabis participants’ underrepresentation during cannabis related policy-making has 

been acknowledged in other places, namely California, Australia, Denmark and the UK 

(California Growers Association, 2018; Lenton, Frank, Barratt, Dahl, & Potter, 2015).  

Accordingly, this research seeks to fill these gaps in Canada, and specifically in rural 

places of BC. It does so in part by demonstrating how the transitioning economy and 

stakeholder participation collections of literature together provide a suitable frame for 

examining the socio-economic impacts of legalization in rural BC as presented in 

Chapter Four, Methodology. Thus, this interdisciplinary lens leans on collaborative 
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partnerships as empowering relations, which are both an outcome of genuine 

stakeholder participation and essential for successfully transitioned economies. 

Consequently, power relations have become a principal focus for rural BC economies 

working to transition to legalization, which is elaborated on next. 
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Chapter 3 Cannabis Legalization Context 

After reviewing the traditions of transitioning economies and stakeholder participation, 

relations, and more pointedly collaborative partnerships, appear as central to the 

literature duo. This is unvarying in the application of these literatures to the multifaceted 

process of transitioning to legalization in rural BC. After all, a transition from a 

predominantly underground economy to a legal economy affects decision making 

around who can legally take part in the cannabis economy and how. Creating a practical 

legal path forward is convening multiple stakeholders varying from those allegedly 

hiding dark secrets to others who ostensibly used intimidation tactics to maintain order 

and control. In short, a complex and windy history between various levels of 

government and the cannabis sector has contributed to tenuous relations in the present 

legalization landscape. Thus, the cannabis industry’s reticent and mostly illicit past that 

garnered secretive acceptance and matching disproval, merits closer examination.  

This chapter therefore begins by outlining a succinct history of cannabis legalization in 

Canada which propelled from medical liberalization laws starting in 2001. A discussion 

around cannabis policy-making in Canada and BC proceeds a description of the history, 

structure, and governance of the pre-legalization industry in the Kootenays. Finally, a 

summary wraps up the chapter that shares important points about the legalization 

context. 
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3.1 Introduction 

This section contextualizes cannabis legalization in Canada, rural BC, and most notably 

the Kootenays. It illustrates how prohibition appeared to be underscored by weighty 

stigmatization which contributed to ”deeply entrenched and well established law” 

(Wakeford v. Canada, 1998, p.1). It shows how dishonour and shame around cannabis 

production and consumption drenched the pre-legalization cannabis economy and 

prejudiced policy makers. This context helps frame the research project’s conceptual 

framing which is elaborated on in Chapter Four, Methodology.  

A promise of contextualization merits mention that abstractions can sometimes be 

misleading because of inevitable nuances that become hidden. However, such 

overviews can equally advance a wide view of complex phenomenon and supply a point 

of departure for analysis as used for this research project. This section is thus written 

with acknowledgment that potentially risky sweeping statements about a secretive and 

irregular group acting under prohibitionist policy are outweighed by cautious benefits 

from raising awareness about the pre-legalization environment that is specific to the 

Kootenays.  
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3.2 The Progression to Legal Recreational Cannabis 

In 1923 Canada was one of the first countries in the world to prohibit cannabis, despite 

little knowledge about the substance and rare use by Canadians. A lack of historical 

evidence has created an imprecise understanding of the reasons behind prohibition. 

However, initial drug policy seemed to be based on racialized concerns over smoking 

opium by Chinese workers who came to Canada during the gold rush and to work on 

the national railway (Boyd & Carter, 2014). Speculatively, some scholars also suggest 

that cannabis was banned in Canada to align with international guidelines and some US 

States that criminalized it early in the 20th century (Carstairs, 2006). At this time 

cannabis was portrayed as evil and destructive to instill fear about its use, but there was 

little reason to try to deter consumption since it was virtually absent in the Canadian 

landscape. In fact, the first cannabis related conviction in Canada was 14 years after it 

was criminalized in 1937 (Carstairs, 2006). Little changed in the period following, with a 

handful of cannabis offenses in the 1940s and 1950s (Hathaway, 2009). 

However, the 1960s brought a sharp rise in drug use alongside increased social and 

political counterculture movements (Boyd & Carter, 2014; Carstairs, 2006). By 1968 

there were 2,300 purported cannabis recorded arrests. Shortly thereafter, controversial 

protests like the 1971 Vancouver Gastown riot started with peaceful intentions of 

“dissatisfied” youth (Boudreau, 2012), but ended in riots that left people injured, arrested 
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and personal property destroyed because of swift efforts of the police (Boudreau, 2012). 

The significance of these types of events was two-fold, as they first demonstrated how 

the police continued to exert forceful control over its citizens to eradicate social and 

political protests, and they second revealed the growing dissent to draconian drug 

policies particularly by Canadian youth (Boudreau, 2012).  

This time period marked the 1960s and early 1970s as the beginning of Canadian 

cannabis youth culture (Carstairs, 2006). It was a time when authorities were 

challenged with enforcing an apparent disregard for the law (Hathaway, 2009), and so 

Liberal Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau ordered a “serious look at changing the laws” 

(CBC, 1970). In 1972, the publication of the “Le Dain Commission” (i.e., the Final 

Report of the Commission of Inquiry into the Non-Medical Use of Drugs) recommended 

the decriminalization of cannabis possession as well as “hard” drugs like cocaine and 

heroin (LeDain, Lehmann, Bertrand, Campbell, & Stein, 1973). However, the “politically-

explosive” report divided the cabinet (CBC, 1970) and it, along with ongoing calls to 

reduce penalties related to cannabis were dismissed by policy makers. As it turned out, 

by 1978, cannabis arrests had quickly grown to more than 12,000 in Canada (Carstairs, 

2006). Following that, similar statements to change cannabis laws were also made by 

“Joe Clark in 1979, Jean Chretien in 1980 and 1996, and Keith Martin in 1997 and 

2001, to name a few, and yet the law remain[ed] essentially the same as it did in the 

‘sixties’ when it comes to cannabis prohibition” (Cannabis Health, 2002, para. 5). 
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In 1997 the first compassion club in the country, the BC Compassion Club Society, was 

boldly established to offer patients of severe pain access to affordable and quality 

cannabis (Boyd & Carter, 2014). Two years later in 1999, Health Canada was mandated 

to introduce a medical cannabis system following two 1998 court decisions. A Supreme 

Court case (R. v. Morgentaler, 1988) confirmed that access to health care was a 

constitutional right that should not be criminally penalized. Additionally, the Ontario 

Court of Justice determined that a patient suffering with AIDS who utilized cannabis to 

relieve pain was in accordance with the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms 

(Wakeford v. Canada, 1998). As a result of these rulings qualified applicants could 

obtain an exception for cannabis possession, according to Health Canada (Lucas, 

2008).  

However, legal cannabis was still largely inaccessible to authorized medical patients 

because growing and selling cannabis continued to be illegal, and the application for 

approval proved to be excessively lengthy (Boyd & Carter, 2014). Thus, by the year 

2000 cannabis prohibition reached a critical point. This juncture followed an Ontario 

Court of Appeal which found once more that prohibition was unconstitutional. In this 

case, prohibition was finalized as unjust for a patient who wished to cultivate and 

possess cannabis in order to control severe epilepsy after conventional drugs offered no 

reprieve (R. v. Parker, 2000). Working on harm reduction, more compassion clubs 

started to appear across the country along with unsanctioned retail store fronts to 
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supply access to “medical” cannabis. This was despite cannabis’ continued illegality to 

produce, distribute and possess across Canada for any purpose. 

3.2.1 Medical Legalization 

Following the higher court orders discussed above, cannabis was legalized in Canada 

for medical purposes in 2001 under the Medical Marihuana [sic] Access Regulations 

(MMAR) program. Although medical legalization was a Canadian constitutional leap 

forward, the criminality of cannabis remained unmanageable for patients seeking legal 

use. This was according to reports by the 2002 Senate Special Committee on Illegal 

Drugs (Senate Committee, 2002) and 2002 House of Commons Special Committee on 

the Non-Medical Use of Drugs (Torsney, 2002). These reports together “concluded that 

Canada’s policy of criminalization creates harms that are disproportionate to the harms 

associated with marijuana use” (Mackay & Phillips, 2016, p. 6). They also referenced 

funding of the criminal element as one of the key harms associated with criminalization 

(Mackay & Phillips, 2016). 

Even with this intelligence and medical legalization in force, another court decision in 

2003 (Hitzig v. Canada, 2003), 2007 (R. v. Long, 2007) and 2008 (Sfetkopoulos et al. v. 

Canada, 2008) persisted the ongoing conflict between the criminal status of cannabis 

and its medicinal use. Although cannabis continued in the criminal realm, these court 

rulings consistently sided with patient rights. However, in 2013, the Marihuana [sic] for 
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Medical Purposes Regulations (MMPR) was implemented by a Conservative 

government to “clean up” the previous system that was believed to be abused by 

patients who were exceeding their permitted authorization of use (McCann, 2014). The 

MMPR regulations discontinued patient growing rights and instead required cannabis 

patients to obtain their product from Health Canada licensed producers (McMillan LPP, 

2016), of which after a year there were only 13 in the country (Fischer, Kuganesan, & 

Room, 2015). 

The messy state of affairs peaked again in 2016, after a court case determined 

prohibition again prevented fair “access to marihuana [sic] for medical purposes by 

persons who are ill, including those suffering severe pain, and/or life-threatening 

neurological conditions” (Allard v. Canada, 2016, p. 4). As a result of this decision, the 

Access to Cannabis for Medical Purpose Regulations (ACMPR), framework was formed 

which allowed more options for patients to access cannabis.  

This most recent change to the medical framework came into force while prohibition 

was anticipated to expire with the introduction of recreational cannabis legalization in 

2018. The ACMPR was indeed repealed and replaced by the Cannabis Act, on 17 

October 2018, 95 years after cannabis was first criminalized. This long period of 

prohibition stifled research efforts around understanding the effects of cannabis. As a 

result, the Canadian Medical Association suggests “there remains a need for clinical 

research, regulatory reviews and guidance for the use of cannabis for medical 
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purposes” (2020, para. 3). Further, the College of Physicians and Surgeons of BC 

claims “few reliable published studies are available on the medical benefits of cannabis” 

(2020). However, some publications by BC’s Centre on Substance Abuse contend 

against such claims, and pointedly suggest that “cannabis use has fewer relative harms 

than opioids” (Lake, Socías, & Milloy, 2020). Additionally, researchers from the BC 

Centre on Substance Abuse note that the “anti-cannabis” postion taken by the 

Canadian Medical Association (as well as other groups) is not all evidence-based which 

they demontrate by showing that cannabis has been effective for neuropathic pain 

management (Lake, Kerr, & Montaner, 2015). 

In short, when recreational legalization came into force cannabis remained in debate 

over its medicinal efficacy and the uncertain effects of long term use (Allan et al., 2018; 

College of Physicians and Surgeons of British Columbia, 2020; National Academies of 

Sciences, Engineering, 2017). Additionally, the federal government’s position on 

cannabis remains staunch; “cannabis is not an approved therapeutic product” 

(Government of Canada, 2018c, p. iii). This position is wrapped in caution; “the 

provision of this information should not be interpreted as an endorsement of the use of 

this product, or cannabis and cannabinoids generally, by Health Canada” (Government 

of Canada, 2018c, p. iii). However, the acceptable and legal production of cannabis in 

Canada since 1999 has settled under Health Canada’s regulatory authority and 

decision-making. This continues under the Cannabis Act. 
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The evolution to legalization has also revealed several conflicting interests which have 

crippled the notoriety of the cannabis industry and reinforced hypocrisy. After grassroots 

and medical activists fought for legalization while risking personal persecution and 

incarceration, ex-police and retired politicians appeared to enjoy an upper hand taking 

part in and aiding with the development of the legal industry. For example, BC’s former 

Minister of Health, Terry Lake who now works for HEXO Corp (Eagland, 2019), along 

with the former Chief Financial Officer of the federal Liberal Party, Chuck Rifici who 

founded Canopy Growth Corp, most fortunately wagered on prospective legal weed 

(DiMatteo, 2018). Julian Fantino, former Ontario Provincial Police commissioner who 

once likened cannabis legalization to legalizing murder (CBC Radio, 2017), 

paradoxically cofounded the cannabis company Aleafia Health. The other founding 

member, Raff Souccar, was a former Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP) deputy 

commissioner and also one of the eight members of the 2016 Canadian Task Force on 

Cannabis Legalization and Regulation (Task Force) (Government of Canada, 2016). 

While both gentlemen announced their resignation from Aleafia Health as of 15 May 

2020 for undisclosed reasons (Robertson, 2020), their rapid transition to the cannabis 

industry, along with that of others raised questions around how cannabis policy was 

influenced and what prioritizations were at heart.  

Finally, the international influence of decriminalization and medical legalization, along 

with 50 years of advocacy, prefigured recreational cannabis legalization in Canada. It is 
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therefore an understatement to say conclusive cannabis policy analysis is difficult due to 

the heterogeneity of liberalization laws and continuous regulatory changes over time 

(Pacula & Sevigny, 2014). This holds true in Canadas well as in other countries. 

3.2.2 Cannabis Policy-making  

The overarching federal framework for legalization was formed by three ministers who 

were mandated by Liberal Prime Minister Justin Trudeau to implement legalization of 

cannabis following the 2015 Speech to the Throne (Health Canada, 2017). Lead by the 

Minister of Public Safety and Emergency Preparedness, Minister of Health and Minister 

of Justice and Attorney General of Canada, the Task Force materialized under the 

guidance of Honorable Anne McLellan along with eight other members. The Task Force 

engaged in field trips to Colorado and Washington, as well as meetings with officials 

from Uruguay so as to extract lessons learned from communities that legalized 

recreational cannabis (Government of Canada, 2016). The instrumental and even 

“coercive” (Train & Snow, 2018) Task Force report was also based on consultation with 

359 different stakeholders along with over 30,000 Canadians who completed online 

surveys (Government of Canada, 2016). As a result of the process, 88 

recommendations were made by the Task Force and largely adopted by the federal 

government who controls licensing of cannabis production, processing and medical sale 

as authorized by Health Canada and the Canada Revenue Agency. 
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3.2.3 BC Cannabis Policy Context 

In BC under the Ministry of Public Safety and Solicitor General, the Cannabis 

Legalization and Regulation Secretariat (Secretariat) was established in 2017 to co-

ordinate cannabis policy for provincial distribution and retail. The Secretariat pursued 

public and stakeholder engagement for over six weeks in late 2017 to solicit views on 

the regulation of distribution and retail for recreational cannabis in BC. The Secretariat 

used a variety of methods to encourage people to provide input including an online 

feedback form, random phone surveys, and written submissions (Province of British 

Columbia, 2017). Over 50,000 individuals provided comments including 145 written 

submissions from organizations such as local governments, Indigenous governments, 

and cannabis stakeholder groups including the BC Compassion Club, Craft Cannabis 

Association of British Columbia and the Kootenay Outdoor Producer Co-op.  

While each province pursued different strategies for distribution and retail, it occurred 

within the confines of federal law. In BC that policy is legislated by the Cannabis 

Distribution Act and the Cannabis Control and Licensing Act. The provincial legislation 

is enforced by the Community Safety Unit (CSU) which has mainly focused on 

dismantling non-compliant retail stores, known as dispensaries, that meet the needs of 

medical patients in accordance with the 1982 Canadian Charter of Rights and 

Freedoms. However, despite continued advocacy for dispensaries as medically 

important, legalization should provide adequate access to cannabis such that 
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unregulated stores are not needed (Hager, Mike; Imam, 2020). Additionally, the 

unsanctioned stores are believed to disincentivize cannabis participants to buy-in to and 

access the legal system, which threatens the success of legalization. And finally, 

although BC’s illicit stores were selling provincial product and fueling local economies, 

they were largely unregulated and much of the illicit product did not garner federal 

taxes. 

For these reasons, the CSU has targetted illicit cannabis businesses since legalization. 

By December 2019 which was 14 months post-legalization, the CSU shuttered 21 illicit 

retail stores and issued 217 warnings to others that were operating without a legal 

provincial retail license (Smyth, 2019). A third of the shops closed down voluntarily, but 

others persisted who eventually beared the brunt of the CSU. For example, the Victoria 

Cannabis Buyers Club was raided by the CSU despite belief that 20 years of operation 

created immunity from law enforcement (CBC News, 2019). Additionally, Trees 

Dispensary was fined C$1.5 million after one of their shops was raided, igniting the 

voluntary closure of the other eight stores (Mussett, 2020). As of February 2020, nine 

illegal stores remained in Vancouver, along with 19 that were licensed under the 

provincial legal system (Hager, Mike; Imam, 2020). The marked reduction in access to 

cannabis products appeared counter productive to legalization although it was likely a 

short term effect of legal retail licensing system that required time to develop. 
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To any regard, the cannabis sector in BC was booming prior to legalization, and its 

importance was acknowledged by government. The BC Secretariat shared, “the 

Province recognized from the outset that cannabis production is a significant contributor 

to the BC economy, particularly small-scale production in rural areas” (Secretariat, email 

message to author, 31 October 2019). As well, the Agricultural Land Commission (ALC) 

declared soil-based cannabis production as farm use (Agricultural Land Commission, 

2019). Since encouraging farming is the second of the three purposes of the ALC after 

preserving land (Agricultural Land Commission, 2014), it can thus be concluded that the 

ALC fosters cannabis cultivation on the Agricultural Land Reserve (ALR). This comes 

with somewhat of a concealed caveat however, as cement based agricultural facilities 

on the ALR are permitted to grow ornamental cedar shrubs, or tulips, but not 

necessarily legal cannabis – that decision is up to local governments.  

Further, the now Ministry of Jobs, Economic Recovery and Innovation, has launched a 

web presence to promote legal economic activity in the sector following engagement 

with at least 14 different groups and licensed producers within BC. Recent funding 

totalling C$939,000 was provided by the Ministry of Social Development and Poverty 

Reduction to Community Futures Central Kootenay for a two year Cannabis Business 

Transition Initiative Program (CBTI). The CBTI offered free cannabis business advising 

and workshops to local residents in order to help create a legal cannabis industry 

(Community Futures Central Kootenay, 2019). Data to support these initiatives has 
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been organized by the BC Ministry of Advanced Education, Skills and Training (2021), 

which has tracked the hiring demand for cannabis related jobs in BC since 2015. The 

demand for cannabis industry jobs in BC has consistently shown a need for over 100 

jobs per month since early 2018. At the peak, there were 298 cannabis related jobs in 

October 2019 one year after cannabis was legalized, which levelled off to an average of 

180 jobs per month in the first four months of 2021 (BC Ministry of Advanced Education, 

Skills, 2021). 

Job gains have been offset by job losses as various site closures have created a labour 

market contraction. Within 16 months post-legalization Canopy Growth shuttered two 

facilities in BC laying off over 500 people in the province (Ballard, 2020), while Tilray 

downsized its workforce by 10% (George-Cosh, 2020b) and Zenabis reportedly 

released 175 employees in BC (Gamage, 2020). Beyond BC, companies like HEXO 

Corp, CannTrust, and Aurora also posted substantial job losses, (Deschamps, 2020; 

George-Cosh, 2020a; The Canadian Press, 2019) representing a vacillating sector not 

only in BC, but nation-wide. While the nascent legal industry was expected to 

experience growing pains, explanations around the reasons behind the wavering sector 

in BC surround a slow retail roll out, lack of political will and a decades long strong illicit 

economy (Fletcher, 2019; Little, 2019). That illicit economy in BC was substantively 

fueled by medical licenses in recent times. 
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3.2.4 Medical Licenses in Rural BC 

Medical licenses were permitted through one of three different legislative iterations prior 

to recreational legalization. While their popularity changed over time, they shifted the 

cannabis production landscape dramatically in rural BC areas immediately before 

legalization. As mentioned earlier, the Allard decision in 2016, lead to the latest 

legislative shift prior to the Cannabis Act, enabling the ACMPR. The ACMPR permitted 

a hybrid approach of the previous two medical systems, which brought personal use 

which equates to small production back in style. The ACMPR was a crossbreed of the 

2001 MMAR, which enabled personal and designated use medical growing and the 

2013 MMPR. The MMPR required clients to purchase cannabis from a Health Canada 

Licensed Producer and disallowed patients to produce for personal use since it was 

positioned as too risky in terms of mold, fire, break-ins and quality control (McMillan 

LPP, 2016). 

The court ordered MMAR and ACMPR programs permitted personal medical licenses to 

propagate, which many procured for legitimate medical reasons, such as for enclosing 

spondylitis, spontaneous nemo thorax, post-traumatic stress disorder, fibromyalgia, 

irritable bowel syndrome, lymphoma, hyperemesis, anxiety, depression, cancer therapy, 

neurological issues, sleep, and cardiovascular pulmonary disease, according to 

participants interviewed for this research project. But in other instances, there was no 

legitimate medical reason. Even still, some people who were utilizing cannabis 
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personally for therapeutic uses opted out of applying for a personal medical license for 

one of two main reasons. First, according to research participants they did not want the 

government to know who they were or where they lived since they worried they may 

face persecution for suspected illicit activities in the future, and second, many did not 

want to be a part of what some believed was the government’s secretive interest in 

developing the grey market.  

These people reckoned that the government sanctioned personal medical licenses 

actually encouraged participation in the underground market. They suggested the 

government was complicit in developing the grey market because the semi-legal 

licenses were necessary to supply medical cannabis that was otherwise difficult to 

obtain. These licenses also collected welcomed taxation by the federal government, 

regardless of their illicitness which obscured their legality.  

Such a notion that illicit markets can suitably serve the larger legal system has also 

been commented on by Slavoj Zizek, a Slovenian philospher. Zizek has acknowledged 

how originally earned illicit profits can get spun into so-called "legitimate" markets 

(Tremonti, 2012), suggesting their illicitness in some ways can be seen as a non-issue. 

Nevertheless, the federal government has been viewed by some people as 

emboldening licensure, which allowed the medical program to develop. This turned 

personal medical licenses into a liability. 
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Believing personal medical licenses were unlikely to be inspected, medical permits 

provided a sense of protection from law enforcement which indulged brazen operations. 

Such overt behaviour triggered citizen complaints which were impractical to address by 

law enforcement because of strict privacy rules around medically based information, 

consistent with these personal medical licenses. Together with a lack of available field-

based inspectors, personal medical licenses became easily manipulated so that people 

simply exceeded their allotted number of plants and sold excess product to 

unsanctioned retail storefronts or through other illicit networks. The profitable 

opportunity of personal medical licenses was purported to lure more people to the 

program, which some cannabis participants suggested saturated the illicit market and 

dropped the prices. This apparently encouraged people to grow more product so they 

could retain revenue, which allegedly pushed smaller and more descrete opertations to 

the sidelines. 

3.3 Cannabis in the Kootenays 

3.3.1 Kootenay Cannabis History 

The production of cannabis changed over time in the Kootenays. While it is difficult to 

specify the value of the industry with great accuracy, it is known that the pre-legalization 

industry undulated, yet it appeared to consistently underpin the region’s economic 

activity for decades. Many research participants believed small supplemental income 
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from family-like farms, referenced endearingly as “Mas and Pas” (Keating, 2015) 

comprised around half of the local cannabis operations leading up to legalization. 

However, others believed the tiny facilities constituted even less of the sector thanks to 

an influx of personal medical licenses. Irregardless of the specific facility size, cannabis 

production in the Kootenays was generally decentralized among an alleged countless 

number of farmers owing to the inscrutable and shaded history of tolerance in a remote 

location where one could easily hide. 

The more recent “mundane” cannabis production in the Kootenays (Canning, 2018) 

originated with the Doukhobours in the early 1900s who grew hemp for a myriad of 

reasons including clothing, blankets and fibre. In the 1950’s an American Quaker 

community established on the North end of Kootenay Lake which helped to grow a 

strong sense of counterculture with worldviews that opposed war, and instead 

supported spiritual equality, non-violent resistence, peace and fair trade (Rodgers & 

Ingram, 2014). Next came the freedom fighters, draft dodgers, and back-to-the-landers 

starting in the mid 1960s, who along with the Doukhobours and Quakers were purported 

to be collectively referred to locally as “refugees”.  

While some of these migrants were truly refugees, or “people who have fled their 

countries because of well-founded fear of persecution” (Government of Canada, 2019, 

para. 1), others unofficially received such title. They continued to bring alternative 

values like self sufficiency, pacifism, and egalarianism which coalesced among the 
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groups into palatable “ideological migration” (Rodgers & Ingram, 2014, p. 98). Since 

many refugees were American and already outside of the law and mainstream society, 

cannabis production was an obvious choice to generate income while few legitimate 

employment opportunities presented themselves. Further strengthening new and 

alternative values, Canadian easterners or ufOs (unemployed from Ontario) also 

migrated west to the Kootenays and the promised BC lands for cannabis related 

reasons since in Ontario it was “really illegal” according to some research participants 

and incarceration was a reality. 

Most notably since the decline of lumber in the 1980s, these groups of refugees 

supposedly united over shared values and political views while they quietly refined the 

skills to breed, cultivate, harvest and process cannabis. This development of the local 

cannabis economy and its eclipsing counterculture eventually included the involvement 

of the once rivaled long term residents, or homesteaders many of whom had started to 

welcome the newcomers as a “therapeutic antidote to the boredom of an empty 

landscape” (Hamilton & Olesko, 2014, p. 23). These dichotomous groups, because they 

were both remunerated by cannabis, bridged the divide that decades of animosity over 

traditional land values had kept them separated. Cannabis filled bleak legitimate 

employment opportunities, allowing under educated, disenfranchised, low income and 

other vulnerable groups to find well-paying yet flexible work and remain in the area.  
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This demonstrated how cannabis cultivated social capital by connecting people over a 

common goal of employment, bringing traditionally polarized groups together. With this 

socio-economic contextual background the cannabis market in the Kootenays earned a 

re-framing that challenged traditional drug market stereotypes. Traditionally, drug 

markets have been described by their “dealers”, and “users” as based on pathological 

and social dysfunction (Scott, Grigg, Barratt, & Lenton, 2017). But instead, the pre-

legalization cannabis market in the Kootenays has enjoyed reciprocal supply 

agreements which appeared to be supported by social networks where shared norms, 

objectives and values fostered cannabis market participation and interconnectedness 

within the community (Scott et al., 2017; Stoa, 2018). 

The shift in reliance from a primary resource commodity to the underground cannabis 

economy in the Kootenays has been recognized by both local government and the 

cannabis sector as documented by media (Haddow, 2010). But such a transition does 

not appear to exist in academic journals, although the Kootenay region’s colourful past 

is well acknowledged and framed in counterculture discourse (Canning, 2018; Gower, 

1990; Janovicek, 2016; Rodgers, 2014). Also, the “marijuana worker” is revealed 

through ethnographic work by McCann in his Master of Arts thesis, “A Cellar Tropic: 

Elision and the Marijuana Worker” (2014). Furthermore, the area has received attention 

when generalized in provincial cannabis market estimations which have been primarily 

based on police busts (Diplock & Plecas, 2011; Easton, 2004; Malm, 2006).  
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Yet, despite obvious challenges in generating economic valuations of the secretive pre-

legalization cannabis economy in the Kootenays, it has been recognized as substantial 

and sustaining particularly during economic downturns. But of course that socio-

economic summary draws contestations because of the cannabis economy’s illicit past 

which brings complexity over power and politics that have been shaped by interests, 

ideas and institutions. However, such political forces become explicit when examining 

historic tensions and agreement between the cannabis sector and government. These 

relations between the two key legalization stakeholder groups have been varyingly 

affected by a gradient of lawlessness that has also affected the transition to legalization.  

3.3.2 Authority and the Pre-Legalization Cannabis Economy in the Kootenays 

The pre-legalization cannabis industry in the Kootenays was autonomously controlled 

by the local sector along with some reluctant compromise by law enforcement. Although 

Hamilton and Olesko (2014) contend that “a spirit of mutual respect grew between the 

two sides” in some rural BC areas, and that the relationship between cannabis 

producers and law enforcement was “benign”, these amicable relations date back to the 

early 1970s before helicopter raids and “clamp downs” on “evildoers” became more 

common.  

More recently, some communities in the Kootenays also received minimal input from 

local government for business licensing, or simply through silent and tacit approval. 
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Then there was the indirect nebulous power of organized crime that according to 

rumour, impacted wholesale price. The general control over and governance of the illicit 

cannabis sector then, could be framed as a negotiation between cannabis participants 

and government authorities.  

On the surface, this historical compromise appeared rather civil. And in some 

circumstances it was, however difficulty was rooted in the covert involvement of 

organized crime. The potential entanglement of organized crime clouded any legitimacy 

behind the intent and integriy of the pre-legalization cannabis sector. This was a key 

issue with trivially honouring personal medical licenses in the legal recreational 

landscape. As an example of the thorniness created by the personal medical licenses, 

there was evidence that organized crime benefited from the former MMAR program, 

according to the federal government’s Task Force report (Government of Canada, 

2016) and an RCMP report (Royal Canadian Mounted Police, 2010). This notion was 

backed by a Vancouver Sun article that described how a Hells Angels had offered to 

help people obtain medical cannabis licenses for their aliments (Bolan, 2018). But such 

“contamination” of the legal medical licensing system lead to the abandonment of 

personal and designated use production license holders and the discrimination against 

small cannabis producers. This was while the 120 commercial Licensed Producers from 

the medical system were grandfathered into the recreational regime upon legalization.  
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Looking at the Kootenays, many locals maintained that the sheer number of people 

involved in cannabis kept organized crime out of the immediate area. But lingering 

concern about potential organized crime involvement demanded clarity. Offering insight, 

a 34-year policing veteran in BC and an expert witness in organized crime, Andy 

Richards, disclosed that 20% of organized crime groups operated outside the lower 

mainland (2019). Further, the South East District which included the Kootenays, held 

the lowest representation of organized crime across the entire province (Richards, 

2019).  

This trusted information eased some concern about control over cannabis in the case 

study area. But any association with organized crime still scourged the sector and its 

participants because of the potential for diversion; a connection to organized crime 

carried a threat to the legal system since legal product could be theoretically diverted to 

illicit markets. Even still, it was broadly and generally believed that notorious groups did 

not oversee and control day to day operations and the pre-legalization cannabis 

participants in the Kootenays. However, such an understanding is and was not widely 

applied across rural BC because organized crime continues to maintain varying levels 

of influence over the sector within the province.  

Additionally, the potential association with organized crime seems to have created a 

slippery social construction, at least in the Kootenays. This was in part because 

technically organized crime is defined as more than two people involved in illicit activity 
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(Government of Canada, 2020c). That labeled the legendary Holey Smoke Culture 

Shop in Nelson, formed in the spring of 1997 by three people, as organized crime 

(Edwards, 2000). However, operationally the cannabis activisits did not fit that label and 

so organized crime in cannabis in the Kootenays has ostensibly been more fittingly 

described as “disorganized crime” by some research participants.  

Nevertheless, any association with organized crime has remained grim. This has 

prevented its discussion and fueled an occult anxiety that has clouded the participation 

and governance of the pre-legalization cannabis sector in BC. But what has been 

unmistakable is that the governance of personal medical licenses has lacked regulatory 

oversight. This incapacity has allowed people to procure hefty prescriptions which, in 

some instances, have exploited the program. For this reason, “large” operations of 100 

lights (which can ironically fit into a micro cultivator space of 200 square meters) or 

more and massive fields producing thousands of pounds of cannabis, have been 

allegedly driven by “career growers”. Many of these large operations were purportedly 

propelled by organized crime. Although again, one could make that argument for almost 

any cannabis operation pre-legalization, even in the outwardly peaceful Kootenays.  

Finally, the operationalization of the cannabis economy in the Kootenays worked in a 

variety of ways, and for several rural communities it involved many small farmers who 

cultivated five or ten pounds to subsidize legitimate income every couple of months. 

They allegedly sold their product to a broker who they typically knew from the 
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Kootenays and who had outside connections. In the late part of 2019, a pair or trio of 

buyers would spend C$1300 per pound and aim to gather up to 100 pounds each in a 

move according to some research participants. That equated to around C$400,000 in 

cash that was injected into the Kootenay area at any given time. That cash stimulated 

the Kootenay economy and subdued some of the tension that the personal medical 

licenses generated. 

3.3.3 Estimating Cannabis Production in Rural BC  

As mentioned earlier, in 2018 the BC government determined that the province 

produced 38% of the nation’s total of cannabis, of which 88% was estimated to be illicit 

(Ministry of Jobs, 2018). Although cannabis production in rural BC originated outdoors a 

great deal eventually moved indoors after the turn of the century as illicit operators 

responded to an increase in aerial surveillence. A move inside was also encouraged by 

a rapid sophistication of indoor growing techniques that delivered high yields and record 

breaking potency which won strong market demand and recognition as top shelf 

cannabis, particularly by the unregulated dispensaries at the time. Although passionate 

sungrown regenerative farmers would argue the perceived high value for indoor product 

was simply because of its aesthetic appeal and high potency, in reality both indoor and 

outdoor styles of production fueled the Kootenay economy. Additionally, certain pockets 

were known for particular strategies. For example, the Grand Forks region of BC was 

recognized for outdoor produciton, and the Slocan Valley area of BC for indoor 
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production. With both methods employed and fluctuating over time, to denote the 

amount of cannabis produced oneway or in total with accuracy, is fraught with 

uncertainty.  

Indeed, the amount of cannabis that was produced illicitly could not be reliably 

measured quantitatively. But with legalization looming, Statistics Canada made efforts 

to “roughly” estimate cannabis production. Their estimates were anchored to evidence 

from justice statistics, such as police busts, and health surveys like the Canadian Drug 

and Alcohol Survey and the Canadian Community Health Survey (Statistics Canada, 

2017). These production estimates attempted to consider cannabis in the nation’s GDP, 

whether it was illicit or legal. This was despite the inaccuracies that accompany such 

calculations, as model-derived estimations and self-proclaimed illicit activities are known 

to produce wide limits of error (Statistics Canada, 2017).  

However, a segment of the illicit cannabis market could be better understood by 

examining the size and regional location of personal or designated use production 

licenses. Although Health Canada is privy to this information in detail, only total 

provincial license number can be shared publicly due to privacy reasons around health 

related information. As of December 2020, BC held 8,659 personal medical licenses, 

trailing 10,168 in Quebec and 14,891 in Ontario, out of a total of 43,680 in the country 

(Government of Canada, 2021b). 
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Finally, there is no one reliable source of information that clarifies the size, extent and 

distribution of pre-legalization cannabis production in BC, and the Kootenays. But 

several data points can be combined to create some boundaries with known 

uncertainties as discussed in this chapter. Anecdotally, the Sunshine coast, Gulf 

Islands, Lasqueti and Texada islands, Cowichan Valley, North Okanagan, Fraser Valley 

and Kootenay region all represent rural cannabis producing regions pre-legalizaiton. 

These areas vary between and within themsevles in their production methods, 

operational size, governance and local levels of acceptance for the sector. 

3.4 Summary 

To situate key legalization stakeholder groups and their relations in the Kootenays with 

respect to transitioning to legalization, this chapter began with an outline of the 

Canadian history of cannabis legalization. It followed with a section about cannabis 

policy-making, enforcement and an early descriptor of the legal market. Then, personal 

medical licenses were discussed which prompted an explanation of the structure and 

governance of the industry pre-legalization. The discussion on power and politics within 

the Central Kootenay region illuminated dilemmas facing today’s key legalization 

stakeholders. Thus, such consideration of the past is even more important to the 

present because it supplies a foundational starting point from which to address the 

challenges and opportunities unfolding through the transition to cannabis legalization.  
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In sum, as the pre-legalization sector was industriously shading their economy from 

regulator judgement, their mysterious and dark histories muzzled opportuities for 

engagement with the government. Resistance from the counterculture to collaborate 

with authorities, and vice versa, goes back to the 1960s and 1970s when relations 

reached a critical point of mistrust, as the 1971 Gastown riot demonstrated (Boudreau, 

2012). However, within the tight knit local cannabis economy, groups have been 

effective at fostering multiple forms of social capital primarily through market and 

communal based relations. This has largely occured through common renumeration and 

market participation that required an understanding of and adherance to certain rules of 

engagement within the underground cannabis industry, and simply put, a raw love for 

cannabis that people guarded closely and shared with only those they trusted. The pre-

legalization cannabis sector in the Kootenays was thus interconnected through common 

supply agreements and non-normative practices which in turn encouraged cannabis 

market participation and a strong sense of belonging. These characteristics have been 

implicated during the implimentation of legalization, demanding their discussion in 

Chapter Six, Returning to the Research Questions. 
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Chapter 4 Methodology 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter provides an overview of the case study research methodology utilized for 

this research. It outlines the research design, and the research approach which includes 

a brief discussion about the researcher’s epistemological position. The research was 

planned to capture the effects of the implementation of legalization according to the 

research questions posed in Chapter One and based on a conceptual framing that was 

derived from the core literature. The conceptual framing will thus be discussed which 

summarizes concepts, theories and relationships that can facilitate transitioning 

economies and genuine stakeholder participation. To implement the conceptual 

framing, the methods utilized included key informant interviews (and the triangulation of 

this data with site visits), member checking and data analysis. Data analysis involved 

inductive and deductive thematic coding and examination. Concluding the chapter, is a 

brief note about limitations and ethical considerations experienced during the research 

process. 

4.2 Research Design and Framing 

The research design is a “blueprint” for empirical research which aims to answer the 

research questions (Bhattacherjee, 2012; Yin, 2018). It invovles detailed sequential 
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processes and elements that connect the research questions to the empirical data and 

the derived conclusions (Yin, 2018). Accordingly the research design includes the case, 

the research questions, a description of the data collection approach, the 

conceptualization of constructs and propositions and how findings were analyzed 

(Bhattacherjee, 2012; Yin, 2018). For this research, a case study of the Central 

Kootenays primarily relied on qualitative key informant interview data extracted from 

participants who were identified through snowball sampling. The thematically analyzed 

data revealed predominant themes which were organized and distilled down to three 

key findings. The research design was driven by the goals of the research (that aimed 

to address the four research questions) as well as the research approach.  

4.2.1 Research Approach 

A researcher’s paradigm, or research philosophy frames the way in which researchers 

view the world, interpret what they see and determine what is valid and essential to 

report (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). Research paradigms influence research design and data 

collection which are loosely described according to one of two categories or paradigms, 

namely positivist or interpretive constructionist (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). While the latter is 

also defined more simply as constructionist, the distinction between the two 

categorizations generally depends on the goals of the research. Positivist paradigms 

generally seek an objective view of reality in order to test generalizable theory whereas 
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the more subjective constructionist paradigm tends to examine unique phenomenon 

which are often well suited to build theory (Bhattacherjee, 2012; Rubin & Rubin, 2012).  

Ultimately, the differing philosophical paradigms characterize the kind of information 

researchers are seeking and how they plan to undertake the collection and analysis of 

that information (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). Generally, the positivist paradigm has 

dominated natural science research by utilizing statistical analyses of standardized 

experiments and surveys (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). However, when seeking in-depth 

information through interviews and observational studies in social sciences for example, 

the constructionist paradigm prevails (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). This is in part because the 

constructivist paradigm is well suited for unpacking meaning, value and complexity 

while considering context. However these paradigms are not unique to natural or social 

sciences nor to quantitative or qualitative data gathering (Rubin & Rubin, 2012; Yin, 

2018). 

The differing paradigms hold different views on truth; positivist paradigms assume there 

is one objective truth that can be measured with statistical precision; because the 

researcher is seeking generalizability, there is less attention to nuances. Contrarily, 

constructivist paradigms understand there are multiple realities which are constructed 

by the perceptions and experiences of those researched as well as by the researcher 

(Rubin & Rubin, 2012). Additionally, there is middle ground between the two 

paradigmatic categorizations of positivist and constructionist, which can be represented 
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in a variety of ways such as by critical realism. Critical realism suggests there is one 

reality but many different and valid perspectives can interpret that reality differently 

(Maxwell, 2010).  

This research was conducted within the constructivist paradigm as influenced by critical 

realism; the researcher aimed to understand reality from the variegated perspectives of 

those interviewed about two general time periods (i.e., pre- and post-legalization) and 

under certain circumstances (i.e., specific to how legalization was being implemented). 

The researcher acknowledged that they were not a neutral objective researcher 

because their ideas, philosophies and character undoubtedly affected the research. In 

summary, ontologically the researcher believed there was a real world that existed 

independently of both the beliefs and constructs of those interviewed as well as of the 

researcher. Epistemologically, the researcher considered participants’ views and the 

interpretation of their views for constructing an understanding of stakeholder 

perspectives and experiences shared in Chapter Five, Findings.  

Additionally, this research was exploratory in nature. It aimed to undercover information 

about little-known phenomenon (Stebbins, 2011) such as the extent and effects of the 

implementation of cannabis legalization in rural BC. This approach was selected 

because the implementation of legalization was new, and its assessment had not been 

tackled using the proposed interdisciplinary framing. Thus, to generate initial “hunches” 

(Stebbins, 2011) about the socio-economic effects of the implementation of legalization, 
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this research explored relations, processes, and activities associated with legalization 

policy making according to the two stakeholder groups. The emergent generalizations 

and new ideas were thus constructed using a flexible and open-minded approach that is 

common with exploratory research (Stebbins, 2011).  

4.2.2 Rationale for a Case Study 

Case study research involves an intensive and in-depth examination of a case, or a 

single unit, which is generally within a bounded system that is characteriszed by the 

setting and context (Creswell, 1991; Luck, Jackson, & Usher, 2006; Yin, 2018). Case 

study research thus enables deep exploration, “thick” description and explanation of 

both common and unique phenomenon (Luck et al., 2006). Such a research strategy is 

generally considered a methodology suitable for examining complex phenomenon, 

although Stake (1995) posits case study research as “a choice of what is to be studied” 

(p.134). However, for the purpose of this research, case study research was considered 

a methodology or a philosophical justification for a detailed and specific inquiry 

(Bhattacherjee, 2012) which could effectively illuminate the implications of the 

implementation of legalization.  

Contemporary case study research developed within anthroplogy and sociology in the 

1920s and 1930s (Hamel, Dufour, & Fortin, 2011), although it’s origins in Europe reach 

back hundreds of years. It now spans across a variety of social sciences and healthcare 
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disciplines (Luck et al., 2006) including but not limited to neuropsychology, psychology, 

sociology, anthropology, medicine, education, business and economics, law, 

environmental science and political science (Creswell, 1991; Florenthal & Ismailovski, 

2003; Scholz & Tietje, 2012). Case study research can espouse qualitative and 

quantitative methods which can be used for explanatory, exploratory or descriptive 

work, and for theory testing and theory building (Creswell, 1991; Yin, 1981, 2018). In 

this way, case study research does not refer to the type of evidence collected (i.e., 

qualitative or quantitiatve) or how (i.e., observations, interviews or surveys) (Yin, 1981). 

Instead, case study research refers to research that is conducted on a particular case 

(which is the object of the study) for particular reasons that are based on theorietical 

rationale and philosophical assumptions (Gerring, 2004; Luck et al., 2006; Stake, 1995). 

Finally, case studies are characterized by the use of a variety of methods in order to 

examine the case from multiple angles (Florenthal & Ismailovski, 2003). This is the 

process of triangulation; a key defining component of case study research (Florenthal & 

Ismailovski, 2003). 

Case study research is subject to several critiques; namely for (i) offering little 

theoretical knowledge, (ii) having weak generalization, (iii) being limited to hypothesis 

generation (rather than being useful for hypothesis testing and theory building), and (iv) 

having a tendancy to verify the researcher’s bias (Flyvbjerg, 2006). As Flyvbjerg (2006) 
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suggests, these general misunderstandings fundamentally criticize case study research 

as a scientific methodology since theory, trustworthiness and validity are at issue. 

However, two main techniques were employed to increase validity, trustworthiness and 

low level theory building. The first was the utilization of multiple sources of data. As 

discussed in sub-section 4.2.6 Data Collection Process, this case study included 

various sources of information. Sources included background data, the physical 

geography, the political, social and economic environments, existing literature, 

observations, and interviews with informants, which aresimilar to those used by Gibson 

(2014). These multiple sources of data along with the examination of multiple units of 

analysis within the single case, allowed for the convergence of data through 

triangulation (Yin, 2018). Triangulation reduced the possibility for misinterpretation 

through data redundancy, since multiple data sources, perceptions and views were 

used to clarify meaning (Stake, 1995).  

Additionally, accurate and appropriate data interpretation was confirmed through 

“member checking” where key informants provided feedback on collected data and 

reviewed draft findings (Yin, 2018). This ensured the researcher did not simply convey 

their subjective views since study participants had multiple opportunities to comment on 

the data, the meanings derived, and the recommendations and conclusions that were 

found. 
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Researcher bias was also tested through the case study research design. The rigour of 

case study research requires researchers to consider modifying or entirely discarding 

preconceived explanations and assumptions (Flyvbjerg, 2006). Thus, evidence was 

sought to test and potentially accept alternate explanations that would thereby 

demonstrate incoming assumptions as false (Madill, 2012).  

Finally, by closely following case study protocol with careful tracing, documentation and 

communication of each of the processes of data collection, interpretation and analysis 

such that they could be theoretically repeated, findings of case study research can be 

validated (Yin, 2018). 

4.2.3 The Central Kootenay Regional District Case Study Region 

This project examined the case of the Central Kootenay Regional District, selected for 

its concentration of communities allegedly previously reliant (i.e., pre-legalization) on a 

mostly illicit primary cannabis industry (Kaufmann, 2017; Paris, 2018). While the Central 

Kootenay delineated a boundary for data collection and analysis, the illicit cannabis 

sector abided to no administration boundaries. Operationally, the concentration of 

cannabis production pre-legalization in the Kootenays was more aptly referenced as the 

West Kootenay-Boundary area, spanning East from the Rock Creek and Beaverdell 

areas up Northeast to Kootenay Lake, and South to the Salmo and Nelway areas, as 

shown in Figure 9. 
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Figure 9  

West Kootenay-Boundary Cannabis Boundary  

  

4.2.4 Traditional Territories Overlapping the Case Study Region 

Since time immemorial (Sinixt Nation, 2019) four different traditional territories inhabited 

lands within the Kootenay region, including the Ktunaxa Nation, Sinixt (Lakes) Nation, 

Syilx (Okanagan) Nation, and Secwépemc (Shuswap) Nation (Selkirk College, 2020). 



 

 

131 

 

For thousands of years these Indigenous Nations have valued the local flora and fauna 

for the food and shelter it provided, and the self-reliance and livelihood it offered. 

However, over time as colonial influence increased, the Nations’ way of life and 

traditions were greatly impacted, growing tensions and dissentient.  

Today, the Ktunaxa Nation is currently negotiating with the BC Treaty Commision to 

protect their land rights and title (BC Treaty Commission, 2021), while the Sinixt Nation, 

declared extinct by the Canadian Government in 1956, was recently recognized by the 

Supreme Court of Canada as not extinct and rightful to hunt within their traditional 

territory within Canada (Stefanovich, 2021). The Sylix people acknowledge there is no 

treaty in place with regards to the land that they affirm is theirs (Syilx Okanagan Nation 

Alliance, 2017). Finally, the Secwépemc Nation, which once occupied one large territory 

covering approximately 145,000 square kilometers, today occupies 130 square 

kilometers of land, which has been allocated to 17 different groups as decided by the 

colonial government (Tk’emlúps, 2021). This research acknowledges and respects the 

traditional grounds of these four Indigenous Nations. 

4.2.5 Rationale for the Single Case of the Central Kootenays 

In the heart of the Central Kootenays, is the City of Nelson, often described as a 

quintessential rural idyll (Discover Nelson, n.d.) perched between the Selkirk Mountains 

and Kootenay Lake with a population of 10,000 and “more restaurants and cafes per 
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capita here than in Manhattan or San Francisco” (Nelson Kootenay Lake Tourism, 

2021, para. 1). Nelson is one of many tourist and sports hotbeds in the region hosting a 

plethora of restaurants, along with a shopper’s paradise of high-end artisan and 

boutique stores. Anecdotally, this and other seasonally operated communities in the 

region have proven resilient, having shifted dependence from a natural resource 

downturn in recent times (Breen, 2012), to other businesses including an underground, 

largely ignored until recent days, underpinning cannabis industry (Schmidt, 1998).  

However, BC Stats has documented the Central Kootenays as having the lowest 

average employment income out of all 26 regional districts in BC in 2005 (BC Stats, 

2012), creeping up to holding the 23rd lowest average employment income according to 

the 2016 census (Statistics Canada, 2019a). These dichotomous socio-economic 

descriptions of the Central Kootenays suggested empirical evidence that could clarify 

the region’s socio-economic status was missing. Hypothesizing the long running illicit 

cannabis economy contributed to such discrepancy, this rationalized the selection of the 

case. The Central Kootenay region was particularly intriguing because of its rural 

location (that is distanced to any metropolitan centre) and small rural communities 

(Nelson is the most populous).  

Further, the region’s history of controversial acceptance of the local counterculture 

suggested it would be an especially colourful case to examine. As documented by 

Rodgers (2014) in “Welcome to Resisterville”, the area gained national and international 
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interest in 2004 because of a proposed monument honouring Vietnam war resisters 

which was vehemently viewed as both shameful and respectful by local residents 

(Rodgers, 2014). These factors presented the Central Kootenays as a good fit to the 

conceptual framing and research goals which aimed to understand impacts of the 

implementation of legalization to rural, long-time cannabis producing regions. 

Additionally, considering the potential for substantial socio-economic impacts of the 

implementation of legalization to the rural area, it was hypothesized that the two groups 

most affected included people from all levels of government (who faced implementing, 

regulating, and enforcing legalization), as well as people from the prohibition era 

cannabis sector (who faced potentially moving into the legal regime, or losing their 

business, or continuing with illicit activity). These two groups offered multiple sources of 

data for analysis within the single case study. The embedded units of analysis helped to 

overcome problems associated with any single data source by allowing for triangulation 

of the data that was gathered from interviews from two prominent groups (as described 

in detail following), along with information collected from site visits, secondary 

documents, media sources, meetings, conferences, and workshops.  

The case of the Central Kootenays having the two embedded units of analysis thus 

presented itself for analysis within the local context as illustrated in Figure 10. The 

research design allowed for the context of the case to be examined and analyzed in 

relation to the case. The dotted lines represent the “likely blurriness between the case 
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and the context” (Yin, 2018, p. 83) and between the case and the units of analysis. This 

suggested the case was not easily bound within the context, along with the units of 

analysis – indeed, these components shifted slightly during the data collection process 

when compared to their original delineations. For example, data collection included a 

handful of participants found just West of the Central Kootenay case study boundary 

because of the prevalence of the pre-legalization cannabis economy in the neighbouring 

Kootenay Boundary area. 

Figure 10  

Single Case Study with Multiple Embedded Units of Analysis (adapted from Yin (2018)) 
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4.2.6 Data Collection Process 

4.2.6.1 Key Informant Interviews 

Semi-structured key informant interviews comprised of 16 questions around decision-

making, policy involvement, understanding the local cannabis sector and culture, 

perceived, or evidenced impacts of the implementation of legalization as well as ideas 

around transitioning the illicit cannabis economy towards legal markets were conducted 

for this research. Research participants were presented with a formal emailed invitation 

to take part which explained the research goals, research ethics including 

confidentiality, potential risks and benefits associated with participating and a consent 

form which needed their signature prior to taking part. The consent form outlined their 

voluntary participation and communicated the participants’ choice to withdraw their 

participation and responses anytime from the start of the interview up to four weeks 

post-interview. Interviews lasted from 45 minutes to over three hours, with the average 

close to two hours. Transcription yielded over 1200 pages of data. The questions asked 

of each group are found in the Appendix.  

About one third of those approached responded to interview requests which were 

largely conducted in person, whenever possible (n = 44), and over the phone, or by 

video conference (n = 12) if required because of travel or other logistical limitations. In 
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person interviews were complemented by site-visits as discussed in the next sub-

section 4.2.6.2 Site Visits.  

Key informant interviews offered opportunities to investigate sensitive and protected 

knowledge (Crawford, 2014). Key informants were part of the cannabis stakeholder 

group, or government stakeholder group, selected for their expertise as key knowledge 

holders on the topics of cannabis, the local cannabis economy and cannabis policy. 

Promised confidentiality restricts sharing identities of participants who can only be 

referred to by stakeholder group and date spoken to, and more than one participant was 

often spoken to on one day.  

A snowball sampling technique was used within both groups but was relied on more 

heavily with cannabis participants since government representatives are publicly facing 

and identifiable from government directory websites. At the end of each interview 

participants were asked if they had any recommendations for other suitable participants 

(either government or cannabis) who may be available and interested in participating. 

Snowball sampling thus enabled the identification of hard-to-reach participants 

(Corbetta, 2003) that were associated with the secretive nature of cannabis participation 

under prohibition. Snowball sampling also enhanced the validity of the research since 

referrals to key stakeholders were made for both groups by study participants from both 

groups which helped to ensure a diverse group of participants was approached. Initial 

cannabis participants were found through personal connections that were established 
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by attending a variety of local events early in the research process, as discussed in sub-

section 4.4.1 Concern for Confidentiality. 

Interviews were conducted over a six-month period from 19 June 2019 to 18 December 

2019, which translates to between eight months and 14 months post-legalization. A 

level of saturation, which occurred when repeated narratives and perspectives were 

noted within each group, suggests an optimal number of participants was reached 

(Morse, Barrett, Mayan, Olson, & Spiers, 2002) after 56 interviews. Saturation was also 

sought by engaging with a variety of roles within each group to cover the nuances and 

inherent complexities around legalization. 

In the case study, 35 interviews were completed with cannabis participants, defined as 

those with substantial experience within the sector, who were mostly cultivators and 

processors, retailers, or in two cases, long-term advocates with complementary 

knowledge. Cannabis participants operated over the spectrum of legal to illicit activities; 

some people were licensed in the current legal recreational regime, while others were 

moving from medical licensing to recreational licensing, yet others were operating 

completely outside the legal realm, with no intention of transitioning to the legal 

framework.  

Of the 21 government participants, both elected officials and administration took part, 

across all levels of government, with the majority being elected officials and those who 
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were local. This was due to higher numbers of local representatives as well as an 

expressed greater interest and perceived value in taking part because of their proximity 

to the local sector. The groups reached out to included, at the local level, elected 

officials, such as Regional Directors, Municipal Mayors, along with some administrative 

personnel (e.g., planning departments), and law enforcement. At the provincial level, 

outreach was directed towards local Members of the Legislative Assembly, economic 

development practitioners, as well as regulating and interested groups such as the 

Ministry of Jobs, Economic Recovery and Innovation, the Ministry of Agriculture, and the 

Ministry of Public Safety and Solicitor General and the residing Cannabis Legalization 

and Regulation Secretariat. Outreach at the federal level was directed towards local 

Members of Parliament, Health Canada’s cannabis licensing and implementation team, 

the key Ministries behind the 2016 Federal Government’s Task Force (Government of 

Canada, 2016), such as the Ministry of Health, Ministry of Public Safety and Emergency 

Preparedness, and the Ministry of Justice and Attorney General of Canada, as well as 

the Ministry of Indigenous Services, and finally, local RCMP. 

In addition to the 56 interviews conducted within the case study region, 13 interviews 

with people from government and the cannabis sector within other historically producing 

(and mostly) rural regions outside the study area helped to contextualize the study 

area’s findings. Of the 13 external participants, two cannabis participants were located 

in the Sunshine Coast Regional District, two government participants were located in 
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the qathet Regional District (formally known as Powel River Regional District), one 

government participant and one cannabis participant were located in the Fraser Valley 

Regional District, two cannabis participants were located in the Cowichan Valley 

Regional District, one cannabis participant was located in Metro Vancouver Regional 

District, while four international cannabis participants were located in the Humboldt and 

Mendocino counties in California. Of these context-framing interviews, three were 

conducted in person, while the rest were conducted by phone. 

4.2.6.2 Site Visits 

Site visits provided a rich understanding of overarching organizational structures, 

hierarchies, and institutional arrangements particularly for government and law 

enforcement visits. Site visits also enabled the researcher to meet new people as 

potential interview candidates and extract informal information of which they otherwise 

may not have had access. 

Within the cannabis stakeholder group, site visits enabled tours of a wide variety of 

operations ranging from fully illicit facilities to those preparing for legal participation, as 

well as legally licensed facilities. For pre-legalization operations, site visits afforded a 

better understanding of the logistical challenges (and opportunities) should they attempt 

to transition to the legal regime. Additionally, seeing what participants described as 
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“wholesome” family farms allowed the researcher to see that many cannabis 

participants were farmers and gardeners at heart.  

Site visits occurred at outdoor farms, indoor production facilities, mountain side 

gardens, informal retail outlets, and legally licensed stores and facilities. Many site visits 

were in very remote regions of the study area which sometimes had no cell coverage, 

no house numbers and visitor-greeting animals that included male cows, or bulls. The 

remotely visited locations clearly conveyed the secrecy of the cannabis participant 

stakeholder group and illuminated the various measures taken to protect themselves 

from unwanted visitors and prying eyes. 

Additionally, site visits of legal operations provided an understanding of the rigid 

requirements demanded for legal participation which clearly contrasted from the visible 

autonomy of illicit facilities. Site visits were documented by photographs and journal 

entries which the researcher revisited during the analysis stage. Such documentation 

helped to articulate the researcher’s observations and complement the researcher’s 

understanding of participants’ challenges and opportunities accompanying legalization. 

Site visits augmented the interview data through “seeing” participants’ hurdles as well 

as their potential; they added to the analysis by providing a colourful and detailed visual 

to the many narratives shared by participants. 
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4.3 Conceptual Framing 

To analyze legalization impacts in the rural Kootenay region, this research largely drew 

from previous work by rural economic development and stakeholder participation 

researchers. Accordingly, the interdisciplinary research framing was rooted in staples 

theory, stakeholder theory and rural scholarship specific to economic transitions. At its 

foundation, staples theory “provides the historical context for the existence of resource 

towns and their political, social and economic makeup” (Ryser et al., 2019, p. 308). 

Staples theory explains how long-term reliance on a single precarious staple has deeply 

affected the local community when the primary industry no longer existed as it once did; 

it explains how resource dependence has been closely interconnected with the 

development of infrastructure, economic policy and social life. It thus supplies a 

foundation for explaining why the process to transition a rural economy is exceedingly 

difficult. 

Canadian rural researchers and scholars such as Sean Markey, Greg Halseth, Don 

Manson, and Laura Ryser among others impart important knowledge about these 

challenges faced by rural economies in transition. They provide a clear picture of the 

social, economic and political restructuring processes that have consequently 

transformed such places (Halseth et al., 2010; Markey, Halseth, & Manson, 2007; 

Markey et al., 2012). These rural researchers have shown how economic transitions are 
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complex, deeply political and intense for rural societies with a long past deeply rooted in 

staples extraction (Halseth et al., 2004; Halseth & Ryser, 2017).  

The rural scholars also describe potential opportunities and proven strategies for 

transitioning economies that can be realized through the engagement of local 

stakeholders (Halseth & Booth, 2003) and the exploitation of local and regional place-

based strengths (Markey et al., 2008a, 2008b). They identify the importance of 

harnessing and building social capital (Halseth & Ryser, 2016) for creating new forms of 

governance (Halseth et al., 2019) in order to realize cooperative, region-based initatives 

and economies of scale (Markey et al., 2012). They highlight how successful or effective 

transitions (which exhibit characteristics of a transitioned economy as discussed in 

Chapter Two, Literature Review) require “recycled” community and infrastructure 

investment strategies of the WAC Bennet era in order to leverage place specific, 

regionally oriented strengths of the region (Markey et al., 2008a). These strategies have 

been shown to faciltiate transitioning economies to better face dramatic change.  

Clearly, these transitioning strategies require the participation of local stakeholders, and 

in the case of cannabis legalization, these local stakeholders are an underrepresented 

group. Thus, stakeholder theory was hypothesized as exceedlingly important for this 

research since it illuminated how not all stakeholders have been treated or viewed as 

equal during key decision-making and policy-making events (Arnstein, 1969). The 

overarching stakeholder theory captures how and why the challenges and opportunities 
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accompanying legalization have differed according to how and by whom they were 

viewed. Additionally, it supplies guidance for addressing varied stakeholder positions, 

and associated opportunities and challenges of stakeholder engagement processes.  

Stakeholder based scholarship by Sherry Arnstein, Edward Freeman and John Bryson, 

to name a few, further describe why and how to engage stakeholders which starts with 

first identifying who the stakeholders are, and second by characterizing stakeholder 

engagement processes (Bryson, 2004; Freeman, 1984). The dynamics of stakeholder 

engagement processes which include stakeholders’ power, the legitimacy of their 

claims, and the immediacy of their claims are essential to clarify (Mitchell et al., 1997). 

These important details elucidate how stakeholder engagement processes are 

sometimes manipulated by power holders such that they appear genuine, but upon 

closer detail, are not (Arnstein, 1969).  

Thus, it becomes clear how stakeholder theory is influenced by both subtle and overt 

dynamics of power as described by Mary Follet and Bruce Berger. Their scholarship 

sheds light on the effects of power and political authority which ultimately limits 

stakeholder engagement processes to overarching structural forces (Berger, 2005; 

Follett, 1930). These limitations of stakeholder engagement processes draw awareness 

to the vast difference between stakeholder groups even though these groups may claim 

equally high interest. For example, in the case of this research, there is a world of 

difference between those who have been perceived as criminal, which reflect 
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underrepresented stakeholders from the prohibition era economy, and authoritative 

government stakeholders who were responsible for creating, implementing and 

enforcing legalization policy.  

Tangential to stakeholder theory, this research additionally draws from discursive 

cannabis policy scholarship which demonstrates how select interest groups and political 

cultures have influenced Canadian drug policy over time (Martel, 2006). Additionally, 

these groups and cultures have both informed and been informed by media 

represenations of cannabis cultivation and cannabis cultivators (Boyd & Carter, 2014). 

According to Susan Boyd and Connie Carter who analyzed 15 years of media 

representations on cannabis cultivators, criminal law and civil initatives, the dominant 

discourse about the cannabis criminal was largely influenced by the accounts of law 

enforcement, select “claims makers”, and local governments (Boyd & Carter, 2014).  

Boyd and Carter (2014a) further illuminate how the criminal framing of cannabis 

participants deepened over time, particularly since the 1990’s when the majority of 

cannabis facilities were originally described as “Ma and Pa” operations. This gentler 

organization of cannabis production was purportedly overruled to the point that “70 per 

cent of commerical growing operations [were] controlled by organized crime” (Schmidt, 

1998, p. A7).  
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Accordingly, Boyd and Carter's (2014a) work is particularly important to this research 

because it highlights how the common framing about the problem of illicit cannabis 

cultivation as conveyed by media has been a powerful influcence that has shaped 

public and government perceptions about people who participated in cannabis. It also 

illuminates how law enforcement maintained an influential role with publicizing key 

messages about the dangers of cannabis (Boyd & Carter, 2014). Indeed, Martel (2006) 

clarifies how law enforcement was influential in maintaining the criminal status of 

cannabis while under prohibition, which lends to the assumption that law enforcememnt 

may have also been a key influencer of the cannabis criminal label within cannabis 

legalization policy. 

To elevate the potential for successful relations while addressing the cannabis 

economy’s criminal past, lessons can be gleaned from the University of California, 

Berkeley Cannabis Research Centre. The Berkeley Cannabis Research Centre has 

published research on Northern California’s long-standing legacy cannabis industry and 

the complicated relationships between cannabis and its governance. They published 

their investigations on the effects of the State of California’s legalization which occurred 

on 1 January 2018 (Berkeley Cannabis Research Centre, 2020).  

Northern California’s pre-legalization economy was described as operating in a 

neoliberal fashion, with “a market of equal buyers and sellers, operating on rationales of 

supply and demand, with the government positioned at a distance” (Polson, 2018, p. 
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141). The pre-legalization economy was also acknowledged for producing elevated 

market ethics and facilitated social relations such that “the heightened risk deepened, 

rather than degraded, the value of trust and reputation” (Polson, 2018, para. 155). This 

description of Northern California’s pre-legallization cannabis economy is also 

applicable to that of the Kootenays. In ways similar to legalization in rural Northern 

California, legalization in rural BC is more aptly termed a transition (Polson, 2015) for 

places that hosted an illicit economy prior to legalization and is thus referenced 

accordingly within this paper. Finally, learning from regions like Northern California, 

helps to lay important groundwork for effectively addressing legalization in the Kootenay 

region. 

Additionally, there is common ground between the two main collections of literature 

around transitioning economies and stakeholder participation which specifically 

addresses some inequities of policy and decision-making while also supporting rural 

economic transitions; this intersection rests on collaborative partnerships (Ansell & 

Gash, 2007). Inclusive stakeholder participation is characterized by collaborative 

partnerships which incentivize and include underrepresented groups (Ansell & Gash, 

2007). Collaborative partnerships are effective at addressing socially defined “wicked 

problems” that have a high potential of unpredictability (Nair & Howlett, 2017), such as 

hunger, disparity, climate change, and in the case of this research, legalization for a 

long-time cannabis producing region. Accordingly, the potential opportunities for and 
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challenges with engaging in collaborative partnerships as well as the potential for “new 

actions and initiatives with community organizations, industry, and various levels of 

government” (Halseth & Ryser, 2016, p. 109) were considered within this research.  

Further, legalization impacts can be categorized as major changes that are social, 

economic and / or political in nature. These categorizations reflect the types of changes 

that face rural communities as they endeavour to transition away from an unsustainable 

economy within a traditional rural economic transition. In the context of this research, 

social change was considered as a perceived or experienced demographic shift, 

although it also represented more complex change. This is because social change 

because of legalization has been steeped in politics. Indeed, social change is “deeply 

imbued with power, privilege, and challenge” (Parkins & Reed, 2013). Challenged with 

the disappearance of local autonomy and an alleged loss of democracy (from a 

previously decentralized cannabis economy while under prohibition), altered personal 

freedom over employment choices characterized social change in this transition. 

Particularly hard hitting to disenfranchised groups (i.e., the marginalized lower class), 

social change was perfunctorily represented by perceived or experienced shifts in 

employment, income, mental health, well-being (Dai & Taylor, 2009; Halseth & Ryser, 

2010) social capital (Halseth & Ryser, 2016) and crime (United Nations, 1979).  

Economic change was represented by a perceived or experienced change to the 

economic base (i.e., the once dominant base of illicit cannabis production decreased in 



 

 

148 

 

importance) and structure (i.e., from single industry reliance such as illicit cannabis 

production to diversified economic dependence that was indicated by forward, backward 

and final demand linkages as outlined in Chapter Two, Literature Review, or from 

operating within a Fordism mindset to one based on competitive advantage) (Hayter & 

Nieweler, 2018). The researcher hypothesized that economic reliance on illicit cannabis 

would dramatically change with the introduction of legalization, as well as how and by 

whom cannabis was produced. Complexity exists within this categorization since 

decreased illicit economic activity cannot simply be represented by increased legal 

economic activity. Since decreased illicit economic activity may reflect an overall 

decrease in the local economy even with an uptick in legal cannabis activity, the beliefs 

of and experiences with economic change according to stakeholders are particularly 

important for this construct. This is due to the nuances and uncertainty with measuring 

illicit activity. 

Finally, political change was considered as a change in power and politics over local 

economic decision-making. It was hypothesized that legalization would shift the political 

economy in the Kootenays in largely unwanted ways according to the perspectives and 

experiences of the local cannabis community. Prior to legalization, the local cannabis 

economy was allegedly autonomously controlled through a decentralized structure 

consisting of a multitude of local actors, albeit under the distanced nebulous authority of 

organized crime. Legalization then brought strictly regulated top-down federally 
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mandated policy enforced with hefty criminal sanctions which governs local legal 

participation.  

Since resource-dependent communities are “characterized by a relative remoteness 

from the political and economic decision-making centres” (Halseth & Ryser, 2017, p. 5), 

when they undergo an economic transition they can find empowerment through local 

action and new forms of governance. Political change can thus be represented through 

new stakeholder partnerships where risk and reward are shared among key stakeholder 

groups. Accordingly, political change for this research was characterized by the 

development (or potential for development) of new partner-like relations (i.e., 

collaborative partnerships) among and within the key stakeholder groups.  

Additionally, this research assumed the prohibition era cannabis economy was a 

primary economy in the Kootenay region prior to legalization. Anecdotal information, 

media reports (Paris, 2018; Wood, 2018), generalized provincial estimates (Ministry of 

Jobs, 2018) along with empirical evidence captured in this research suggested this 

assumption was legitimate. Further, it was expected that it would be desirable to 

transition from an illicit cannabis market to a legal cannabis market although that 

expectation was not a universally shared aim among all cannabis and government 

participants who valued certain aspects of the illicit market such as autonomy over day-

to-day operations, higher profits associated with illicit markets (Stelmakowich, 2020) 

and the draw to the non-normative outlaw culture (Edwards, 2000). However, while the 
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largely unregulated illicit market may have offered some economic advantages in the 

short-term following legalization, it was expected that illicit markets would decrease as 

global legalization becomes a reality (Hoban, 2020) and a greater variety of quality legal 

product becomes more readily available at lower prices (Deschamps, 2020). 

4.3.1 Analysis Procedure 

Interviews were transcribed verbatim (excepting utterances such as “um” and “ah”) by 

the researcher and imported into NVIVO software for manual thematic content analysis. 

Electronic software was selected for this research due to the sheer volume of 

information and data which required consideration (Yin, 2018). The project framing 

based on transitioning economies and stakeholder participation relied, in part, on the 

theoretical constructs and propositions (Yin, 2018) which revealed a small number of 

broad categories or high-level themes from which to deduce a priori template (Blair, 

2015). These themes centered around challenges and strategies for effective transitions 

and genuine engagement with theoretically “powerless” stakeholders, which are those 

who perceive or are perceived to have little power with respect to the problem at hand. 

Being exploratory research, this deductive technique was complemented by an 

inductive technique which allowed for open coding of emergent themes that were not 

necessarily identifiable from previous research (Blair, 2015; Yin, 2018); a hybridization 

technique was used. These techniques legitimized template building using ten, hand-

selected conversations identified as most divergent from one another. Of the ten 



 

 

151 

 

conversations, five were from cannabis participants and five were from government 

participants. The template persisted in refinement, by pruning and combining themes as 

analysis continued and connections were established while new meanings emerged.  

After systematically coding the data, it was interpreted for meaning according to a 

blended analytic strategy. This process started with a thorough review of the codes and 

their contents, as well as a quantitative summary of the most “persistent” codes, 

meaning the most frequently discussed codes. Data reduction then began (Creswell, 

1998) using these prevalent codes, which involved summarizing, charting, grouping and 

relating themes and concepts to discover axial codes or linkages within the data (Rubin 

& Rubin, 2012). Each stakeholder group was analyzed separately so that discovered 

patterns within and between groups were clear. Patterns were compared and 

contrasted to the core literature around transitioning economies and stakeholder 

participation which facilitated some low-level theory building along with the examination 

of plausible rival explanations (Yin, 2018).  

Divergent perspectives and experiences of observed effects were not ignored, but duly 

analyzed through plausible rival causes (Bazeley, 2009). This process increased 

confidence in the findings because it forced the rejection or the expansion of emergent 

explanations (Yin, 2018). For example, prior to engaging in data collection and analysis, 

it was assumed that prohibition era cannabis participants were an underrepresented 

group during federal policy-making because of their criminal past which prevented them 
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from speaking up and contributing to equitable rural policy. The data was thus examined 

for evidence that pointed to the inclusion of cannabis participants and their fair 

representation during cannabis policy-making.  

Another rival explanation regarding the cause of prohibition era cannabis participants’ 

exclusion during policy-making was because of their own disinterest. Since they were 

flourishing in the illicit market, it was possible they had no incentive to participate in and 

contribute to shaping legalization policy. In turn, disfavour for legalization could not be 

ruled out as a factor for some prohibition era cannabis participants’ omission during 

policy-making. Additionally, evidence was sought which posits local stakeholder 

omission was due to logistical factors such as the case region’s small size; after all, the 

federal government does not necessarily have a responsibility, nor the capacity to 

engage with all local stakeholders in building national policy. This should ultimately be 

the work of the provinces, along with that of local Members of Parliament. This is also 

discussed in Chapter Five, Findings. 

Additionally, descriptions of the size, extent and value of the local cannabis economy 

were pursued during data collection and analyzed for consistency and discrepancy 

across and within stakeholder groups to build context and an accurate picture of the 

prohibition era society, politics, and economy; the analytic process was augmented by 

the construction of a thorough description of the case study. This confirmed the 
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legitimacy of the incoming assumption that the cannabis sector was akin to a primary 

industry (albeit illicit) prior to legalization and not only a bias held by the researcher. 

Despite the thorough examination of rival explanations, a note of caution exists around 

the findings presented in Chapter Five, and the discussion presented in Chapter Six. 

This is because not all explanations for what was found were possible to name upfront, 

nor be examined. Legalization is still fresh, and over time new ideas and reasons may 

arise that challenge the explanations presented in this research. However, it is expected 

that this research is reasonable enough to justify further exploration presented in sub-

section 7.3 Future Research.  

Member checking with study participants provided an opportunity to systematically seek 

feedback about data collection, confirm and / or modify preliminary results and add 

additional nuances (Creswell, 1998). Additionally, checking in with participants 

encouraged ongoing communication during the increasingly dynamic post-legalization 

time. Although contestations were inevitable for divisive topics like cannabis 

legalization, member checking increased the accuracy of the arguments from the varied 

perspectives. This helped to validate research findings (Yin, 2018). Additionally, since 

both the cannabis and government stakeholder groups were heterogenous groups, 

member checking afforded input from multiple and often conflicting perspectives.  
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Feedback was provided via member checking from 20 interview participants using the 

first draft of the findings that were wrapped into a complete manuscript for their review. 

The feedback was balanced; eight responses from the government stakeholder group 

(across all levels) supplied input, while twelve participants from the cannabis 

stakeholder group (across all roles) offered input. However, the second draft solicited 

just three reviews, all from cannabis participants who were farmers.  

Most comments received were in favour of the findings as well as the descriptive 

characteristics of the case study that were derived from the data. For example, a 

government participant said “I found that the paper accurately reflects many of the 

nuances I observed while working with the cannabis sector. I loved the narrative that 

was built”. Another government participant said, “I thought it was very insightful and 

accurately condensed the collective experience of the legalization of cannabis [in the] 

West Kootenay area. I think it is the first reasoned argument I've read for crying foul 

toward the federal government in its large corporate centric long game for the future of 

cannabis”. Additionally, a cannabis participant said, “it is clear to me that you are 

looking at addressing the underlying issues, the below the surface interests, the root 

causes, and the motivations behind the attitudes that guide policy and (non-) 

compliance”.  

Additionally, some feedback from participants offered further nuances where they 

contested the specific wording of the findings or criticized the omission of information. 
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For example, in response to a sentence which elucidated that cannabis incites hostility 

(which has since been removed), a cannabis participant suggested “if cannabis 'incites 

hostility' it is only because it allows the clear light of reason to expand in the mind 

revealing the corruption of various world powers”. Further, another cannabis participant 

criticized the findings for excluding a tally of legal businesses in the case study and the 

number of people legally employed in the region. Indeed, such data sources help paint 

a clearer picture of the post-legalization landscape so what data could be found related 

to such detail was also incorporated into the final report to develop a more 

comprehensive description of the legal cannabis market. Interestingly, no government 

participants contested the findings, although some offered some nuanced phrasing and 

edits to sentence structure. Additionally, one government participant argued for a 

deeper dive into organizational structures as a means for explaining findings which were 

consequently enhanced within the final report. Finally, member checking ensured fluidly 

between data gathering, analysis and findings, through to information sharing (Young et 

al., 2014). 

4.4 Limitations and Ethical Considerations 

This research involved the extraction of sensitive knowledge; both cannabis and 

government participants were faced with the choice to disclose their experiences and 

perceptions related to the prohibition era cannabis economy. The inherent sensitivity 
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around discussing illicit activity created some challenges which affected the data 

collection process, data analysis and research outcomes. 

4.4.1 Concern for Confidentiality 

Some candidate cannabis participants wished not to talk about the local cannabis sector 

and the implications of legalization to the local area because of expressed concern for 

confidentiality. As an outsider to the tight knit local cannabis industry, the researcher 

experienced some challenges with gaining trust with the cannabis stakeholder group 

and to a lesser degree with the government stakeholder group. To build trust with the 

local cannabis sector, the researcher actively took part in as many community related 

events as possible early in the research process, and prior to beginning interviews. 

These events included meetings with the Kootenay United Cannabis Association as well 

as informal meetings with other local candidate cannabis participants, various cannabis 

regulation engagement events in the summer of 2018 hosted by the Regional District 

Central Kootenay (Regional District of Central Kootenay, 2019), industry events such 

the “Nelson Craft Cannabis Conference” hosted by Namaste as well as an exploratory 

local co-op meeting hosted by Cascadia Agri Co-op (on 8 November, 2018), meetings 

for the proposed provincial co-op (Boivin, 2019a), and the delivery of a presentation of 

this research concept at the Kootenay Cannabis Symposium held on 11 April, 2019. 

This last event was pivotal for this research as it offered an opportunity to connect with 

over two hundred cannabis and government representatives in the region while 

https://www.facebook.com/kuca.united/
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providing the opportunity to legitimize the research goals and researcher’s position. In 

essence, such active participation in local events earned the researcher credibility with 

respect to the goals of the research, particularly within the cannabis sector. 

Some government participants expressed skepticism around the research intent and so 

efforts were made to clarify the researcher’s position and illustrate the research rigour. 

In turn, the researcher took part in events aimed to develop rapport with potential 

government participants by attending the Association Kootenay Boundary Local 

Government convention in Fernie from 18-20 April 2018, a cannabis legalization 

information session in Nelson on 6 September 2018 that was hosted by local Members 

of the Legislative Assembly, as well as the Union of BC Municipalities Convention in 

Whistler from 10 to 13 September 2018. The researcher additionally pursued a lengthy 

conversation with three members of the BC Cannabis Secretariat on 2 April 2019, co-

hosted a panel on small cannabis business development for the Association Kootenay 

Boundary Local Government convention on 28 April 2019, and conducted a 

presentation to the local Economic Development Practitioners Network Steering 

Committee on 10 June 2019. 

Interestingly, after beginning this research it was disclosed to the researcher that a 

handful of previously known colleagues had been participating in the prohibition era 

cannabis economy which was unknown to the researcher at the time of project 

formation. As it turned out, one colleague participated in the research, while the others 
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declined, citing concern over sharing sensitive and personal information. Disclosing 

discomfort with speaking about the local cannabis sector and their experience within the 

prohibition economy, these situations represent potentially missed information. 

While many participants from both groups expressed preference for remaining 

confidential in this research, one cannabis participant asked to be associated with their 

responses, while a handful of other participants, both cannabis and government 

expressed indifference to confidentiality of their answers. One government participant 

offered that what they would say to the researcher, was the same as what they would 

say to the public, although other reasons for these participants’ comfort with the 

association of their responses were uncertain. It was speculated that this research may 

have been viewed as a platform for publicizing local concerns and issues associated 

with legalization. However, due to the sensitive nature of the data and topic, and in the 

event a participant wished to change their mind regarding confidentiality, all participants 

and their responses were treated confidentially. This approach hindered the sharing of 

some interesting detail because of the risk of re-identification. However, such missing 

detail was deemed minimal. Additionally, the strategy for blanket confidentiality 

highlights the seriousness of confidentiality as demanded by the research ethics 

requirements and discussed in more detail in sub-section 4.4.5. Ethical Considerations. 
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4.4.2 Overlapping Participants 

While all cannabis participants claimed to have no role with government, under five 

government participants disclosed experience within the cannabis sector at some point 

while under prohibition. At the time of data collection, one of those government 

participants held a legal personal medical license, while another was associated with a 

cannabis organization. The duality of these participants’ roles potentially biased the 

government participants by bringing their perspectives closer to those held by cannabis 

participants. However, when disclosing their connection to cannabis activities, each 

government participant claimed that they wished to participate wearing their 

“government hat”. Additionally, these government participants were all local government 

participants who generally aligned closely with the perspectives of most other local 

government participants.  

4.4.3 “Off the Record” Comments 

As a research topic mired in sensitivity, the researcher was anticipating several “off the 

record” comments, or comments which participants wished to disclose while not 

recorded and which consequently could not be used to inform the research results. 

Surprisingly, “off the record” comments happened in fewer than five interviews, by both 

government and cannabis participants. These comments were typically around the 

participants’ own personal activities related to illicit cannabis, which they wished to 
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share, but ultimately keep private, as well as potentially incriminating information about 

other people and certain organizations, which they wished to not release publicly. The 

effect of the minimal number of insubstantial “off the record” comments was deemed to 

have a negligible impact on research outputs. 

Additionally, one government participant wished to answer the research questions by 

email, offering to engage in a follow-up non-recorded phone conversation if needed. 

The researcher followed up with such a phone call to clarify given responses and elicit 

further information. It was understood by the researcher that this government participant 

was particularly concerned about the potential interpretation of their answers on behalf 

of the governmental organization that they represented. Consequently, this participants’ 

responses were lean as compared to other participants’ responses which may have 

impacted the final results to a lesser degree compared to more robust and thorough 

responses. 

4.4.4 Participant Fatigue 

With two iterations of formal member checking, participants showed fatigue as 

exemplified by the second iteration which yielded input from only three participants, 

while the first draft of the findings yielded input from 20 participants. However, overall a 

variety of people responded which showed balanced feedback from participants. In turn, 

the researcher assumed that “no news was good news” meaning, few responses to the 
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second call for feedback indicated participants were satisfied with the data collection 

process, methodology and interim findings. 

4.4.5 Ethical Considerations 

This research was reviewed by the Research Ethics Board at the University of Guelph 

(REB# 19-01-005) for federal guideline compliance about research involving human 

participants. Additionally, due to the researcher’s employment with Selkirk College, this 

research was reviewed by the Research Ethics Committee at Selkirk College (REC-HP 

2018-012) for the same purposes. 

Ethical requirements which aim to lower the risks of re-identification of participants limit 

the researcher from mentioning specific roles associated with participants. Instead, only 

general roles, such as cannabis industry professional, cannabis advocate or 

government can be shared. Accordingly, such generalization does not permit data to be 

specifically presented according to level of government (e.g., local, provincial, federal), 

or cannabis position and responsibility (e.g., owner-operator, trimmer-worker, master 

grower, processor, retailer). This required generality of the responses prevented the 

identification of categorized empirical data that was specific to individual responses, 

although aggregated data could be categorized as local, provincial, or federal 

government participants, for example, and cultivators, processors, or retailers.  
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4.4.5.1 Positionality 

Finally, it seems ethically proper for the researcher to show their positionality which 

inherently biases this research. Accordingly, the researcher wishes to disclose their 

belief that prohibition era cannabis participants ought to have a fair and equitable 

opportunity to transition from the illicit cannabis marketplace to the legal marketplace. 

Being born and raised in BC where cannabis consumption and to a certain degree, 

cannabis production has been somewhat normalized has in part formed this 

positionality on cannabis. Additionally, the researcher currently lives near the study area 

within the neighbouring Kootenay Boundary Regional District which supplied the 

researcher with an initial understanding of the local socio-economic value of the 

cannabis sector. In short, the researcher has an openness to cannabis, cannabis 

consumption and cannabis production. 

While the researcher and the researcher’s immediate family have had no financial 

interests in the cannabis economy, following the research data collection and analysis 

phase, the researcher’s knowledge on transitioning the illicit economy to the legal 

economy was recognized through an invitation to take part on the Kootenay’s Cannabis 

Economic Development Council. 
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4.5 Summary 

This research aimed to understand how the implementation of recreational legalization 

affected the rural Central Kootenay region in BC. Using a framing based on transitioning 

economies and stakeholder participation, a case study research approach was 

established. The framing situated this research within existing and related research to 

provide a starting point for exploring, describing, and understanding the social, 

economic, and political impacts of legalization to the rural Kootenays. As outlined in this 

chapter, three methods using key informant interviews (and the triangulation of this data 

with site visits), member checking and data analysis were employed to answer the 

research questions. Finally, the case of the Central Kootenays was selected for this 

research based on its suitability for examining the impacts of legalization to a historically 

cannabis producing rural region. 

With a picture of the research methodology complete, the next chapter presents findings 

from the perspectives and experiences of each stakeholder group. Comparing and 

contrasting findings in this way illuminates both allies and adversaries for effectively 

transitioning to legalization which were not only found between the groups, but among 

the groups. 
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Chapter 5 Findings 

This chapter examines the experiences and perspectives of the cannabis stakeholder 

group and the government stakeholder group about the implementation of legalization in 

the Central Kootenays. The primary aim was to understand how legalization has 

affected the Kootenay region immediately following legalization. As the chapter 

illustrates, the implementation of legalization was perceived as largely unsuccessful 

according to most local participants from both groups, although some contrasting views 

within each group show markers for future success.  

While policy makers framed legalization to protect public health and safety, and to a 

lesser extent eliminate the illicit cannabis market, the localized frame for legalization in 

the Kootenay region was vastly different. Locally, most participants from both groups 

framed legalization as a challenge to transition the existing illicit economy to the nascent 

legal regime. Accordingly, the local problem was considered, compared, and related to 

the dominant problem which revealed key challenges and opportunities in the wake of 

legalization. This chapter supplies the groundwork for the recommendations presented 

in Chapter Six which can help an effective transition of the cannabis sector to 

legalization in the Kootenay region.  

While the encounters with and views about legalization were diverse within and 

between the two stakeholder groups, three main outcomes from the implementation of 
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legalization were found. First, inequitable treatment during cannabis policy-making was 

experienced by most local cannabis and local government participants who were 

invisible to policy makers because of their criminal past and rural location, respectively. 

The oversight of local cannabis participants, and the rural region in general, in part 

allowed for rurally inadequate cannabis policy as discussed in section 5.1 The 

Overlooked Kootenays. At the root of their exclusion, the prohibition era economy’s 

criminal past incited unfair treatment by policy makers.  

Second, many local participants from both groups expressed serious suspicion about 

the underlying motive of the federal government to commodify cannabis through 

legalization. Legalization was unceasingly referred to as a tax grab by many research 

participants who believed it was the federal government’s primary reason for 

legalization that was driven by interest to control the sector and earn taxation revenue 

on the previously illicit and largely non-taxed sector. Additionally, the controversial tax 

grab was revealed by participants from both groups as unscrupulously supported by 

tight relations with large corporations which intensified local cannabis participants’ 

mistrust towards the federal government. In turn, many cannabis participants’ 

reluctance to take part legally, worsened.  

Third, division within both groups was illuminated because of legalization. Division 

within the cannabis sector was triggered by legal cannabis businesses who were 

unwilling to be associated with illicit businesses, except when the illicit sector could 
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service the legal sector. Division was also present across the various levels of 

government which was largely the result of the long history of prohibition and the remote 

federal government’s sole authority over cannabis policy which consequently ignored 

the Kootenay area’s rural needs. This last finding carries implications to social capital in 

the Kootenays which is consequently hampering an effective transition to the legal 

regime. 

5.1 The Overlooked Kootenays 

5.1.1 According to Cannabis Stakeholders 

While many cannabis participants believed they were painted with one broad “criminal 

brush”, several cannabis participants shared that the industry and the “people within it 

are really good people. You know, it’s not full of a bunch of criminals being bad” 

(Cannabis participant 15 August 2019). But small sized businesses, which formed 

around half of the illicit economy in the Kootenays, both perceived and received criminal 

treatment; they were regarded as “outlaws” and “law breakers” and looked down upon 

by elite corporations and some government agencies. The criminal frame cast a dark 

shadow over the Kootenay’s small cannabis businesses which camouflaged them 

during cannabis policy-making.  
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Experiences with and perceptions of inequity during cannabis policy-making were 

discussed broadly by cannabis participants, which many believed to be mostly borne 

from the sector’s criminal past. Arising from prohibition, the cannabis sector’s powerless 

voice disempowered activism because people did not want to or could not bring 

attention to themselves and their past activity. This created an unfair opportunity to 

speak up and contribute to cannabis policy. Additionally, as a cannabis participant 

pointed out, the federal government, “shelve[d] it all under organized crime and 

criminals and why would we [the federal government] want to support those guys? Why 

would we want to help them out? My sense is there is no understanding of the nature of 

the [rural] industry at the federal level” (Cannabis participant 28 June 2019).   

The inequity that was experienced by cannabis participants by the federal government 

ultimately hindered the cannabis participants from cooperating (Gallagher, 2021). After 

all, many cannabis participants believed that “the bureaucracy label[ed] cannabis 

people as being inept. As being – you don’t know – what do you know? You are being 

an idiot” (Cannabis participant 15 November 2019). Such dopey and moronic branding 

that was perceived by some cannabis participants was systemic across government 

and it extended to the public, “sympathy isn’t going to be as high in general, for people 

like that then it would be in the general public for people from a mill town, or people that 

would have been paying taxes” (Cannabis participant 14 December 2019).  
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A criminal past undoubtedly branded prejudices against the local sector. Yet the 

Kootenay region was also recognized as being deeply affected by legalization because 

of the long-term well-established illicit cannabis economy (Boivin, 2019c). Nevertheless, 

some government agencies were challenged to acknowledge or accept the existing 

local industry particularly pre-legalization, “the news has reached out to me, many 

times. But the government, the actual government, that is an interesting thing, and I 

wouldn’t expect them to. For us, getting respect as professionals is a very new and 

novel thing”, (Cannabis participant 29 August 2019). After legalization, appreciation 

seemed to slowly develop towards the local sector as various government agencies 

purportedly gained an awareness for high grade cannabis and the intricate care 

required for such production. However, generally a criminal past devalued the cannabis 

stakeholder group and disenfranchised those businesses that were hoping to transition 

into the legal regime. Viewed like they were connected to criminal activity and organized 

crime, cannabis participants did not have access to regular business supports and 

funding like other industries, “we have services, like job services – Work BC. Why isn’t 

Work BC … why isn’t Columbia Basin Trust … why aren’t they providing consulting – 

like basic consultancy services for people, basically like Community Futures, like all that 

stuff? Why the hell didn’t they go to those people a year before hand and say let’s figure 

out how to help people?” (Cannabis participant 14 December 2019). 
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Although the Community Futures Central Kootenays has indeed helped the sector with 

cannabis business licensing consulting (Community Futures Central Kootenay, 2019), 

the two year funding for that project has now ended. Additionally, multiple local 

governments verbally supported the sector as interviewed, but other key groups did not 

offer any backing to the local sector. For example, after multiple failed funding proposals 

by small and mid-sized local cannabis businesses to local organizations like the 

Columbia Basin Trust, it was clear that the local cannabis industry lacked adequate 

support. However, as of 3 June 2021 recent rumours suggest the Columbia Basin Trust 

no longer holds a moratorium for proposals relating to cannabis. 

Aid was not just missing at the local level, but also at the provincial and federal level. 

Exacerbating the situation, prohibition era participants were confronted by tall financial 

hurdles and disparate treatment during the legal cannabis business licensing process. 

For example, both micro and outdoor legal cannabis companies faced increased 

premiums and a reduction in coverage (Wright, 2020), or no coverage at all for their 

crop, business and home insurance (Moorcraft, 2020), “everything was looking good, 

and we did all the paperwork and they rejected it, saying they don’t have this insurance 

for micro producers, it’s for the Licensed Producers. It’s for the next level up” (Cannabis 

participant 14 August 2019). Banks also scrutinized potential cannabis clients who were 

applying to open a bank account, “it’s just so bizarre – and we have the Bank of 

Montreal, if you are a cannabis business, they charge $5000 just to investigate you, so 
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right off the bat, you are being treated differently” (Cannabis participant 29 August 

2019).  

A criminal past drove stigmatization that scarred many cannabis participants, “growing 

up in school everybody knew I was into cannabis and my father was, and we were the 

black sheep, and that’s probably influenced me later in life to live as a hermit for much 

of my life, away from those judging eyes. Because I am just growing a plant, that’s 

helping me medically, from my perspective. And I am ostracized and pushed into the 

outskirts of the community that I just wanted to be a part of, and it bittered me” 

(Cannabis participant 21 June 2019). Stigmatization of the cannabis sector was 

worsened by international authorities like the United Nations, who long declared 

cannabis as dangerous. Although recently their core drug policy-making group, the 

Commission on Narcotic Drugs, moved cannabis out of Schedule IV of the 1961 Single 

Convention on Narcotic Drugs where it was previously classified with heroin and other 

fatal and addictive opioids (United Nations, 2020). But the historic categorization of 

cannabis as unsafe along with the criminals who participated within the illicit industry 

affected how cannabis participants were treated during cannabis policy-making, and still 

today.  

Contrarily, a handful of cannabis participants appreciated their involvement in cannabis 

policy-making, “we decided right from the beginning to work with the federal 

government. We felt that was the only way we would get what we wanted … We got 
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emails back from everybody, from the Prime Minister’s office down … then a couple 

months later the draft regulations came out and they addressed all that we asked for” 

(Cannabis participant 19 June 2019). But many cannabis participants nonetheless said 

the involvement of the local industry during cannabis policy, “still wasn’t enough. The 

people that are the true grey and black-market people, they definitely didn’t [have an 

opportunity to contribute to policy]. They have no power they have no weight. They are 

viewed as criminals” (Cannabis participant 25 June 2019).  

Most cannabis participants believed that the local illicit cannabis sector was perceived 

as illegitimate. That was also the message at an impromptu meeting with a local 

Member of the Legislative Assembly, Michelle Mungall and BC’s Solicitor General, Mike 

Farnworth (Boivin, 2019b). The ministers confessed that the sector had little clout with 

their asks of government because they had little to offer in exchange, “did you notice 

she even admitted that? Oh, they might listen to [the Chamber of Commerce]! She was 

like, dude, [the federal government does not] give up power, but the Chamber of 

Commerce, if they all came together and actually lobbied the [federal] government to do 

some changes, they are more likely to get that” (Cannabis participant 21 October 2019).  

Not all governmental agencies discriminated against cannabis businesses, and that was 

regardless of whether they were operating within the legal realm. As some cannabis 

participants pointed out, the Canadian Revenue Agency (CRA) “doesn’t seem to mind 

us. They are happy to take our money. [The] CRA just in general if you want to declare 
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money, they say, great! Thanks” (Cannabis participant 4 September 2019). But the 

CRA’s welcomed taxation for illicit or semi-legal cannabis businesses obscured an 

understanding of what businesses were sanctioned and what were not. 

Such obscurity was part of the controversy with (the sometimes illicit) personal medical 

licenses since they were not supplied a workable passageway into the legal regime. 

Even though there were 5,747 in BC prior to legalization (Government of Canada, 

2021b) the group was completely unapproached by policy makers prior to legalization, “I 

haven’t really even been sought out for my information, there is still stigma, and there 

always has been” (Cannabis participant 1 August 2019). Despite being disadvantaged, 

some personal medical license holders tried diligently to be heard by government and 

policy makers, “no one reached out to us, we offered, we gave them our name … you 

can find us anywhere, [but] no one reached out” (Cannabis participant 15 October 

2019). That was why some cannabis participants claimed that the legal system was 

predicated on “thievery, mining, [and] greed – it’s just – they are mining it all for their 

information and own purposes and carrying on like we don’t exist” (Cannabis participant 

1 August 2019). 

However, stigmatism goes both ways; the cannabis sector was also disinclined to work 

with government. The sector’s uncooperative attitude was borne from prohibition, “we 

have a problem with ‘the man’, which is why we do what we do. So, to trust ‘the man’, 

and that this information isn’t going to just all of a sudden go right to the RCMP and then 
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a cop is going to be at your front door, it’s kind of scary. So, there is a lot of 

unwillingness to communicate, which is also one of the issues with policy because 

people aren’t willing to communicate [and so] policy was left up to the people that 

weren’t involved [in cannabis]” (Cannabis participant, 11 December 2019). Hiding from 

the government was a self-fulfilled prophesy, in that part of the reason why the local 

cannabis sector was ignored was because some of them wanted to be. But from the 

depths of their hiding place, stigma towards government also formed a lack of 

appreciation for the government’s efforts to implement legalization. The cannabis 

participants generally did not seem to “really appreciate the challenges the government 

faced [with] even getting this legislation to pass at all. Even with these harsh regulations 

and standards and all these things, it almost didn’t pass the Senate” (Cannabis 

participant 24 July 2019).  

Indeed, as a top-down directive from the federal government, most cannabis 

participants categorized legalization as “bad policy [that] is built by people who don’t 

know what they are talking about, who don’t have the approach or the experience to 

understand the consequences around their assumptions” (Cannabis participant 15 

November 2019). Particularly because cannabis policy was in part organized by those 

who criminalized people under prohibition, there was a demonstrated bias against 

cannabis criminals. A cannabis participant pointed out how this was shown by the 

federal government’s “unwillingness to allow people who have been popped [arrested] 
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from being in the industry to participate. Yet people who have been incarcerating people 

are allowed to participate in the industry. It seems like a complete double standard” 

(Cannabis participant 28 June 2019).  

Cannabis participants were also concerned with the government’s fear-based 

messaging around cannabis consumption which further disadvantaged local cannabis 

producers. As a fallout from prohibition, the messaging was unnecessarily adversarial 

and another slander to the originally forbidden product, “oh, it causes mental illness. 

That is the exact same thing they said in 1920, it’s reefer madness … you are a 

degenerate! It will make you crazy! It will make you a sinner! You know all the different 

decades have a different message. We are just recycling [the] 1920s 100 years ago 

message” (Cannabis participant 21 October 2019). Although an increase in cannabis 

potency has been associated with an increase in mental health illness for adolescences 

(Hines et al., 2020), the causative relationship between cannabis and mental health 

illness remains unclear (Konefal & Porath, 2019).  

Conversely, instead of fighting against a criminal framing, there were a handful of local 

cannabis participants who leveraged the prohibition era criminal background by 

separating themselves as clearly apart from such a past, as further elaborated on in the 

section, 5.3 Division. To gain trust with senior government representatives, alongside 

due diligence, the “good”, legal cannabis participants isolated themselves from the 

“ignorant criminals”. Such a partition may have been helpful for earning licensure, but it 
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deepened a rift within the community between illicit and legal business. Additionally, 

conflict within illicit cannabis has been ongoing for decades. But the conflict around the 

illicitness of cannabis disadvantaged the sector, and particularly those who carried 

criminal charges because a charge could prevent security clearance and an opportunity 

to take part in the legal regime. A security clearance looks beyond the individual 

applying and considers “spouses, siblings, children. They will look at your social media, 

they will look at your associates” (Cannabis participant 15 November 2019). For 

someone with an earlier criminal charge, a record check could also find prohibitions like 

explosives and certain firearms, even if they were not involved in that individual’s case 

but were nonetheless “routinely” associated with a cannabis charge (Cannabis 

participant 15 November 2019).  

Indeed, cannabis charges laid under prohibition carried serious consequences which 

sustained the criminal frame, “cannabis is my ally to this day, so like, you know, 

because I fell in love with it like that, I had my first pager at 15, [and] I had been busted 

twice for trafficking by the time I was 16” (Cannabis participant 29 August 2019). Being 

involved in cannabis while under prohibition brought “an undercurrent of criminality that 

comes from being involved in a criminal enterprise even if you are not a criminal person” 

(Cannabis participant 15 November 2019). However, in the Central Kootenays, which 

was recognized as an economically depressed region (BC Stats, 2012; Statistics 

Canada, 2019a), cannabis production became normalized as a supplemental subsidy 
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crop. As a cannabis participant explained, “when we went to Nakusp for that co-op 

meeting, my husband and I were the youngest people there. I asked them why they 

were growing, and they said they were growing to supplement their pension. Come on, 

these are not a bunch of criminals, these are a bunch of regular folks” (Cannabis 

participant 24 June 2019).  

But these regular folks from the Kootenays were ignored during the policy-making 

process, in part because of their criminality, which created unprecedented challenges 

for the area with the introduction of legalization. Many cannabis participants 

acknowledged the disadvantaged position of prohibition-era cannabis participants which 

sharply contrasted with the vantage held by many large companies, “it’s all about 

money and the influence. And the thing that hamstrings smaller producers more than 

anything, [is] because they are coming from an illegal background” (Cannabis 

participant 14 December 2019). 

Indeed, the federal government’s keen focus on keeping organized crime out of the 

legal market has stalled local cannabis participants from moving into the legal regime, “I 

have been out of it, declared income, everything is straight, so I think I am the perfect 

candidate, but I’m not cause I carry a criminal record from the past which is likely to 

stand in the way of a security clearance, the security clearance being the gatekeeper 

meant to keep out organized crime” (Cannabis participant 15 November 2019). 

Consequences of a criminal cannabis charge go beyond legal cannabis participation, 
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even if the charge was for growing 16 plants from 37 years ago, “a grower can’t go to 

the States, [or] get off. I have tried twice [to get that charge pardoned], and they take 

your fingerprints, and you spend $1000, and you send all these things in, and you get a 

thing back saying we think you are of immoral character, the worst kind of person we 

could have in our country” (Cannabis participant 5 September 2019).  

This shows how the greatest negativity associated with the criminal frame was its link to 

organized crime. Even though most cannabis participants themselves did not relate to 

such classification, the association with organized crime was hypothesized to be why 

the government, “didn’t take out the time to say how we already had a multibillion-dollar 

industry that was run by actual people who are businesspeople, educators, [and] 

farmers who were integral. It got clouded in this idea it was all part of organized crime 

and under belly” (Cannabis participant 16 October 2019). Indeed, some cannabis 

participants spoke about “heavies” or “bikers” who controlled the local wholesale price. 

As a cannabis participant offered, “the majority of brokers, after 9-11 are working for the 

same three people [in BC], the price is controlled, the quality is controlled, the way they 

want it packaged and produced is controlled from up, down” (Cannabis participant 15 

November 2019). 

However, local folklore suggested the Kootenays were a Hells Angels “safe zone” 

where no colours were allowed, meaning “this is where they send people who got 

injured and they are no longer in the force, they are not active Hells Angels, they are 
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retired” (Cannabis participant 14 November 2019). The retirees kept some level of 

informal control when issues arose, “when we had a rash of B&Es, people breaking in, 

tying up at gun point and stuff, those are the guys we talked to, and they took care of 

things” (Cannabis participant 14 November 2019). Yet, in other Kootenay communities 

there was no form of dispute resolution and so grudges, unpaid debts and resentments 

could last for years. 

While the data shows that retired Hells Angels organized crime wasn’t unfamiliar with 

the cannabis producing Kootenays, it was generally believed they had minimal local 

influence. As one cannabis participant explained, “the Hells Angels never had to come 

to the [Slocan] Valley to control the growers because they had a large supply of weed 

so it was in their best interest to let things be because they knew they could get their 

good weed at a reasonable price. I am sure a lot of it went through the Hells Angels, 

and some of it didn’t” (Cannabis participant 28 June 2019). After all, as a cannabis 

participant shared the “light is bigger than dark here. There is more love than hate. More 

tolerance than fear,” (Cannabis participant 4 September 2019), which is why so many 

cannabis participants believed that the sheer number of people involved in cannabis 

kept organized crime out. 

However, such ambiguity around organized crime fueled local discourse. For example, 

despite these pledges for local cannabis farmer autonomy, a cannabis participant 

nevertheless insisted the local sector was run by organized crime, “based on my 
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personal experience, that is not true that organized crime is kept at bay here, or they 

just come here to retire. Which I find to be inaccurate. People don’t identify as organized 

crime. Just one more thing, if you asked someone are you organized crime, they might 

say no, but if you took the [RCMP] definition of organized crime and applied it to them, 

they are clearly organized crime” (Cannabis participant 15 November 2019). As many 

prohibition era cannabis operations included more than two people involved in illicit 

activity (which is the RCMP’s broad definition of organized crime (Government of 

Canada, 2020c)), organized crime could therefore be described as driving the local 

cannabis sector. 

However, illicit cannabis activities were generally viewed lightly by local cannabis 

participants because of the low harm they associated with consumption, “pot allowed 

this soft criminal edge where you are not really hurting anybody. People [were] willing to 

be criminal by breaking the law, we knew we were breaking the law, but we thought, are 

we hurting anybody? Are we doing damage?” (Cannabis participant 4 September 2019). 

After all, several cannabis participants pointed out how cannabis alone had never 

caused a lethal overdose. This has also been documented by the World Health 

Organization, that states that a lethal dose “could not be realistically achieved in a 

human following oral consumption, smoking, or vapourizing the substance” (2018, p. 5).  

Ubiquitous cannabis production in the Kootenays created a market based on shared 

norms and values which cultivated social capital, “you get to that point when you [are] 
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rationalizing criminal behaviour. We have human instinct to belong, and cannabis 

doesn’t drive people apart, it drives us together” (Cannabis participant 15 November 

2019). Elements of trust, cooperation and civic engagement were clearly present within 

such market and communal relations. Indeed, some cannabis participants spoke about 

their financial and volunteer contributions to local communities. For example, some 

cannabis farmers funded an outdoor basketball slab in the Kootenays, while others 

contributed to a “single mom’s fund” that allegedly kept around $30,000 for several 

years. Yet, although cannabis participants were clear they worked with “pot not powder” 

(i.e., all interviewed cannabis participants kept to cultivating and dealing with cannabis, 

and no other illicit drugs like cocaine or heroin), illicit cannabis was positioned by the 

government as unsafe, and cannabis participants as criminals. 

With these associations it was clear that in the presence of legalization, the rural 

cannabis sector faced a plethora of inequities. Not only because of their criminal 

background, but also because rural cannabis operations were mostly small despite 

having large entrepreneurial spirit. With little or no legitimate capital, the process of 

securing hundreds of thousands of dollars of investment or funding, which was 

generally needed to apply for a micro cultivation or processing license, was unattainable 

for small local businesses. This challenge was worsened by leery investors who, a year 

into legalization, were reluctant to fund cannabis companies because of the substantive 

quarterly losses by early moving large corporations (Rendell & Kiladze, 2019). In turn, 
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small companies were even more vulnerable in their attempts to secure financing, 

particularly because they were at greater risk by borrowing from “non-banks” since they 

lacked legitimate capital and employment. Caught in a circle of criminality, people from 

the cannabis sector were forced to consider illicit options when trying to finance legal 

facilities. For example, the, “people that took the $500,000 loan from, I think, BC Craft 

[Supply] affiliate or one of those guys with the 15% interest and it’s been two years now 

and they still have yet to produce a product … at $75,000 a year [in] interest, and these 

aren’t banks … Yea, like we aren’t going to foreclose your house, it’s going to be like … 

we might break your, something – something nasty” (Cannabis participant 14 November 

2019).  

In sum, the data shows that cannabis participants from the Kootenays were not 

adequately engaged with during legalization policy-making. Certainly, the remote 

location and small rural population may have been a reason for their exclusion in federal 

policy-making as discussed in section 6.3 Social, Economic, and Political Impacts of 

Legalization, however BC, and specifically Nelson and area have been world renown for 

growing excellent quality “BC Bud” (Paris, 2018), which suggested that both the 

province and Ottawa would have had a hunch about its importance to the rural area and 

provincial economy. Indeed, the province acknowledged the BC cannabis economy’s 

importance under prohibition as illustrated by a chart produced by BC’s Ministry of Jobs, 

Trades and Technology (2018) and shown in Figure 11. 
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Figure 11 

Economic Contribution of Cannabis Sector by Province, 2018 (Ministry of Jobs, Trade 

and Technology, 2018) 

Despite the region’s notoriety, many cannabis participants believed the criminal label 

given to the cannabis sector prevented their honest engagement. In short, inequitable 

treatment of the prohibition era cannabis economy was in part why so many people 

from the community deplored the current system of legalization, “this is not legalization, 

this is monopolization, corporatization and greed” (Cannabis participant 21 October 

2019). While the other reasons for disproval of the implementation of legalization are 

elaborated on following, this sub-section illustrates how cannabis participants were 



 

 

183 

 

largely disregarded during cannabis policy-making which helped to create inequitable 

rural policy, and ultimately disincentivized legal cooperation. 

5.1.2 According to Government Stakeholders 

Most local government participants also experienced minimal involvement during 

federal cannabis policy-making. Many local government participants noted that both 

they, and the cannabis participants were concealed from federal policy makers which 

destined the remote and rural area to be misunderstood, particularly by federal 

agencies. This made it difficult to identify the rural region as important for outreach, “if 

you look at [the local cannabis sector’s] classification on taxation, they are gardeners, 

[or] self-employed, so it’s hard for the government – the provincial government is 

probably a little bit more in the know – but if you are sitting in Ottawa, it is hard to 

imagine what really happens in rural BC” (Government participant 27 June 2019).  

As most local government participants said they were excluded during cannabis policy-

making, they acknowledged how their rural characteristics were a benefit for the 

cannabis sector under prohibition but a hindrance to the contemporary legal cannabis 

sector, “a lot of it came down to, [the federal government] didn’t even know where we 

were, or who we were, they didn’t have a clue. So, there is just remote and rural that 

falls into this rogue area which I actually know real estate agents that promote the area I 

represent because there is no zoning” (Government participant 4 September 2019).   



 

 

184 

 

Despite the region’s general omission during federal policy-making, the substantial 

economic contributions of the local cannabis sector were recognized by most 

government participants, “the cannabis industry has been a part of this area for a really 

long time. I said this right at the table in open session. It is between 30% and 40% of 

our economy so we really need to do what we can to accommodate those businesses” 

(Government participant 24 June 2019). The long-term and pervasive history of 

cannabis production in the Kootenays should have necessitated federal government 

interest during cannabis policy-making, according to most local government 

participants. Indeed, the government participants who understood this best were 

proximal to the local sector which made them privy to a wide view of the challenges 

faced by many local businesses as imposed by the implementation of legalization. 

The socio-economic influence of the local cannabis sector pre-legalization led several 

government participants to empathize with many points held by cannabis participants. 

These government participants took issue with the treatment of their small rural 

businesses during the implementation of legalization. In hoping local businesses could 

transition into the legal regime, a government participant shared, “my two cents worth 

were always along the lines that, don’t make this bigger is better thing, if you are ever 

going to eliminate the black market, the grey market, it has to be fairly open. They will 

automatically eliminate lots of people looking at the rules with criminal convictions” 

(Government participant 30 July 2019).  
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The commiserating government participants identified how legalization policy did not 

align with the long-standing culture of their area, “it is people who don’t want to have to 

abide by society’s norms and want to parent a bit differently and participate in society 

differently, [be] more creative, alternative, anti-corporate. Rejecting the status quo and 

societal norms. But [cannabis is] an integral part of our community and our culture. 

Nelson isn’t [a] super corporate-centric city, so that is the hard thing, the government 

has imposed regulations and rules outside of what our historical cannabis culture has 

been” (Government participant 29 July 2019). Consequently, legalization policy and the 

implementation of that policy irritated some government participants, “do we really have 

to do this again, and again? We have been saying the same things for decades. It’s an 

important part of the economy, it’s not a dangerous drug, it’s safer than alcohol” 

(Government participant 24 June 2019).  

The general exclusion of local government participants from federal cannabis policy-

making intensified rural challenges that already faced the Kootenays. This was 

explained by a government participant who deplored cannabis policy because it did not 

work for their rural area, “it is not our regulation, but we have to enforce it and, I can 

even say I know it sounds like it’s not going to work for you, and its actually going to hurt 

you, and there is nothing I can do about it. So, we become the front face of regulatory 

systems that are completely ignorant to rural settings” (Government participant 4 

September 2019). Locally, legalization policy was generally regarded by government 
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participants as maladjusted because the regulatory system was largely inaccessible for 

local businesses in the Kootenays, “the regulations say now, before you apply for the 

permit you have to have a building. Ooooh boy, that is an expensive thing to apply for, 

especially if all you have been doing is sort of been doing it on five acres back behind 

the house, and now you need a building. Ok, I don’t know if I have that kind of money 

and I can’t go to the bank to borrow it. That creates all kinds of difficulties and in a way 

may stop the total legalization of the whole cannabis industry” (Government participant 

2 July 2019). 

Some government participants were also disproving of the clumsy supply chain 

requirements which currently require micro producers to wholesale their product to a 

higher license level such as a standard licensed producer or a micro or standard 

licensed processor. Many government participants recognized how this requirement has 

positioned small producers at a disadvantage since they cannot sell their own product 

directly to the public, or to provincial distributors, “the way the distribution network is set 

up, it doesn’t allow [small producers to make a connection with consumers]. That’s a 

major problem and a barrier and it creates weird competition. You know, our producers 

shouldn’t really be competing with the big generic growers, but they are” (Government 

participant 19 August 2019). While farm-gate sales and direct delivery are being 

planned in BC for a 2022 rollout (Brown, 2021a), many government participants 

acknowledged these hurdles were nevertheless likely to remain. This was because 
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farm-gate and direct delivery sales may not be accessible to most micro cultivators 

since they would also need a processing license and a retail sales amendment. To 

clarify, farm-gate refers to a “cannabis producer operating a provincially regulated retail 

store on the same property as their federally licensed production facility, selling 

products grown and made on-site. On the federal side, managed by Health Canada, the 

regulations require both a cannabis processing licence as well as a product sales 

amendment in order to sell cannabis products into a provincially-managed retail system” 

(Brown, 2021a, para. 10).  

Additionally, other government participants discussed how many of the local producers 

were personal medical license holders who were treated differently than large 

corporations during the implementation of legalization. Notably, they noted that large 

corporations were grandfathered into the legal regime at the time of legalization, yet 

personal medical license holders were neglected during cannabis policy-making. As a 

government participant offered, the federal government, “couldn’t stamp out all those 

medical challenges, so they ignored them totally – the personal medical licenses – they 

ended up pretending they didn’t even exist” (Government participant 5 September 

2019). 

In contrast to these government participants who both expressed a lack of support for 

legalization policy with respect to how it affected their rural area, as well as 

dissatisfaction with their level of participation during policy-making, some government 
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participants commented that they felt adequately represented in cannabis policy-

making, and that cannabis regulations were completely acceptable, and in fact well 

written. They in turn said the regulations were what they expected of any emerging 

industry, “it’s really no different than wine sales, or any commodity when you are first 

legalizing something you need some form of control, so people aren’t selling things on 

the back street” (Government participant 24 July 2019).  

Additionally, some government participants suggested that the Kootenays’ small rural 

population was the reason why the local governments were generally excluded from 

federal and provincial cannabis policy-making. These participants defended or simply 

accepted this higher order policy-making process. For example, a government 

participant said, “the provincial government does not have resources to do this kind of 

consultation” (Government participant 27 June 2019). Additionally, other government 

participants said the problem of cannabis legalization for the rural area just did not 

register with them until after legalization when, “the pin dropped for me, in terms of like, 

oh my gosh, and wow, this is like, profound change, right? It should have been obvious, 

but it wasn’t” (Government participant 19 August 2019). 

On top of that vindication, a handful of government participants additionally emphasized 

that people who participated in cannabis pre-legalization were, “pretentious”, “elitists” 

and “morons”. Such characteristics allied with the notion that prohibition era participants 

were best left out of cannabis policy-making and the legal market. Government 
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participants who justified their omission, said the cannabis participants’ ideas were “out 

of whack”, “you don’t just want people who were involved in the industry before because 

they have a very tainted view about how things worked” (Government participant 18 

October 2019). For example, at one point the cannabis sector had convinced the federal 

government that a person needed, “150 grams of marijuana in a day. We are talking 

like; you don’t need that. And someone said, well you blend it up in a shake. And I know 

someone who tried that, and they seriously went crazy, because it was way too much, 

they got sick and went bananas and ended up in the hospital” (Government participant 

18 October 2019). As a result of these negative experiences and the general belief of 

inaccuracy of the cannabis sector’s input, it tarnished the sector’s already criminal 

reputation; people who participated in cannabis pre-legalization were difficult to believe 

for supplying reliable, honest information. 

However, after decades of production, processing and retail, several government 

participants (as well as Stoa (2018)) argued that the prohibition era economy held an 

abundance of information that would have been invaluable for informing cannabis 

policy. The thousands of personal medical license holders were a largely untapped 

source of knowledge, but they could have helped to educate policy makers about small 

scale cannabis production and processing. For example, cannabis policy currently 

allows for zero tolerance of microbials, which makes outdoor and regenerative 

production extremely difficult without the need to irradiate or treat each small batch. 
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Irradiation, or another process which kills all living microbes is both expensive for small 

farmers and potentially damaging to “whole plant medicine” that many cannabis 

participants strive to produce. While there is renewed hope for cold plasma sterilization 

that should protect therapeutic properties of the plant (The Canadian Press, 2021), 

cannabis participants suggested the testing of targeted harmful pathogens instead of a 

zero tolerance for microbials. This is because some common types of mold like 

Aspergillus are pervasive everywhere, both inside and outside which makes it 

impossible to eradicate entirely (The Canadian Press, 2021). However, cold plasma 

sterilization technologies are likely to remain cost prohibitive to small operations. 

When asked about whether the federal government reached out directly to the small-

scale personal medical license holders to extract such helpful information and 

understand their specific barriers with entering the legal regime a government 

participant said, “I don’t know personally if they did, or they didn’t. I would be surprised if 

they were able to do it in a form where it was a carte blanche. It probably was more 

targeted through associations and stuff like that, where people happen to have the 

license and voice their opinion, I don’t know if they specifically went at large to that 

community and what input they had” (Government participant 22 November 2019). 

While a couple of cannabis participants were affiliated with such engaged associations, 

the majority were not. Additionally, most cannabis participants were not licensed for 
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commercial production which excluded them from the ad-hoc engagement process as 

well. 

The varied government perspectives about cannabis policy and prohibition era cannabis 

participants depended on the government participants’ experience with cannabis, their 

familiarity with cannabis participants, and their beliefs about cannabis, the former two of 

which ranged from short-lived to decades long. Of the research participants interviewed, 

government participants self-reported an average of 14.9 years of experience working 

with or around cannabis and cannabis policy as compared to cannabis participants who 

self-reported an average of 24.6 years. Of the government participants, the local 

government participants held the greatest experience, self-reporting an average of 22.6 

years, while provincial government participants self-reported an average 1.3 years and 

federal government participants self-reported an average of 11.8 years. Of the federal 

government participants, RCMP held most of the long-term experience with cannabis, 

which elevated the average for that group as well as their dominant federal voice. 

Although the stakeholder groups did not necessarily represent entire populations for 

these groups since participants were obtained through purposive sampling, this data 

aligns with the claim that legalization, as time-sensitive policy, lacked empirical and 

functional knowledge (Wesley & Salomons, 2019). Discussed more in section 6.4 

Evidence for Evidenced Based Policy-making, a lack of knowledge particularly by those 

who were new to cannabis and cannabis policy may have been why some government 
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participants admitted that they did not fully consider the implications of cannabis 

legalization for the rural case study region until after legalization, or even at all. 

Clearly, the prohibition era cannabis economy and its participants were not wholly 

accepted by all government participants. In fact, the local sector was denied by some 

government participants, but it appeared like such sentiments originated from 

prohibition, “if it’s an illicit industry and it’s illegal, it should not be there, period” 

(Government participant 16 September 2019). These disproving government 

participants voiced stigmatization towards the legal sector, “there is still a lot of shame 

associated to [cannabis]. So even if you are legitimate, and your parents know it was 

illicit they will be embarrassed” (Government participant 18 October 2019).  

Contrarily, other government participants noted a need to address their stigma towards 

cannabis participants that had hung over from prohibition, “we need to shift our 

[philosophy] – I mean we spent decades upon decades being like, demonizing it – they 

are still hoodlums” (Government participant 3 September 2019). This government 

participant believed that residual stigma from the days of prohibition contributed to a 

powerful shaming that led to overregulation. Indeed, many government participants 

acknowledged the resurfacing of the problem of stigmatization which had yet to be 

properly addressed, “maybe your regulations are too much. Simplify it. Absolutely 

simplify it, I think part of the stigma problem is we may have legalized it, but we haven’t 

changed our perspectives on it. So, we still have this – it’s a safety concern, it’s a 
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security concern, you need a fence and all these security cameras. I am like, good god, 

it’s over the top, sure you didn’t decriminalize it, you legalized it, but you legalized it to a 

point where you are still encouraging the black market, cause why would you want to 

[participate legally]?” (Government participant 4 September 2019). 

Indeed, viewing cannabis policy as misaligned some government participants 

encouraged continuation in the illicit world, partly because they did not subscribe to the 

criminal framing that was associated with illicit cannabis activities. But the criminal 

framework that was so snuggly attached to prohibition era cannabis participants was 

ultimately interrupting legalization in the Kootenays, “then I became concerned that as 

we legalize it – as for the Hells Angels saying we can get you three medical marijuana 

licenses kind of thing, right in the Vancouver Sun [(Bolan, 2018)] – so, they are going to 

stop people from growing illegally … and now the criminalization of that is threatening 

the success of the legalization of it. I went man, they botched this worse” (Government 

participant 5 September 2019). With a focus on eliminating the Hells Angels and other 

illicit actors from the legal regime using the criminal code, some government 

participants regarded the continued criminalization of cannabis activities that fell outside 

of the legal framework as putting local communities at risk. 

It was clear that several government participants aligned with the cannabis sector’s 

concerns over inequitable policy and exclusion from federal government policy-making. 

Not only were a handful of government participants close or even connected to the 
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sector, which helped develop an acute understanding of the challenges of legalization, 

but some experienced stigmatization over cannabis themselves. One government 

participant claimed that, “a high level of stigmatization meant that once I was outted [sic] 

for smoking cannabis [publicly], my whole word came a part, and I couldn’t get a job in 

my profession any longer … my notoriety was what actually cut my throat in my 

profession. Politics was all I had left. That and growing more pot” (Government 

participant 23 September 2019).  

While such prejudice towards cannabis was unjust and problematic for the region during 

policy-making, stigmatization was also observed as changing as an outcome of 

legalization. For example, even though hemp and cannabis are the same cultivar, hemp 

has 0.3% or less of Tetrahydrocannabinol (THC) (Government of Canada, 2018b) and 

can look the same as high THC varietal cannabis. A government participant commented 

excitedly about an unsecured 30-acre industrial hemp field in rural BC, “did you see the 

grow-op on the way out of Greenwood driving along the road on the right-hand side? 

The fact that it is there with no fence in between that and the road is an indicator of our 

success of changing attitudes. All of a sudden somebody doesn’t feel threatened by a 

cannabis plant growing there that you can go over and pull the top off, dry it out and 

smoke it” (Government participant 23 September 2019). Even though there would be no 

psychotropic effects by consuming such cannabis, the unprotected and publicly visible 
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hemp field was interpreted as a positive change in decreased stigma towards cannabis 

that some guessed would continue to improve over time.  

In sum, the data shows that many government participants did not think “anyone has 

had adequate stakeholder involvement in cannabis policies, because it was not based 

on the industry, as it actually and still does exist” (Government participant 24 June 

2019). Thus, many disfavoured legalization policy, while a fewer number perceived it as 

right given 95 years of prohibition. From supporting legalization to supporting illicit 

participation, government participants’ perspectives and experiences greatly varied 

which created another effect of its own as discussed later in the chapter under section 

5.3 Division.  

5.2 The Frontier Capitalism of Legalization 

This section illustrates why few cannabis and local government participants were in 

favour of the implementation of legalization. It also demonstrates that the cannabis 

participants who were in favour were represented by those with a “clean” background 

and demonstrated sharp boundaries for exclusively legal activities. While these 

characteristics helped to move some cannabis participants towards legalization, many 

others were paralyzed by contempt which kept them in the hazy illicit world.  
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The criminal treatment of many cannabis participants under prohibition and unequal 

treatment of many cannabis and local government participants during cannabis policy-

making has led to what many participants from both groups believed was inequitable 

policy for their rural area. This bred suspicion and reared longstanding mistrust towards 

the federal government and to a lesser degree, provincial government. The difference in 

attitudes towards these senior governments may be due to the partiality towards recent, 

post legalization provincial government funding for developing the Kootenay’s legal 

cannabis sector (Community Futures Central Kootenay, 2019). This may be why most 

cannabis participants and many local government participants were wary about the 

federal government and their key reason behind legalization, which these participants 

largely posited as a tax grab and controlling mechanism over the illicit cannabis industry 

that had spun out of control while under prohibition.  

However, as it was at the time being post-legalization, by and large illicit activity 

sustained the local sector. Additionally, legal cannabis had yet to garner excise tax 

revenue for local governments in BC who had still received no share of the revenue two 

and a half years post legalization (The Canadian Press, 2020). Excise tax is gathered 

by the federal government and paid by licensed producers when they sell their product. 

Provincial governments successfully negotiated with the federal government for a larger 

share of the revenue; in 2017 it was decided that the federal government would keep 

25% of the revenue while 75% would go to provinces and territories (Government of 
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Canada, 2017). But so far, BC has not shared that revenue down to local governments, 

nor determined the split of the revenue, despite annual requests in 2018 and 2019 to 

negotiate such details (CBC News, 2018; Union of BC Municipalities, 2019). 

Unsatisfactory financial contribution of the legal cannabis sector was a topic of 

disappointment for some local government participants. 

Indeed, many cannabis and local government participants regarded legalization as an 

underhanded opportunity to control and capitalize on a “new market”. This view has 

implicated relations between the cannabis sector and the federal government which 

also affected legal participation and support for the legal regime. While the data shows 

that several local and some provincial government participants aligned with the 

cannabis sector’s disapproval over the implementation of legalization, others were 

supportive of what many participants regarded as the federal government’s primary 

motive of taxation revenue. As a spillover from prohibition, some government 

participants even begrudged the local sector which further strained relations. These 

sentiments have contributed to disincentivizing cannabis participants from working with 

the government and taking part legally, which has consequently motivated people to 

remain illicit.  
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5.2.1 According to Cannabis Stakeholders 

In satisfying the dominant framing of the policy problem which primarily aimed to protect 

public health and safety, and to a seemingly lesser extent end the illicit cannabis 

market, cannabis was treated like a serious threat to public health and safety, while 

concern for the pre-legalization industry was about keeping criminals out of the legal 

regime. While this frame underpinned policy it provoked criticism from cannabis 

participants about the structure of legalization. These participants were upset about 

what they perceived as over inflated worry about the consumption of cannabis and 

looking past the massive prohibition era economy in rural BC. Additionally, as many 

cannabis participants pointed out how powerful corporate stakeholders like Tilray and 

Canopy Growth had effectively lobbied the Canadian government 29 and 27 times, 

respectively the year prior to legalization (George-Cosh, 2018), these participants were 

staunch that cannabis was simply a frontier for capitalization with the introduction of 

legalization. But the “new industry” from which government planned to earn substantial 

taxation revenue carried a long and tenuous history of conflict because of the illicitness 

of the “old industry”. This turbulent past led most cannabis participants to believe that 

the federal government still considered cannabis as evil, “because those kinds of 

cultural shifts don’t happen in a couple of years, they take generations and I think that’s 

the reason we have suspicion with the governments’ motives in this process and the 

suspicion [with] how things went about” (Cannabis participant 24 July 2019).  
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Additionally, the local cannabis sector was largely disinclined to convert their own 

cultural beliefs so they could take part legally. Firm in their convictions about how the 

legal cannabis industry should organize, many suspicious cannabis participants 

scrutinized, questioned, and doubted any altruistic intentions behind the federal 

government’s motives with legalization. Straining relations with government 

representatives, a cascade of biases, attitudes, and experiences that reached back to 

prohibition were surfacing because of legalization and challenging the uncomfortable 

implementation of legalization in the Kootenays. 

5.2.1.1 Suspicion and Mistrust, a Barometer for the Acceptance of Legalization 

The cannabis participants’ disparagement about legalization encompassed not only the 

intent behind legalization but also the questionable relations with corporations that were 

purported to be knowingly shady, “it is absolutely planned out. [The government] knew 

exactly what they were doing. Canada joined forces with organized crime – the 

regulated market” (Cannabis participant 16 October 2019). 

Characterized as a “deceitful powerplay” from top-down which started under medical 

legalization, the reason for recreational legalization was questioned by nearly all 

cannabis participants, “this whole thing has been a corporate hostile takeover of an 

inherent cultural right to some degree, especially in this particular area with the long 

history of what’s been going on here since the Sinixt had it – a form of it” (Cannabis 
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participant 14 November 2019). The federal government’s newly imposed control over 

the sector which abdicated the social justice of cannabis participants, was changing the 

political economy of cannabis production in the Kootenays. Although the sector 

previously held autonomy over their daily operations, under legalization they were 

bound by an unwelcomed new authority that threatened non-legal participation with 

hefty monetary threats and lengthy incarceration. With the federal government at the 

helm, legalization was having a deliberately unfair impact on their livelihood, as grieved 

by a cannabis participant, “that is government, they set that [us versus them] shit up, 

because they don’t want to go out of business and they are going to put their people in 

place, and they are going to be with the Mas and Pas – off with their heads! And then 

we will be out here as criminals. Or, I am going to have to at 60, go full time on my web 

development job” (Cannabis participant 27 June 2019).  

Such hostile sentiments largely stemmed from past experiences as well as recent 

exclusion during policy-making which is why cannabis participants were convinced that 

the government was purposefully leaving them out of the legal regime. Many cannabis 

participants were certain the government did not want, “a bunch of country people 

loosely growing without good business skills and experience. They want corporate 

structure so they can manage it” (Cannabis participant 26 June 2019). However, that 

bunch of country people was being misplaced and consequently disenfranchised by 

new entrants to the area and the sector who were quality assurance people, plant 
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scientists, microbiologists, chemists, and others holding academic credentials (Owens, 

2019). According to some cannabis participants, a reprioritization of “foreign entities”, or 

those outside of the prohibition era cannabis sector and Kootenay region, has shoved 

local participants to the side. Indeed, a cannabis participant expects this replacement to 

be, “bad news for poor people. This has been a nice place to live being poor, you could 

have a really good quality of life. You could be sort of a gentle alcoholic. You know, or 

sort of mild, soft core drug user. Not have high ambitions, live fairly low means of life 

and not be judged for it” (Cannabis participant 4 September 2019). 

Aggravating the local situation, the educated people new to the sector seemed to 

benefit from preferential treatment since their fraudulent actions coded as “critical” 

cannabis regulatory breaches did not necessarily result in a loss of legal licensure 

(Lamers, 2020a). A “critical” breach is something that is likely to increase the risk of 

diversion, obstruct the detection of diversion, be a threatening health risk, or be 

deliberately falsified (Government of Canada, 2020a). Such subjective (in)action on 

behalf of the federal government led cannabis participants to question the overall 

integrity of the federal government, “don’t look at [the federal] government is doing this 

for us, and the [federal] government is nice to us. Bullshit. The [federal] government is 

cut-throat and dry. They don’t like us humans. They don’t want us, I think. They want 

money, money, money. So, they don’t give a shit what happens to us. You think they 
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would be poisoning all of us with foods and pesticides and pills? If they were friendly to 

us? They don’t care about us, they don’t” (Cannabis participant 9 October 2019).  

Decades of dysfunctional relations with governments have unavoidably resulted in 

disgruntlements in response to the implementation of legalization. However, not all 

cannabis participants shared these negative views; there were a handful who were 

pleased with the concept of legalization and with operating compliantly in plain sight, “I 

am generally just so happy that I am hanging on by the skin of my teeth …[that] I don’t 

want to be saying that it’s horrible” (Cannabis participant 14 August 2019). Indeed, 

some cannabis participants who had received warnings from law enforcement in the 

past for example, were thrilled to be moving forward with a legal facility since it was the 

only workable way forward in the cannabis space, despite how expensive and arduous 

it seemed. Further, one cannabis participant even exclaimed, “I love the system! 

There’s nothing I would change in the Act. People think I’m crazy. I don't know how you 

would have done it any different when you were doing it the first time. They allowed for 

everybody” (Cannabis participant 19 June 2019).  

Contrarily, most cannabis participants argued the opposite; the federal government did 

not allow for everybody because of the arduous, expensive, and “unnecessary” 

regulations which they believed were predicated on the criminal frame. Further, most 

cannabis participants were deeply concerned about the financial interests that were 

bound up in legalization. Cannabis participants remarked about what they interpreted as 
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coercive actions by the CSU that closed long running medical dispensaries to protect 

legal market investments. Such actions by the CSU which were sanctioned by the 

provincial government, were also claimed to violate the Canadian Charter of Rights and 

Freedoms which was precisely why the retail stores operated, sometimes for decades, 

under prohibition (Harper, 2019). Forcefully closing non-sanctioned retail stores to 

encourage legal participation diverted cannabis consumer rights and, according to many 

cannabis participants, revealed an unashamed prioritization of cannabis taxation by the 

federal government. As a cannabis participant pointed out, the police raids of pre-

legalization retail stores ensured that, “the corporate stores can do better and stuff and 

start making some money and getting a piece of the pie. Cause right now they are just 

negative pie; they are just losing money hand over fist. It’s money that once again 

trumps our rights” (Cannabis participant 21 October 2019). 

Indeed, several cannabis participants noted how the perceived federal government’s 

primary interest in cannabis tax collection had been demonstrated for quite some time. 

According to the alleged history of court cases in BC, you never went to jail, “as long as 

you were paying in, they [the CRA] were cool with it” (Cannabis participant 3 July 2019). 

As mentioned earlier, the strategy to pay taxes to keep a cannabis participant’s liberty 

was not uncommonly employed. Yet, the act of paying taxes to support sovereignty over 

cannabis production deepened cannabis participants’ scepticism towards the federal 

government’s capitalist goals with legalization. Coincidently, some people have 
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reciprocated financial cynicism towards the illicit sector and accused the pre-legalization 

cannabis sector of not paying their dues (Irvine & Light, 2020). While some cannabis 

participants admitted to avoiding taxation on cannabis activities, many were paying their 

cannabis tolls in a variety of ways, such as through their personal medical licenses, or 

through fabricated work for an aboveboard business which they held on the side, like 

farming vegetables. 

While aboveboard businesses had access to regular business supports, the emerging 

legal cannabis sector did not, as discussed above. Inequitable access to banking and 

financing has hindered the transition of illicit cannabis businesses to the legal sector. 

Worse, this inaccessibility was thought to stimulate criminal activity. Some cannabis 

participants supposed that the first people into the legal regime were tied to organized 

crime, because they were the ones with the financial wherewithal to take part. Since 

banks and most other legal investors refused to loan money to legal cannabis 

businesses, “a lot of people that … have got their buildings underway through cultivation 

… could quite reasonably [have] got their investment from illegal sources, or organized 

crime … cause the banks aren’t loaning that money” (Cannabis participant 11 

December 2019).  

Additionally, with greater consequences of enforcement for business occurring outside 

of the new regulations, some cannabis participants believed illicit activity was being 

sustained by a stronger criminal element. In ways like the post-legalization environment 
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in northern California (Chun, 2019), some cannabis participants were concerned that 

legalization was bringing a demographic change to the area. Some cannabis 

participants speculated that an influx of “indifferent criminals”, meaning people operating 

illicitly without a conscious, were pushing the good citizens out, “the average law-

abiding person is going to be deterred by the new penalties, they will be marginalized by 

the prices and the people who will move in won’t care about the risks, so they will be the 

hardened criminals” (Cannabis participant 28 June 2019). 

These views were informed by past experiences where authorities long targeted the 

cannabis rich growing area (Bliss, 2018; Perkins, 2012). Because they showed what 

cannabis participants have described as discriminatory treatment (Saylors, 2017) it 

subjected cannabis participants to poor relations with government. In turn, several 

cannabis participants said that they, “don’t have any confidence in the government, 

whether it be local, or provincial or federal. Especially the federal government, there is 

not a lot of trust for the RCMP and police, especially because they just change the 

RCMP every four years. I understand why, but we have to deal with a whole new batch 

of police officers every four years, and they don’t know who you are, and they don’t 

know your position in the community and all they think is you're bad, you associate with 

this person, you are bad. You are in this industry, you are bad” (Cannabis participant 1 

August 2019).  
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With many cannabis participants considering legalization as a tax grab, the 

implementation of legalization has transported past sensitivities and judgements to the 

forefront, which has deepened negative opinions towards the government. In turn, 

disgruntled cannabis participants have merely played into the financial motives of the 

government to keep their freedom to grow, “I am stuck with a facility that can’t be 

licensed because the government just kept changing the rules, so I don’t trust them. So, 

why would I trust them, when they have been doing nothing but undermine what I have 

ever done to become official? So, all I have been left with is to tie them up in my 

finances. So that is the only way I have been able to ensure I can continue to do what I 

do. By giving them my money, basically. There you go” (Cannabis participant 1 August 

2019).  

A lack of trust was a focal problem that was affecting the Kootenay’s capacity to 

transition to legalization, “one of the biggest challenges for the area is figuring out how 

do you establish that trust?” (Cannabis participant 14 December 2019). But, just like the 

undertaking to address stigmatization, the task of authenticating trust was bi-directional, 

“they don’t want to trust each other. The government doesn’t want to trust industry and 

industry doesn’t trust government” (Cannabis participant 26 June 2019). Suspecting the 

government did not trust the intentions and actions that guided the industry, several 

cannabis participants commented in turn that the framework was not yet in place to 

allow them to appear from the refuge of anonymity. As a cannabis participant said, it’s, 
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“too weird to be introducing our culture and putting ourselves out there until the 

framework is in place to become legal. It’s going to be really hard to get anybody to 

share their stories” (Cannabis participant 11 December 2019). That framework, at the 

bare minimum, needs banking, investment, and insurance accessible to small and 

outdoor legal cannabis businesses, as well as a practical passageway for personal 

medical licenses to enter the legal regime. Additionally, the framework requires a 

foundation of mutual trust between the cannabis sector and government. With such a 

framework in place, several local cannabis participants said they may eventually accept 

legalization, even if they were nevertheless in disagreement with the tax grab. 

5.2.1.2 Persuasion, Power, and Influence 

Like the problems that come with “big tech” (i.e., the small number of technology giants 

like Apple, Amazon, Facebook, Google and Microsoft) writing digital privacy laws and 

their influence over guiding policy in their favour (Shavell, 2021), many cannabis 

participants wished that “big cannabis” and “big pharma” had not had such influence 

over cannabis licensing policy. Cannabis participants surmised that the pharmaceutical 

industry was the most threatened by legal cannabis as an alternate medicine, since 

cannabis may replace opioids and other conventional medicines for arthritis, cancer 

side effects, epilepsy, migraines, multiple sclerosis, schizophrenia among other 

conditions (Jones, 2019). However, In Canada, pharmaceutical companies like Sobeys 

Pharmacy Group and Shoppers Drug Mart (owned by Loblaw) also saw potential 
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opportunities for handling legal cannabis distribution and so they aggressively lobbied 

the federal government for self-serving reasons (Doyle, 2016). Additionally, Tilray, who 

lobbied the federal government more than any other cannabis company in the year 

before legalization (George-Cosh, 2018) partnered with Sandoz Canada representing 

the first major partnership between big cannabis and big pharma (Cherney, 2018).  

Ultimately the pharmacopoeia that was implemented by Health Canada and foisted 

upon legal cannabis stymied farm production and conflicted with most farmer’s 

motivations. As a cannabis participant explained, “Health Canada – their whole 

underpinning is liability. [While] Agriculture Canada – their whole underpinning is 

production and productivity, which is really the model this industry strives to work 

towards – production, productivity, and within those are yields, profit margins, good 

quality practices, quality productions, all that stuff, so it’s really agriculture” (Cannabis 

participant 1 August 2019).  

Additionally, since large corporations allegedly did not want any competition from the 

previously illicit market, they lobbied the government by promising that their suggestions 

would help to eliminate the criminals from participating in legal cannabis (George-Cosh, 

2018; Posadzki, 2017). With this strategy in mind along with the history of the “medical 

marijuana monopoly” run by Prairie Plant Systems in an underground mine in Flin Flon 

Manitoba from 2001 to 2013 (Vandermeer, 2013), local cannabis participants surmised 

that corporations pushed for policy that was oriented around everything that was big – 
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big companies, big security, big operations, and big costs. This was evidenced by the 

lack of diversity in the Canadian cannabis market where 19% of all licensed producers 

were owned by five big companies (Centre on Drug Policy Evaluation, 2020). In turn, 

cannabis policy favoured deep pocketed corporations that could leverage economies of 

scale and run in the red while sustaining an industry downturn (Kwan, 2019). A 

cannabis participant noted how cannabis policy development was a repeat of the past, 

“we have watched our banking industry have their regulations written by the banking 

CEOs, pharmaceutical industries, same deal, defense contracts, same deal. Corruption 

of our government is people with big money being able to rewrite laws in their own 

favour, and this doesn’t look at all different” (Cannabis participant 4 November 2019). 

Big cannabis was variegated and not necessarily honourable; not all the actors were 

working solely in the legal market. A private investigation found that several 

commercially licensed cannabis companies in Canada, which undergo strict security 

clearance, were related to Mafia members and notorious criminal families (Denis, 2018). 

Indeed, a cannabis participant noticed the “gangster” influencers who seemed to wriggle 

their way into “consultation groups, [that] I am finding out about now. What the hell was 

that? Those people were some of the biggest gangsters I know getting on those 

conference calls. So, what is this that they created? They didn’t consult with community 

people, they consulted with the people who were most organized in this industry. 

People who are … networking and moving product in this industry have to be involved 
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with something [criminal] or be one degree away [from organized crime], and some of 

these people were the ones being consulted with” (Cannabis participant 26 June 2019). 

For these reasons, small players from the Kootenays were particularly upset by the 

“handcuffs of criminality” while dubious actors were legally (and illicitly) participating and 

underhandedly influencing the Canadian government.  

Concerned with their lack of power, particularly when compared to their corporate 

counterparts, and minimal effect over cannabis policy and decision-making, several 

cannabis participants doubted the government appropriately used cannabis participants’ 

information, when and if there was an opportunity to share it. Some cannabis 

participants even noted that their advice went unheeded, which further provoked the 

sector, “they have actually taken some of what we have done and gone specifically 

against it thinking they could do better than we did. And now [the government is] in the 

business. Look at people in the [legal] business and they are at the bottom and the 

black market is thriving” (Cannabis participant 16 October 2019). While these cannabis 

participants were pleased with the continued success of the illicit market, by ignoring the 

local sector’s input, it devalued the local cannabis sector and extended damage to the 

already poor relations between the two groups. Their lack of influence on policy-making 

fanned the flames of suspicion and mistrust and fortified the cannabis participants’ 

misery, “our entire political system is corrupt to the core, and people with money are 
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writing the legislation. Not the people who are out here in an area like this” (Cannabis 

participant 4 November 2019). 

In addition to the belief that weighty authority was awarded to corporations during 

policy-making that were backed by retired law enforcement and politicians (CBC Radio, 

2017; DiMatteo, 2018; Eagland, 2019), and the lack thereof held by local cannabis 

criminals, the persuasion of law enforcement also explained why small local businesses 

were ignored. Cannabis participants believed that policy makers acted on the 

authoritative input of law enforcement that had, “a beef with those grey market, personal 

medical [licenses]. How could they not? It’s the bane of their existence. They know 

what’s going on and there is not a dam thing they can do about it and they tried to bust 

these grey market grows and the growers just wave their license. From a police officer’s 

perspective there can’t be anything more frustrating” (Cannabis participant 24 July 

2019). While federalist management and sole authority over important public policy was 

not untypical of the federal government and their need for control (Wesley, 2019), 

appointing Bill Blair, a 39-year veteran who was an ex-police chief to organize cannabis 

policy (Cullen, 2016), was interpreted by most cannabis participants as an intimidation 

strategy.  

As an example of what some cannabis participants described as federal government 

strong-arm tactics, a letter of inquiry was sent by a cannabis participant to their local 

Member of Parliament about cannabis authorizations. In response, the participant 
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experienced criminal treatment, “my question regarding cannabis licenses went to 

Border Patrol and Security. That was insulting” (Cannabis participant 24 July 2019). 

Because the question should have been sent to Health Canada and / or the Department 

of Justice since they were working with the regulations, and not the police who were 

enforcing the regulations, the government’s response immortalized the criminal 

mistreatment of prohibition era participants. In this way, cannabis participants 

experienced both a deliberate rejection of their opinions, and a “heavy handed” 

response to their questions and concerns from federal government representatives. 

This only made participants from the prohibition era dig deeper into isolation and 

disincline them from working with the government. 

Additionally, the provincial government assumed their power over the legal cannabis 

industry by implementing punitive and allegedly subjective penalties for those engaging 

in cannabis activities that were outside of the new legal system. As one cannabis 

participant explained, “giving this Community Safety Unit the power to enter without a 

warrant, search and seize without a warrant, and then fine us up to $250,000 without 

ever giving us a day in court” (Cannabis participant 21 October 2019) was designed to 

circumnavigate the criminal court system. While subjective policing tactics date back to 

long before legalization, the unyielding treatment of cannabis participants as criminals, 

alongside the powerful influence of corporate entities and unprecedented law 

enforcement powers has discriminated against prohibition era participants from legally 
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participating. Additionally, such conflict incited suspicion about the motives behind 

legalization and wearied cannabis participants from cooperatively working with 

government agencies.  

5.2.1.3 Mistreatment and Value Misalignment 

The legal licensing process was injurious to businesses in the Kootenays which 

struggled to stay afloat, “they had obviously not been given resources to work through 

those applications, so I am probably out $150,000 in optioning empty spaces” 

(Cannabis participant 14 December 2019). In order to meet the arduous compliance 

requirements during the legal licensing process which often took a year or two, people 

were throwing money away paying leases for empty facilities, “it costs $6000 a month to 

keep that thing running and we have had to pay for that facility from the very beginning 

of the licensing process and it’s very hard for us to hold on to it, because we have hit 

some pretty hard financial walls in the last little while … we paid for a year, so we paid 

[the owner] $80,000 and we haven’t even used it” (Cannabis participant 12 December 

2019). 

Overly onerous regulation requirements and lengthy wait times which have delayed the 

licensing process have preceded devastating financial losses for small businesses in 

the Kootenays. These financial challenges coupled with a lack of access to regular 

business supports have simply made the legal market inaccessible to small 
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businesspeople on a modest budget. Additionally, cannabis legislation and its 

enforcement has discriminated against those with past criminal cannabis charges and 

potential criminal association (Humphreys, 2020).  

Such discrimination has compounded existing controversies surrounding BC’s 

Community Safety Act (Boyd & Carter, 2014) that shifts responsibility to the defendant 

to prove assets (including a property) were not used to assist, or were the result of 

illegal activity (Dhillon Kane, 2019). While the Community Safety Act was passed in 

2013 to empower neighbours to report suspicious and illegal activity to the police, 

enforcement now falls under the CSU which holds the power to evict tenants and 

repossess items like cars, homes, cash, computers and phones (Lindsay, 2019). The 

Community Safety Act has thus been argued to further marginalize the most 

disenfranchised populations while awarding more “unconstitutional” powers to the CSU 

(Eckford, 2020).  

In turn, many cannabis participants claimed that legalization has been unfair and 

inequitable for the case study region. Such mistreatment was why several cannabis 

participants said that cannabis policy was misaligned with their moral values and that 

legalization policy was based on “a complete lack of awareness and incompetence” 

(Cannabis participant 28 June 2019). The unviable legal market which was in part due 

to the federal government’s over emphasis on safety and security was an approach that 
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was, “never going to [encourage] a healthy legal market when you treat something that 

safe, like it’s that dangerous” (Cannabis participant 21 October 2019).  

Additionally, by ignoring the independent cannabis culture and the omnipresent illicit 

market in the Kootenays, while enforcing illicit cannabis activities under the Cannabis 

Act, and in BC under the Cannabis Distribution Act, the Cannabis Control and Licensing 

Act and the Community Safety Act, some cannabis participants believed such ignorance 

was advancing underground activities, “these people [Community Safety Unit] think they 

are going to shut me down and force me to these crappy government stores, with their 

crappy weed from over a year ago that is three times the price of the black market? Like 

I said, good luck. Everybody and their dog grows weed around here” (Cannabis 

participant 21 October 2019). Rather than incentivizing participants, the implementation 

of legalization was deterring the unconventional Kootenaians, who were not unfamiliar 

with governmental threats. As a result, illicit activity was assumed to continue according 

to many cannabis participants which would only persist incrimination from the past, 

“cannabis is not going away, and the people are going to dig deeper into the bush. The 

worst impact is it will become more illegal and people will go to jail for it – Mas and Pas” 

(Cannabis participant 27 June 2019). 

With the replacement of the ACMPR with the Cannabis Act, “some changes have been 

made to improve patient access” (Government of Canada, 2021a, para. 3), but the 

range of medicinal products previously available in the illicit market are no longer 
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available in the recreational market since they fall outside of the new legal 

requirements. Indeed, several cannabis participants noted the reduction in access to 

products and the federal government’s inattention to medicinal cannabis needs as well 

as the government’s “false equivalency factor” which “infantilizes consumers” by 

dictating how much of what type of cannabis product they are legally allowed to 

purchase and carry at one time (Tousaw, 2021).  

The reduction in access to medical products has tossed medicinal producers into a 

compromised position, “our phone and email [are] blowing up with sick people, children, 

[and] elders that have always been able to get their medicine, who are now not able to 

get their medicine. So, what do we do? We risk going to jail [and] we continue giving 

people their medicine? I am going to continue giving people medicine because that is 

what we started out as. I am not just going to fold up my moral structure just because 

[the governments] want me to join theirs” (Cannabis participant 16 October 2019). By 

continuing to serve long time medical patients, medical cannabis producers risked their 

freedom and stimulated the illicit market under legalization. In short, the misalignment of 

the cannabis sector’s values with the perceived intention of legalization sustained the 

underground economy rather than encouraged legal participation. 

Provincial regulations have also contributed to the disincentivizing environment since 

the provincial supply chain requires higher (i.e., which are more stringent and difficult to 

acquire over a micro producer license) license levels such as large producers and 
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processors as well as micro processors to sell their product to the BC Liquor Distribution 

Branch before the product can be distributed to retail stores for sale to consumers. 

Despite the promise of farm-gate and direct delivery sales (Brown, 2021a), without the 

current ability to build farmer-to-consumer relationships and because of limited 

accessibility to unique small batch product within the legal market, the illicit market had 

again been energized, “because of what the provincial government has done by making 

it difficult for dispensaries [retail stores] to get quality product, the illicit market is 

stronger than it was a few years ago. It’s great” (Cannabis participant 11 December 

2019). All these reasons have led cannabis participants to not buy into the legal market, 

“what I anticipate is that black market is going to continue here for quite a long time. I 

don’t think people here have much respect for the way the legislation is being unfolded 

from consumers through to producers” (Cannabis participant 4 November 2019).  

The decision to adhere to legal regulations and reveal one’s identity or stay hidden was 

a choice already made by many participants under medical licensing. But as a secretive 

group, the disclosure of one’s activity and identity when “going legal” (along with the 

arduous regulations and high costs) was seen as riskier than staying illicit by many 

people within the counterculture community, “we have done this exact exercise before, 

and a lot of us are going – I am just going to stay in the black market. What is the 

benefit? I have all that headache and they are not making it easy. It’s really scary and 

they won’t even know me, [and] I’ll just get my stuff out there” (Cannabis participant 24 
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June 2019). These reasons illuminated why cannabis participants did not or could not 

consider the legal regime as a practical choice. In that way the decision to remain illicit 

was obligatory for many incumbents, as people realized that “they can’t go ahead with 

an application, or they don’t want to, this is all they know. And right now, no one is 

hiring. Right now, there [are] not a lot of licensed places that they can work for” 

(Cannabis participant 24 October 2019). 

5.2.1.4 The Tax Grab was Failing, So Far 

Since many cannabis participants were suspicious about the intentions behind 

legalization policy primarily because they believed it was directed by powerful 

persuasions and it misaligned with their values and capacities, there was low uptake 

into the legal system. As of 27 July 2021, which was over two and a half years post-

legalization there were 16 licenses to cultivate cannabis in the Central Kootenay region, 

of which 12 were of the micro cultivation class and four of the standard cultivation class 

(Government of Canada, 2021d). There were an additional two micro processing 

licenses held by the same company that owns two of the micro cultivator licenses (i.e., 

Sweetgrass Cannabis) (Government of Canada, 2021d). These licenses have 

employed about 62 people in the region which shows a level of endorsement for 

legalization. However, according to the qualitative data gathered for this research and 

compared to the alleged two thousand production facilities under prohibition (Boivin, 

https://www.sweetgrasscannabis.ca/
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2020), it appeared like the transition to the legal commodification of cannabis was failing 

the Kootenays, so far.  

After all, cannabis was mostly produced in small, artisanal batches in the Kootenays 

pre-legalization (Kaufmann, 2017; The Canadian Press, 2018). As a cannabis 

participant explained over the 20 years prior to legalization, Kootenay cannabis 

gradually earned a name for itself; a brand had begun to emerge, “a regional brand, 

where you get a certain quality, you have certain genetics, you have certain 

craftsmanship, so then there was [sic] people who could get more product at a lower 

price in Vancouver, but it was worth it for them to come out to this region and source 

what we have to offer because of the quality” (Cannabis participant 25 July 2019). 

However, the rise of non-differentiated products reflected by low prices per mass 

produced gram (Lagerquist, 2020), and glut of packaged inventory for cannabis extracts 

(containing over 11,000,000 packaged units) (Government of Canada, 2021e) and 

cannabis flower (containing almost 30,000,000 packaged units) (Government of 

Canada, 2021c) suggested cannabis was becoming commodified under legalization. 

Although such legal commodification had yet to happen in the Kootenays. Nevertheless, 

the commodification of legal cannabis was seen to be like the commodification of a 

historic staple which in part forced many rural areas to transition away from staples 

reliance because other countries and regions could produce the commodity at less 

expense.  
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Instead of providing an opportunity for legitimization of the local cannabis sector, 

perceptions of an awkward and financially motivated implementation of legalization was 

threatening the rationale of legalization, “we are dipping our toes in the water while 

pandering to the social conservatives and it is not going to work and the real problem 

with that is we won’t have the results that could have been, and people will point to that 

as a failure of legalization all together” (Cannabis participant 4 November 2019). While 

consumers will ultimately determine how successful legalization will be by making the 

choice to buy product from legal retailers or illicit producers, the existing cannabis 

industry’s systems were already in place to support the continuation of the underground 

market, “I think the illicit industry will continue until otherwise, this was an industry that 

was in place from A to Z, and now the government comes in now and says we are 

taking it over now, but it’s up to the industry to move aside or not. And at the end of the 

day, it is consumer driven” (Cannabis participant 25 July 2019).  

However, to date the legal market was uninviting to the consumers who were regularly 

buying inexpensive and potent BC product prior to legalization. After all, legal weed was 

costly; for the most part, quality legal product was far more expensive than illicit product. 

As a cannabis participant explained, “a half gram joint [can sell] for $16 plus tax in the 

stores. Packaged over a year ago, [in] August 2018, so it’s all dry and hard and harsh. 

There have been complaints about mold and stuff like that. Right, so $16 times two to 

get a gram, so it’s $32 a gram, holy cow. So, let’s times that by 28 to get our ounce 
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price, holy cow, that is $896 an ounce. The black market is not going [away]. [The legal 

market] can’t even compete on price, let alone on quality or range of product. 

Anywhere” (Cannabis participant 16 October 2019).  

Further, a local business owner admitted that the bulk of their local producers were 

staying undercover in the illicit market, “over 90% of my suppliers are not opting into the 

legal market, that is how you know they screwed it up. You know, like if you are 

excluding a majority of the market, you did a crap job” (Cannabis participant 21 October 

2019). Although the elimination of the illicit economy was presumably not the uppermost 

motivation behind legalization, it was nevertheless a priority and it was just not 

happening in the Kootenays, “it’s not the cannabis industry if 85% of the trade that is 

happening in the country is not in your box. So, they need to really make an effort to 

shift it over” (Cannabis participant 29 August 2019). Even though legal cannabis 

spending has recently narrowly outpaced the illicit market (George-Cosh, 2020c; 

Statistics Canada, 2021b) the increase in legal sales was associated with the COVID-19 

pandemic (Pazzano, 2020) which may not last in the long run. Additionally, data about 

illicit spending produced by Statistics Canada relies on the honesty of self-reported illicit 

activities which introduces a high level of unreliability. 

In sum, the implementation of legalization in October of 2018 has both shuttered some 

pre-legalization cannabis businesses in the Kootenays and also unaffected consumers 

and producers in their choice to remain illicit, at least in the Kootenays and for now. As 
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discussed in this sub-section, the reasons people were not moving over were 

multifactored. But without the drive, belief in legalization and wherewithal to engage in 

the legal regime, many people were opposed to making that change, “it takes a lot of 

money and it’s not necessarily going to work but you know you have to have the vision 

and what you want your business to be and what you want it to look like. And you know, 

maybe it’s just simply the barriers are laziness for some people and complacency for 

some people and just wanting things to be the same, not wanting change” (Cannabis 

participant 12 December 2019).  

5.2.2 According to Government Stakeholders 

Like most cannabis participants, many (who were often local) government participants 

opposed what they regarded as the federal government’s tax grab, or at least the 

financially motivated way that legalization was implemented. Yet a smaller number of 

others supported legalization for exactly that. However, more government stakeholders 

were critical of the federal government’s authorization over legalization; they said that 

legalization was no different than any other top-down process which ingenuously 

catered to those in power. Cynical of fair and transparent policy-making processes, a 

government participant commented that the federal government had a reputation to, 

“hire these big firms, pay them a hundred grand, seems to be that is the number. It’s 

either $50,000 or $100,000 for these big [consultants], usually it’s $100,000 and [the 

consultants] say, what do you want to hear? What kind of conclusions do you want to 
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have? We’ll just - you know, there’s liars, liars and then there’s statistics” (Government 

participant 3 September 2019). 

Indeed, many government participants interpreted the federal government as 

megalomaniac over legalization along with the persuasive corporate stakeholders like 

Canopy Growth and Tilray (George-Cosh, 2018) which drowned the voices of cannabis 

participants that were primarily excluded from policy-making. This showed a favouritism 

for “bold money and big families” (Government participant 30 July 2019) which led some 

government participants to suspect that the commodification of cannabis was the real 

intention behind legalization, “it was based on maximizing an opportunity for people with 

big money to get into a growth industry” (Government participant 24 June 2019). To be 

sure, several government participants were particularly concerned with the 

consolidation of profits to large organizations, and the omission of small players from 

the legal market. That was why a government participant insisted there needed to be a 

“focus on small businesses. Large corporate entities don’t need our help and have 

never been a part of the industry in the Kootenays anyway, so [the federal government] 

should be supporting the [local] industry” (Government participant 29 July 2019). 

Certainly, most government participants acknowledged a prohibition era cannabis 

industry in the Kootenays, although two government participants tried to decline such 

comment. The latter opinions thus positioned the commodification of cannabis as far 

less problematic. One of the two refuting government participants instead mentioned the 
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harmful effects of cannabis but ultimately acknowledged the industry’s existence 

anyway, “I really don’t know what you mean by ‘the industry’, but as far as cannabis 

goes, I mean that dates back to the 1970s that it’s been around. I have known people 

that have consumed it and I have known people that have used the medical aspect of it, 

etcetera and so I am quite familiar with cannabis, and I guess the adverse effects of 

cannabis” (Government participant 16 September 2019). The other government 

participant asserted that they simply had no idea about the Kootenay’s prevalent 

prohibition era economy, “I don’t have a clue, so I don’t actually watch a lot of news, and 

we do get media, we get a lot of media stuff sent to us on a daily basis, but I personally 

haven’t paid [attention], or seen a lot about the Kootenays in particular and how they 

operate in relation to cannabis at all” (Government participant 22 November 2019).  

Despite the obvious unease with acknowledging illicit business because of serious 

consequences with money laundering, 20 out of 21 government participants 

acknowledged or declared there was an existing illicit sector in the Kootenays. 

However, some government participants nevertheless considered that the greatest 

benefit of legalization was the new revenue stream, so long as it yielded a surplus over 

the costs of administration. That in turn would contribute to reducing the residential tax 

load for local governments, just like any other business. Some government participants 

even accepted illicit revenue so long as it was transformed into legal businesses, 

“legitimizing it means it’s not dark money anymore and a lot of them entered our 
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communities anyways as dark, revenue source is unknown, but there are a lot of new 

buildings selling widgets. And from that point on, there are more people paying taxes – 

that is the real opportunity” (Government participant 5 September 2019).  

Even though there was hope for taxation revenue from cannabis, so far there has been 

no surplus over the costs to implement legalization, “taxation is paying for all of that 

implementation right now, so it’s a big burden on the [local government] tax space” 

(Government participant 4 September 2019). Indeed, for a variety of reasons that are 

discussed in this section, several government participants were displeased with the way 

in which legalization was rolled out. One important reason relates to the near exclusive 

power of the federal government. 

5.2.2.1 Federal Jurisdiction, Power, and Influence 

Some government stakeholders were clear to point out that the federal government’s 

commodification of cannabis continued the pattern of subservience to large 

corporations, “the Liberal government favours big corporations. SNC Lavalin was a 

recent very public example” (Government participant 29 August 2019). One problem 

with the partiality to big business was it discounted other interests – corporations had, “a 

lot more lobbying power than small people currently in the industry [with] sick patients 

using cannabis” (Government participant 29 July 2019). What was especially different 

and concerning in the case of legalization in the rural Kootenays was the magnitude of 
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the consequences of the corporate-centric policy on the local rural community. As a 

government participant pointed out, legalization seemed to be a “nice feel-good story for 

Justin Trudeau and the Liberal government. I think that they pushed this through quickly 

to have it be a news story without necessarily doing the extent of consultation that is 

necessary for this industry. I think they resigned to – let’s just figure it out as we go. 

[But] in that process we are dealing with the livelihoods [of] tens of thousands of people 

in BC” (Government participant 27 June 2019).  

However, despite these problematic influences and the worrisome effects of legalization 

to the rural case study area, some government participants were completely fine with 

the structure and implementation of legalization. These participants considered the 

adverse effects of lenient alcohol and tobacco policies and how they have been difficult 

to scale back to address unintended outcomes of such relaxed legislation which have 

burdened the Canadian health care system (Sherk, 2020; Taylor, Rehm, Patra, Popova, 

& Baliunas, 2007; Willmore, Marko, Taing, & Sampasa-Kanyinga, 2017). This earned 

support for the initially rigorous structure of legalization. Accordingly, a government 

participant insisted cannabis was, “no different than any other commodity. It starts as 

being centralized, then once that works and they have control over sales it gets opened 

up. No different that wine sales or another commodity and I don’t know why cannabis 

would be treated any differently” (Government participant 24 July 2019). 
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But cannabis did receive alternative treatment in the rural Kootenays, at least under 

prohibition. For example, many government participants valued the socio-economic 

contributions of the illicit cannabis economy which purportedly allowed cash to circulate 

in the local economy over and over (Keating, 2015). They also understood the local 

cannabis industry’s secretive disposition. In turn, several government participants local 

to the area largely accepted the cannabis culture and for the most part, left the cannabis 

sector to be. Such government participants were somewhat defensive of the local sector 

when pressed, “interestingly as a resident in the area when those [opportunities to 

provide input into cannabis policy] came up, I felt some of the old feelings of 

protectionism. So, what information are they collecting from me, is this truly anonymous 

and questioning the validity of the [government’s] research process” (Government 

participant 27 June 2019).  

These government participants also questioned the federal government’s attempts to 

extract information from the area and how that information would be used for, or against 

the community, “how much do you want to share about your community that is sensitive 

or vulnerable? Is this going to benefit [the community]” (Government participant 29 July 

2019). Other government participants went so far as to say that the federal and 

provincial governments’ assertions about legalization were simply untrue, “everything 

the federal and provincial governments have said – this is not about protecting children, 

this is not about community safety, this is about lining their pockets, they are trying to 
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transform an organic industry – and by organic, meaning it grew in response to people’s 

needs and in response to communities’ needs” (Government participant 24 June 2019).  

The government participants who said they were primarily concerned for the rural study 

area’s wellbeing were skeptical of the federal government’s intentions behind 

legalization and thus, with the federal government’s requests for information. These 

government participants worried that sharing too much, and specifically illicitly oriented 

information, could have negative consequences on their local constituents which 

prevented such communication about the pre-legalization cannabis industry to the 

federal government. This furthered already estranged relations within and between 

governments, and hampered important knowledge gathering and transfer from local 

levels to federal levels. Further, the federal government made little effort to ease such 

concerns through what seemed like disinterest, “when we were at that symposium [in 

Nelson BC in April 2019] and the federal government came, it was like a check box and 

they didn’t stick around to hear anything. To me that was pretty poor engagement, they 

shouldn’t have come” (Government participant 19 August 2019).  

The indifferent and uncompromising position of the federal government presented 

legalization as an inflexible mechanism for conformity. Some government participants 

noted that legalization policy supplied two options to cannabis participants: to follow 

federal regulations or to simply stay out of the legal market. However, such an 

authoritative directive was recognized by government participants as simply 
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unproductive in the Kootenays, “when you come down with a hammer, people hide. 

They don’t seek help. They won’t ask you for help. You know what, I really wasn’t sure if 

that should be that way, can you come in and look at it? But if I show you and you are 

going to write me up and shut me down, I am never doing to get your wisdom, even 

though you have seen 100 operations, I will never benefit from your knowledge, cause I 

am afraid to show you anything that can be disproved” (Government participant 30 July 

2019).  

Concern over the federal government’s top-down rigid control over the legal economy 

was a reason why some government participants were displeased with what was 

described as the “false dichotomy” of legalization. Some government participants 

pointed out how the only two choices with handling the cannabis economy seemed to 

be based on a prohibitionist “war on drugs”, or a state-controlled capitalized corporate 

structure (Lagalisse 2018). Between these options, decriminalization was not presented 

as a choice, although several government participants voiced that preference. By 

ending the potential danger of clandestine operations, decriminalization held the 

potential to improve the health and safety of the public as well as the existing cannabis 

trade.  

Suggesting legalization was not protecting public health and safety as promised, a 

government participant reflected, “the bootlegged or the grey market is perceived as the 

quality product, and the other [legal product] may just be perceived as just the generic, 
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ABC brand. So, if the policies were designed to have an impact on public safety and the 

illegal market, they did it backwards” (Government participant 30 July 2019). This was 

one of the reasons why decriminalization was implored by several government 

participants as a more palatable possibility over the current structure of legalization, “I 

just say it’s a plant, let it grow. Free market is that. Legalization is not free market, that 

is government control market, whether you are talking about food or subsidies for all the 

different things we do. We don’t live in a free market, that is a joke. So, decriminalization 

from all levels would have been what actually enabled a new economy” (Government 

participant 4 September 2019). While decriminalization could have put an end to 

criminal sanctions, it did not offer the same control over cannabis production and 

consumption as legalization has. Nor would it earn taxes on government sanctioned 

cannabis.  

The federal government’s near exclusive control over the regulation of cannabis upset 

many government participants who said they were already disappointed with Health 

Canada’s handling of personal medical licenses. As a government participant who 

looked to Health Canada to address citizen complaints about an operation that was 

suspected of overgrowing its medical license limits (post-legalization) explains, “I am 

getting calls from the community saying there’s gun shots, there are dogs attacking 

kids. There’s definitely more plants than they should have” (Government participant 4 

September 2019). However, Health Canada responded saying there was nothing they 
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could do because of firm privacy rules around medical information which included these 

licenses. The government participant reflected, “how does that work? You are overly 

onerous on one level to even be able to achieve [legal recreational] certification, yet 

when it comes to people who have loads of evidence of criminal activity, you have no 

way of enforcing it?” (Government participant 4 September 2019).  

Health Canada’s response was perhaps partly due to strict privacy laws associated with 

personal medical information under which such licenses fall. However, it also 

underscored the federal government’s final power over cannabis businesses, policy, 

enforcement, and market participation. In short, the federal government’s staunch 

management of the cannabis sector illuminated their uncompromising leadership which 

appeared to prioritize taxation over all else according to several government 

participants.  

However, legalization was largely floundering in the Kootenays because of minimal 

legal participation particularly with the small players. A government participant 

acknowledged the ruinous situation, “we are really trying to bring some ideas in, to 

really get at this at a different angle cause we are aware it’s not being successful”, 

(Government participant 22 November 2019). Additionally, Health Canada indicated 

interest in developing the micro side of the industry with the initiation of a “Micro-

Strategy”, which remained undescribed at the time of writing, but it involved members of 

the Behavioural Insights in the Privy Council Office for its construction and 
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implementation. This indicated there was yet potential to turn things around for the rural 

area. 

5.2.2.2 Local Effects Thus Far  

Reflecting on the federal government’s-imposed authority over the so-called tax grab, 

several government participants commented about the effects on the local illicit market. 

Considering the popularity of personal medical licenses, the uninviting policy 

environment, and the largely unattainable legal recreational licensing for uncapitalized 

businesses, some government participants saw that the structure of legalization was 

unconvincing for engaging prohibition era participants, “this is not an effective business 

model if you are trying to capture 100% of the market” (Government participant 24 June 

1019). Elaborating on why the illicit market was expected to continue as it historically 

has in the Kootenays, “as soon as you throw government in, and regulate it, you ruin 

that free market, these people have been entrenched for generations here growing, 

selling, marketing, doing what they do. Just because the government makes it legal, 

doesn’t mean they can do that job better, cheaper, more efficient. Until something 

changes, the people that have been doing this for 20, 30 or 40 years, are experts at it, 

and they are not bound by the same regulations, salaries, union dues, etcetera, that the 

government version of that would look like” (Government participant 29 October 2019).  
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Some government participants suggested a loosening of the regulations as a solution to 

encourage legal participation in the rural area. For example, one key regulation that 

could be relaxed included a larger grow area to one acre for outdoor micro licenses. 

That would help outdoor farmers be more viable year-round since they can typically 

harvest only one crop. Such relaxed regulations may in turn encourage more farmers to 

go legal. However, as a government participant pointed out, the illicit economy has 

proven persistent, “I don’t think we’ll lose [the illicit economy]. I see it morphing down if 

the government rules get more open and legalization becomes more inclusive, but there 

will always be a level of illicit market” (Government participant 23 September 2019).  

Additionally, giving up power through acts of co-construction seemed uncharacteristic of 

the federal government; thus, it was hypothesized that the illicit market would likely 

continue under legalization. Even a government participant who tried to decline 

acknowledging the prohibition era sector surmised that illicit cannabis was expected to 

last, “if there was an underground economy where they were growing it illegally and 

putting it on the market, they were not paying taxes on it, there was not regulations, 

there was no control and obviously when they were selling it, I don’t think they were 

reporting it on their tax forms or whatever, it was a cash industry. For them to convert to 

legalization, if in fact they were doing it, is going to be a great financial loss. Is it viable? 

Or is it still going to drive the ‘cannabis industry’ as you may call it, further into the 

underground?” (Government participant 16 September 2019).  
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Considering rural cannabis economies in BC (pre-legalization) were generally known 

and acknowledged for, “compensating for insufficient minimum wages, pensions, and 

state disability benefits” (Lagalisse, 2018, p. 478), some government participants 

questioned why the federal government specifically carved out production (and 

processing) under their jurisdiction. Such a move to control the local sector seemed to 

disregard local values around cannabis production (and processing). Thus, some 

government participants genuinely supported continued illicit participation rather than 

engagement with the legal regime, “if that is the path [i.e., staying in the illicit market] 

you want to take, that is legitimate. It is probably a smart path for the next five years 

cause your product is worth more than the legal market” (Government participant 24 

July 2019).  

Although problematic to the current implementation of legalization, the local illicit 

cannabis industry was part of the Kootenay landscape. Being proximal to the rural local 

problem, many local government participants associated with the sentiments held by 

most cannabis participants. These government views were also the result of a dubious 

history with the federal government which predisposed disagreement with federal 

authority. For example, a government participant shared how they, “fight the meat 

inspection regulations all the time, with the same story. The cost to build an abattoir is 

completely cost prohibitive to our small farmers, so I am like, well know your farmer, 

know who they are, watch their practices, help them slaughter get involved. Here’s your 
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meat” (Government participant 4 September 2019). This illuminated how the largely 

uninviting legal environment led many government participants to support their local 

businesses, regardless of their legality. 

Indeed, most government participants expected the illicit market to persevere. 

Explaining how it was likely to continue under legalization, another government 

participant described it as, “friend to friend. You know if I grow great pot and have four 

or five people [as clients], you can make a living on that … [clients] don’t die, they live 

long and so you don’t need a big group to make it worthwhile to continue to produce 

some illicit, so I think that’s the life of illicit markets [which] will continue” (Government 

participant 23 September 2019). Yet, another government participant disagreed, “it’s not 

friend to friend, marijuana has been a huge unofficial corporation within Canada for 

years and years and years and it is such an industry, and it is such a machine” 

(Government participant 18 October 2019). The disagreeing government participant 

was also happy with legalization so far, “I have read the provincial and the federal 

[legislation], and it’s very well written actually. What is nice is its still enforceable by law 

enforcement. It is more of a fine based system, but it is charges you can lay under the 

federal system if you get into a certain point where there is several hundred pounds of 

marijuana and clearly this person is involved in some type of criminal organization. 

There is still an ability to enforce it that way” (Government participant 18 October 2019).  
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Additionally, and conversely to many of their counterparts, this government participant 

did not think the illicit market would continue under legalization, “for years, you deal with 

these growers and they are all it should be legal, but that’s not what you want, you want 

it to stay prohibited, cause that’s how you are making money, as soon as you shift it, it’s 

all going to go to big companies that produce massive amounts of these things of 

marijuana bud, and the person that is going to be successful, the business that is going 

to be successful is the one that is going be a huge field of it, harvests it every year and 

sells that entire produce over a course of a year, using sunshine, using big farm 

methods, rather than these facilities that cost thousands or millions of dollars to set-up 

and millions of dollars to operate” (Government participant 18 October 2019). 

While the commodification of cannabis was a discursive topic with the government 

group, many government participants disfavoured the impetus behind cannabis policy 

primarily because it problematized local businesses while favouring elite corporations as 

well as the federal government. With the majority of government participants (that were 

mainly from local government, along with some from the provincial government) stating 

dissatisfaction with their involvement in cannabis policy-making, it was unsurprising they 

also disfavoured the federal government’s newly imposed control over and 

commodification of cannabis. For these reasons, several government participants did 

not necessarily support the current structure of legalization or encourage legal 
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participation within the so-called federal government’s tax grab. Clearly, such dissent 

carried implications which are discussed next. 

5.3 Division 

5.3.1 Experienced by Cannabis Stakeholders 

Cannabis participants moving towards legalization needed to abandon an illicit past. 

Most people seeking legal licensing were clear about their distinction from any illicit 

counterparts, “I see a lot of organizations that are transitioning into the new system from 

the previous system, one might call that grey, but from the old system to the new 

system, with still a foot in both worlds and from our perspective … it seems pretty black 

and white, we are very careful to stay on the right side of the fence. We don’t think its 

beneficial to be involved or associate with too much of that previous system because of 

where we are headed” (Cannabis participant 21 June 2019). In their choice to advance 

towards the legal marketplace, they accepted the terms of legalization, “two and a half 

years ago we went in the direction to work with government, to not hide it in the dark, to 

put a light on it” (Cannabis participant 19 June 2019). That propelled a handful of 

participants into the legal space with a desire to advance, “a lot of those organizations 

are coming in saying we are going to fight this, and I don’t know … I get standing up for 

what you think is right, but in the same aspect, you have to evolve, you have to go 

forward” (Cannabis participant 25 June 2019). 
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However, others resisted legalization. In this way legalization forced a choice between 

the two markets. Contrarily, some people were also involved with both the legal and 

illicit markets. A cannabis participant spoke about a “new alliance [that had] formed 

between Licensed Producers and the underground producers. Lawyers have figured out 

a loophole and underground farmers are contracted to grow specific strains” (Cannabis 

participant 28 June 2019). Both small players and large known entities kept these legal-

illicit relations. The latter’s relations were described by another cannabis participant, 

“these corporate groups come in [to legalization] and [because of] who they are tied to, I 

think there is gangster activity, and these groups are working on both ends right now. I 

think they are working on moving [illicit] product and working on trying to get legitimate 

and making sure that their people are doing well on both ends” (Cannabis participant 26 

June 2019).  

Continuing with illicit activities aggravated some legally oriented cannabis participants, 

who by and large severed economic and some social ties with the illicit world. Although 

it was not necessarily their preference to stop illicit operations, some of these people 

lacked tolerance for those who remained in the underground economy. A cannabis 

participant admitted how, “things are fuzzy now, but after that, it will be black and white. 

At that point there is a viable legal market that you are allowed to participate in if you 

like. There is no barrier to entry, so why would you continue to be illegal?” (Cannabis 

participant 19 June 2019). While barriers to legal market participation included 
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treatment of cannabis participants as criminals, difficult security clearances (even for 

those without a criminal record (Humphreys, 2020)), strict compliance requirements, 

high costs, and minimal access to banking services and capital, many cannabis 

participants elected to stay illicit. For the time being, staying illicit was perceived as less 

precarious than legal market participation. This sense of security was supported by 

personal medical licenses which the Supreme Court has ruled as constitutional (Tang, 

2016).  

The courts often rejected charges against personal medical licenses which afforded 

cannabis producers a way to take part in the cannabis economy with some legitimacy in 

terms of prosecution, safety. This in part formed the semi-legal grey market, “they were 

selling it to the dispensaries, that was the grey market … It wasn't black and white at the 

time, there was a sorta quasi-way in, that’s what [prohibition era participants] are still 

trying to do, and that’s what farm-gate sales will be” (Cannabis participant 19 June 

2019). Within the legal market this participant was concerned that farm-gate sales 

would allow for continued illicit activity. The unease rested on verification methodologies 

involved in face-to-face transactions, which was apparently where backdoor deals went 

down. This would offer a potential loophole for illicit activity which would enable dual 

market participation.  

Accepting the illicit market for offering a practical livelihood in an otherwise economically 

depressed area, many cannabis participants supported its evolution in the Kootenays 
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prior to legalization, “with [personal] medical licenses the grows got bigger and moved 

out of urban centers which was good cause we don’t need them scattered in suburban 

neighbourhoods. We saw them move to the outskirts where shops and larger buildings 

could be used, and of course indoor production became more and more prevalent in the 

Kootenays as time went on and the Kootenays slowly became known as producing 

super high quality indoor [product]. And that has been awesome for this community, the 

[personal] medical licenses allowed people to build out their operations and [be] more 

professional, [in a] more above-board manner” (Cannabis participant 29 August 2019).  

However, for those who were “hemorrhaging money” just to apply for legal licensure, 

the illicit market was their competition. In this case, the competition benefitted from no 

requirement to adhere to regulations which made for inexpensive production, “I don’t 

think it will keep working having illegal and legal, I think there is going to be a conflict 

with that … it will be [legal] people telling on their [illicit] neighbours and that kind of 

thing which would cause a lot of trouble” (Cannabis participant 18 December 2019).  

Legalization is a cultural change for the local cannabis sector. Considering how they 

have been actively concealing their activities for decades, “for 20 years I have had to 

live in a certain way where I had to isolate myself and stay super quiet about everything 

and a lot of people can’t do that and it’s not very healthy. And when all of a sudden – 

and government is like, now its legal and you have to do this and this and this” 

(Cannabis participant 15 August 2019), legal participation is a whole new world to the 



 

 

241 

 

counterculture community. Such a choice to either reveal oneself and work in the open 

or remain autonomous over day-to-day clandestine operations has triggered internal 

conflict. Legalization is forcing a changed philosophy which is a key issue underscoring 

legalization, “we have all been working in private, but the government now says, you are 

going to work in public, but to work in public you gotta do this, so it’s all about private to 

public” (Cannabis participant 3 July 2019). Not everyone is ready or capable to make 

that change, causing division. 

While several cannabis participants sought out the romantic counterculture associated 

with the illicit cannabis economy, some acknowledged there was a “dirty little side” 

(Cannabis participant 12 December 2019) to the industry’s lawlessness. That covered 

everything from a lack of standard operating procedures and poor staff treatment to an 

overlap with other crimes like beatings. Acknowledging these shortcomings, illicit 

markets were said to be “no better than the legal side, and that’s why when people start 

bashing the government and bashing the legality, and bashing how unfair it is, it’s like 

you guys aren’t really looking at this form a rational point of view” (Cannabis participant 

12 December 2019). The acceptance for the implementation of legalization divided the 

cannabis participants according to those who were on board with it and those who were 

not. 

In this way legalization was said to be “stressing the socio-economic system because in 

some ways everybody is becoming an island again, whereas it’s to our benefit for 
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everybody to work together, but because the illicit market is that much more illicit, it is 

pushing people back into the shadows again, meanwhile there are folks like us who are 

trying to come out and show our cards” (Cannabis participant 3 July 2019). As a 

common form of employment in the Kootenays, cannabis participation had fostered 

shared norms, objectives, and values but such qualities were being implicated with 

legalization, “that is kind of a worry of mine, I don’t want to see our community be 

fragmented like that, I don’t want to see a division like that, cause [cannabis is] a huge 

thing in our community” (Cannabis participant 12 December 2019).  

The government played a role in fostering the division experienced by the sector; Health 

Canada offered preference towards at least one cannabis business but not others. This 

was shared by a cannabis participant whose negotiations were unlike any others; they 

said they told the federal agency it was “really important to our business model that we 

get something happening, we can’t just go another year without having any production – 

we won’t make it financially, and [a representative at Health Canada] said, ok go for it” 

(Cannabis participant 12 December 2019). Although the business did not have a legal 

license to cultivate, they were given the green light to start growing. This was 

unprecedented within the legal system.  

The outcome of that negotiation was complicated, “we can’t sell it, right, that would be 

the big no-no, we don’t know what Health Canada is going to say to us … our advisor … 

was like, maybe you guys should sell it now, and I am like oh, don’t tell us that now, this 
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is like comeon, we’ve been trying to [operate above board]. I was like that is not a good 

thing for your organization to be telling us right now. And [they were] like, I just don’t 

want to see you guys get screwed” (Cannabis participant 12 December 2019). While 

this arrangement defied all others according to other research participants it points to an 

example of fruitful cannabis-government relations. Yet, it upset people who were 

frustrated with their experience with dealing with Health Canada. For example, in trying 

to establish the opening day, which is when a farmer can legally start growing cannabis, 

it was generally part of an unclear process. As a cannabis participant shared, “the CRA 

is going to give you fines for having your plants in there before the CRA issues you your 

license. So, the CRA more or less tells when opening day is, but [people from Health 

Canada] don’t tell you this” (Cannabis participant 18 December 2019). This topic has 

been vetted on the Facebook group entitled Canadian Cannabis Micro-Licenses where 

people have suggested it was up to the individual Health Canada reviewer to decide 

when a farmer can start growing.  

Government partiality was not only experienced by cannabis participants at the federal 

level, but also locally. For example, Nelson’s Railtown area prohibited cannabis growing 

except for one concession that was awarded to a group of well-funded local 

entrepreneurs from legitimate businesses including Retallack and Mountain Culture 

Magazine. While such an exception was not necessarily unlike other financially 

motivated decisions that tend to be made by governments elsewhere, several people 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/494228721063364
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noted that “reputable” cannabis actors new to the legal space were prioritized. These 

“good” cannabis participants seemed to be able to use their clout to influence local 

government decisions. Such preferential treatment encouraged people who were vying 

for the legal market to try to protect their interest while quashing other businesses. In 

turn, people seemed to be saying, “we’re good, they’re not good. We’re in, they’re not 

in. We got the golden ticket, [which created] false scarcity, keep us in” (Cannabis 

participant 15 November 2019).  

Knowing these frustrations, expenses and troubles that were experienced by the legal 

cannabis sector, a cannabis participant declared what they saw as the best choice, “I 

think the only hope is for most of us is to just continue illicitly. And dare I say, just 

compete the heck out of [legal cannabis], shut them out of business. Which is what we 

are pretty good at. We are pretty good at winning” (Cannabis participant 1 August 

2019). Supporting illicit participation, it was believed it would likely continue, “Tweed is 

hiring master growers for $15 an hour. These guys [illicit cannabis participants] make 

$200,000 a year, what the hell makes you think they are going to go work for some 

corporate prick?” (Cannabis participant 9 October 2019).  

The non-regulated sector was economically advantaged because it did not adhere to 

the legal market’s arduous and expensive compliance requirements. Indeed, the legal 

market faces exorbitant costs for the construction of ultramodern indoor facilities which 

also require immense heat and power. Disincentivized by what was seen as a complex 
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process with subjective security clearances (Humphreys, 2020), invisibility to federal 

authorities, or treatment as if they were criminals, as well as the federal government’s 

tax grab along and massive costs to go legal, some illicit participants were driven further 

underground, or they went out of business. Others were grappling with the legal regime. 

Yet others walked the line in between the two markets.  

5.3.2 Experienced by Government Stakeholders 

Government participants were also divided because of legalization in two primary ways. 

First, the group disagreed over the value of supporting prohibition era participants and 

their transition to legalization, and second, they were separated over the structure of 

legalization. While division revealed itself as an effect of legalization, it was mainly a 

consequence of prohibition and it was amplified by the remoteness of the federal 

government.  

Many government participants said that they hoped cannabis participants could 

transition from illicit markets to legal businesses, “it should be relatively simple, [the 

federal] government needs to find a way to incorporate and include the cannabis 

industry we have here in a legal future, which they want to be included in the legal 

future” (Government participant 29 August 2019). However, others were unsupportive. 

Of the latter, some were clear that government aid should not help this transition as a 

government participant explained, “you are free market competing with the regulated 
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market, so with incentives that is just another cost to the government” (Government 

participant 29 October 2019). Not only was the legal market understood to be less 

lucrative than the illicit market, but these government participants recognized that taking 

part legally required a philosophical change that contrasted sharply with the flexibility 

and certain freedoms enjoyed within the illicit market.  

Seeing philosophical change at the root of legal participation issues, some government 

participants positioned that as the holdup, despite any amount of government support. A 

government participant elaborated, “you have been under the radar for 25-30 years and 

it’s about mindset, do you want to go up and pay taxes, and all of a sudden there’s a 

bunch of regulations and forms you have to fill out that you haven’t had to do for 

however long? It’s basically changing the mindset for illegal growers” (Government 

participant 20 November 2019).  

However, other government participants went further and took issue with the 

implementation of legalization, rather than the attitudes of the people from the 

prohibition era. A government participant explained, “we even had officials in there 

saying, don’t ever legalize it, it will kill the economy of this region. Because the 

difference in what you might make in a black market, and I am not promoting black 

market, [but] some things make a lot of sense in a black market because government is 

sometimes the worst thing you can do to an economy” (Government participant 4 

September 2019). While this participant believed the legal market would be largely 
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unprofitable, it was because of the authoritarian regulations that had been put in place. 

Additionally, such regulations were deterring and preventing small players from taking 

part legally. In short, the structure of the regulations was the problem. 

These perspectives valued the local cannabis sector and its people, and they were 

based on the local economic development problem and the task of transitioning the 

existing sector. However, other (unsupportive) government participants were focused on 

the dominant policy discourse which prioritized health and safety and often vilified 

cannabis consumption. As a government participant explained, “I don’t think [cannabis 

is] good, it causes mental health issues and a whole bunch of other things” 

(Government participant 18 October 2019). Such beliefs about cannabis consumption 

formed under prohibition when cannabis was illegal, and research limited.  

Evidently, opposition towards cannabis has not ended with legalization. Some 

government participants went so far as to endorse the continued enforcement of illegal 

activities. They supported provincial and federal legislation as it stood at the time, “we 

pass laws, we expect them to be abided and adhered to and if it’s something that is 

illegal, those laws we don’t pass and it’s the province or federal. And I fully support any 

legislation and the enforcement of legislation and compliance” (Government participant 

16 September 2019).  
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However, others who valued the local sector and its people shared apprehension over 

the enforcement of cannabis activities that occurred outside of the legal framework, “I 

have deep concern about those communities, those producers, being left in the illicit 

realm, which I don’t think is going to bode well when we get into a stronger compliance 

and enforcement regime in the coming years” (Government participant 26 August 

2019). Indeed, two and a half years post-legalization enforcement was said to be 

increasing in some rural parts of BC outside the study region, like Salmon Arm (Laba, 

2021). 

Government participants who valued the local sector and its people were mostly 

disapproving of the structure of legalization and how it was rolled out. These 

government participants criticized legalization as being unavailable to the many locals 

who aspired to cultivate, “I think socially, it will be really shameful if the people who are 

the best at the industry are still isolated in their income” (Government participant 5 

September 2019). Also upset with the federal government’s authoritative control over 

the local cannabis sector that led to its current rigid structure, a government participant 

insisted, “they are killing it. They are restricting access and fucking with the genetics of 

the plant” (Government participant 24 June 2019). The primary concern in this case 

rested with the limited cannabis varieties available in the legal market. New genetics 

can only be brought in from the illicit market with a one-time declaration during the 

licensing process (Government of Canada, 2018a).  
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Baffled by these rules some local government participants were concerned with their 

lack of input in regulating cannabis and the top-down federal authority over cannabis. 

The uncompromising federal government was particularly noticeable when dealing with 

Health Canada. Reaching back to prohibition, Health Canada’s problematic jurisdiction 

over local issues was explained by a government participant who looked for help in 

addressing a local cannabis facility, “we had suspected on several occasions the 

licensed growers were exceeding what they were allowed to grow, and I suggested to 

[Health Canada] what would be great – let’s get your investigators and we can go with 

you to keep the peace, and make sure everyone is safe and you guys can do your thing 

and the response was, we don’t have any investigators. We don’t have any” 

(Government participant 29 October 2019).  

Division over the structure of legalization and how it has been regulated from top-down 

was generally experienced between Health Canada, the RCMP, and all other 

government participants. To be clear, division caused by the federal government may 

have been unintentional, because it was embedded in policy discourse and caused by 

distanced administrative processes that focused excessively on criminality. Explaining 

difficulties with working remotely from the Kootenays, a government participant said, “I 

think federal [government] is very remote and it's not our Member of Parliament that is 

remote, I think he has just as much difficulty – maybe if you are coming from an area 

that is heavily from an industry [it] would make him a very valued informant for policy. I 
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don’t know that he was offered that opportunity” (Government participant 5 September 

2019).  

The federal government’s lack of attention to the local problem was not always 

tolerated. In fact, it frustrated several government participants to push more firmly 

against the federally mandated policy, “in all honesty I think the federal government is 

screwing up big time [and] it comes to the detriment of these communities … when they 

think they are doing a great thing by legalizing it. Just stay the hell out of it” 

(Government participant 4 September 2019). Situating legalization as the catalyst for an 

industry downturn (since some businesses went out of business and uptake in the legal 

system had been sluggish), a government said, “I would like to see the Canadian, 

federal or provincial [governments] treating it like they would if it was a sawmill. The 

General Motors plant got bailed out. We are about to go through a huge transition and 

there has been nothing provided to enable this transition” (Government participant 29 

July 2019). As discussed in Chapter Three, there was almost one million dollars of 

provincial funding from the Ministry of Social Development and Poverty Reduction for 

Community Futures Central Kootenay’s CBTI program (Community Futures Central 

Kootenay, 2019). However, clear federal support for disproportionally targeted 

communities under prohibition like the Kootenays, continues to be absent (Valleriani, 

Lavalley, & McNeil, 2018).  
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Tensions unsettled the government group; there were those who accepted the current 

form of legalization which they perceived was going ahead well, and those who were 

displeased with the regulatory roll-out which they interpreted as largely failing in the 

Kootenays. The dissatisfied partition insisted that the policy was displaced, “I don’t think 

the current policy and the way it’s been regulated is done well, at all, it’s in the wrong 

department, it shouldn’t be in Health Canada. It should be in Economic Development, 

[although] there should be a Health Canada component to it” (Government participant 3 

September 2019). Contrarily, the satisfied partition was relatively encouraged with 

legalization to date, “I think it’s going well. I think obviously [with] brand-new legal 

markets, there are going to be issues with supply, logistics, problems – not problems, 

concern – [and] expected issues around accessibility” (Government participant 30 

September 2019).  

Finally, it should be noted that some government participants who were dissatisfied with 

the structure of legalization held a “bias towards hoping there continues to be some illicit 

market. Like people to make their own wine, too. I don’t see it as replacing the [illicit] 

system, the legal system. I just hate to see it die altogether” (Government participant 23 

September 2019). Additionally, a small number of government participants disclosed a 

history of growing cannabis, while one participant admitted to current, legal involvement. 

That said, division within the government group because of legalization was 

unsurprising, but it was affecting the rural area and their capacity to transition to the 
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legal regime. As a government participant reminded, “it’s a plant. Grow it. And Smoke it. 

It’s really difficult to maintain a death grip on a plant” (Government participant 24 June 

2019).  

5.4 Opportunities 

This chapter focused on key local challenges of legalization that were compounded by 

the federal government’s strict policy and distanced oversight. These challenges have 

affected legal participation and interrupted an equitable transition to legalization.  

Despite these hurdles, some participants also shared opportunities with legalization. 

Opportunities were mostly presented by the legally oriented cannabis participants who 

were operating within or planning to operate within the legal regime. Cannabis 

trailblazers approaching the legal marketplace were engaging in a new kind of politics 

that allied local and regional governments with the local cannabis sector. Replacing the 

machinations that were borne during prohibition, participants from both groups talked 

about fresh allyship that promised to address some of the early challenges of 

legalization. However, a cooperative effort between government and the cannabis 

economy requires tact, gentle acceptance, and the reconciliation of past trauma and 

prejudices as discussed in more detail in Chapter Six.  
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5.4.1 Building New Relationships  

After limited engagement with cannabis policy, it was clear that many rural cannabis 

participants and local government participants were disappointed with the 

implementation of legalization for their long-time growing area. However, the 

government also shared intentions to better engage with the local cannabis sector, “I 

am definitely interested in taking their names and providing them to my team and 

understanding how we can make [engagement] happen” (Government participant 22 

November 2019). Although there was no direct follow-up to that offer, perhaps that 

intention helped to facilitate Health Canada’s December 12, 2020, Notice of 

intent — Consultation on the Cannabis Regulations: Cannabis research and other 

regulatory issues.  

The consultation on cannabis regulatory issues offered 30 days for public feedback on 

research related to cannabis and more pointedly to the local problem of legalization. In 

this regard, there were two questions about the cannabis micro licensing classes which 

were asked: “Are the regulatory requirements for the micro-cultivation, micro-

processing, and nursery licences (e.g., cultivation and processing limits) appropriate 

given their scale?” and “Are there any elements of the regulatory framework that put 

micro-cultivation, micro-processing and nursery licence holders at a competitive 

disadvantage compared to larger companies? If so, how, and what adjustments would 

you propose?” (Government of Canada, 2020b). 
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The Kootenay’s Cannabis Economic Development Council on behalf of prospective and 

current legal cannabis businesses in the Central Kootenays submitted a response which 

recommended that security clearances do not preclude prospective applicants that carry 

a non-violent criminal record and that such processes are done at the beginning of an 

application process before substantial funds are invested on behalf of the applicant 

(Cannabis Economic Development Council, 2021). Additionally, the Cannabis Economic 

Development Council recommended an increase in growing space for micro cultivators, 

an ability to better label cannabis products so micro cultivators can tell their unique 

story, and the need to use a science based method for testing for harmful microbials, 

rather than blanketly testing for all microbials (Cannabis Economic Development 

Council, 2021). While the solicitation of public feedback was a positive step in 

addressing challenges for small cannabis businesses which exist in the Kootenays, the 

questions glazed over the larger and messier issues raised and captured in this project.  

Nevertheless, legalization is supplying a unique opportunity for the cannabis sector and 

government to work together in unprecedented ways. To this end, all levels of 

government have encouragingly expressed interest in cooperating with the sector. For 

example, a government participant claimed, “I would love [the local cannabis sector] to 

work with us. How can we help each other? Let’s collaborate on this, figure out how this 

works … I acknowledge that not all people may want to come in [to the legal market], 

and that is fine” (Government participant 22 November 2019).  



 

 

255 

 

Although this was a promising invitation, it also dismissed the opinions and ideals of the 

local cannabis sector that did not fit within the current regulatory structure. It implied a 

choice to the local cannabis sector; they could conform to legalization or choose to stay 

out. It thus demonstrated a systemic oversight by the government of the local cannabis 

sector’s counterculture and alternate way of life. 

For this reason, and based on previous experience, many cannabis participants were 

leery about the viability of bi-directional support or collaboration between the local 

cannabis sector and government which could potentially enable legal participation and 

support the local cannabis sector. After all, the government had failed to meet the 

counterculture where they could be found, meaning, they had yet to put aside their own 

aspirations for the local cannabis sector in order to understand the sector’s (and 

region’s) goals under legalization. Some cannabis and government participants thus 

suggested that the government needed to listen to the local cannabis sector without 

judgment, ask honest questions, and recognize that cannabis participants, including 

those with criminal records are human and deserve of a fair chance in the legal market. 

Doing their part to enable a fair chance in the legal market, some government allies 

demonstrated acceptance for cannabis participants who were feeling underrepresented 

and for those who were “justifiably paranoid”. They also understood cannabis 

participants were fearful of incarceration and the potential seizure of personal property 

(which does not require a conviction or a criminal charge, just evidence of a connection 
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to crime according to the Community Safety Act (Lindsay, 2019)). Many government 

participants believed that prohibition itself was what was criminal. As a government 

participant explained the budding relationships, “we are pulling the levers … to do our 

part, right? We don’t own it, the community, the producers, the people involved in the 

sector own it. I think everybody has got to do their part” (Government participant 26 

August 2019).  

These government participants conveyed an understanding of the local cannabis 

sector’s social injustice, as well as their requirements for inclusion. Such empathy 

indicated a willingness to work with the sector. However, one obstacle hampering 

collaboration included concern over illicitly earned tax-free income which was 

underpinned by the criminal frame. But, as several cannabis and government 

participants pointed out, income earned under prohibition was often used to create 

opportunities in legal markets where it eventually earned taxation. For example, a 

cannabis participant said their peers should try to, “make it work, turn that money into 

an education, turn that into a small business, turn that money into something that the 

government would appreciate the tax dollars and appreciate you getting an education” 

(Cannabis participant 14 August 2019). Similar comments were also made by some 

government participants who accepted how illicit money could support legal activity, 

“where people are willing to come in, invest the capital and build up those businesses, 

leveraging off the original illegal grow operations” (Government participant 30 
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September 2019). In these ways, illicitly earned income seemed to be viewed as less 

problematic by some participants and not as heavily predicated on the criminal frame. 

However, illicit income was connected to money laundering in the Kootenays (and 

elsewhere) under prohibition, which brought concern from some government and some 

cannabis participants because of its association with organized crime. Outside of that, 

illicitly earned money remained problematic for the local sector because those people 

earning cash “didn’t have the same opportunities as normal people to build up assets. 

Even if they do have $80,000 under the stairs, they can’t put that towards their 

mortgage” (Cannabis participant 24 July 2019). Although the government purportedly 

assumed the pre-legalization cannabis sector had mountains of cash buried in their 

back yard, leveraging illicitly made income was difficult or impractical. Without the 

supplemental crop income, legalization was far less financially viable. As a cannabis 

participant explained, “I think one of the biggest problems is the people who are growing 

cannabis in the so called grey market don’t have a legal way to continue growing and 

selling it while they are in application for their licenses” (Cannabis participant 24 

October 2019).   

To overcome these sticky issues with the cannabis sector’s criminal past, participants 

from both groups spoke about the need for reconciliation between the government and 

the cannabis sector. Reconciliation requires the rejection of the foundation of the 
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criminal frame on which cannabis policy and enforcement have been predicated and 

from which harmful impacts of prohibition were based. While deconstructing the criminal 

frame is a complex process, as elaborated on in Chapter Six, reconciliation may bring 

opportunities for an ongoing mutually respectful relationship.  

Indeed, reconciliation could address the inauspicious feelings held by cannabis towards 

the government that were returned by some government participants towards the local 

cannabis sector. These sentiments have prevented allyship, “for me, I want nothing to 

do with that culture, I am not going to hang out with people that are part of that culture. I 

find it annoying. It’s the best way I can put it, when you have to deal with that enough” 

(Government participant 29 October 2019).  

It was clear that opportunities with legalization in the Kootenays were rooted in 

relationship building between the two groups. As a government participant said, it “goes 

back to the fundamental of government finding a legal way to include our small growers 

in the future of legal cannabis. Number one” (Government participant 29 August 2019). 

The importance of the inclusion of pre-legalization cannabis participants was echoed by 

the cannabis sector, “if you want the cannabis industry to be a success you need to get 

the people that are the cannabis industry operating in your arena” (Cannabis participant 

29 August 2019). Yet the involvement of the prohibition era economy falls outside of the 

federal government’s stated intentions behind legalization which aim to ensure public 
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health and safety and eliminate the illicit market. As a government participant reminded, 

“we are just making sure that what we put in place for these new regulations is kind of 

honouring what we intended by the regulations” (Government participant 22 November 

2019). Thus, the dominant frame for legalization overlooks the importance of 

relationship building in Kootenays.  

However, opportunities for collaborative partnerships supply the most hope for the 

legalized future in the Kootenays. Such new relationships demand shared control to 

support the local economy in transition. This was why reconciliation of past suffering 

that arose from the illegality of cannabis was said as necessary to enable new politics 

so that the government and cannabis sector can effectively work together under 

legalization. This was especially the case for those who endured trauma when robbed 

at gun point or were handcuffed in front of their kids. As a cannabis participant urged 

when referring to the local cannabis environment, “when something is so cultural, when 

something is so big, it doesn’t benefit from legalization per se, it benefits from 

reconciliation” (Cannabis participant 15 November 2019).  

5.5 Summary 

This chapter identified three key challenges, which arose from axial coding of the 

thematized data, with the implementation of legalization in the rural Kootenays. It 

elaborated on key themes such as the invisibility of the local cannabis sector because of 
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their criminal past and the lack of rural, local government input in cannabis decision 

making, the suspected financial motives behind legalization that went largely 

unaddressed, and division within and between the stakeholder groups over the 

suitability, feasibility, and structure of legalization. 

These multifactored challenges have driven some cannabis participants further 

underground, while putting others out of business, and deepened suspicion and 

mistrust. These outcomes have obstructed important social relations and the formation 

of new politics that are required for an effective transition between the local cannabis 

sector and government. They have also done little to eliminate the illicit market; the 

identified challenges have slowed the Kootenay’s transition to legalization. 

The government was generally aware of these challenges, but they found it difficult to 

work with disinclined people. Sticking to the intent with legalization a government 

participant said, “our goal is to regulate cannabis, [but] how do we do it if people aren’t 

willing to participate in the regime?” (Government participant 22 November 2019). As 

this research finds, opportunities for reconciliation and collaboration were suggested by 

both stakeholder groups to support more legal participation. Perhaps as an outcome of 

such cooperation, various governments and the local cannabis sector may eventually 

agree upon a transition plan for the Kootenays that would incline people to participate 

legally. As a cannabis participant suggested, the governments could say, “Ok farmers, 

we know you have been doing this all along, you have been doing a fine job – a round 
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of applause – and we would like you to continue so we would like to reward you, and for 

you to continue the excellent work you have done and provide you with a timeline, say a 

two-year transitional timeline” (Cannabis participant 24 June 2019). Such agreed on 

plans could help to address challenges with legalization while leveraging opportunities 

for collaboration. In this way, legalization holds promise for the Kootenays. 
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Chapter 6 Returning to the Research Questions 

6.1 Introduction 

This exploratory research aimed to understand how the introduction of cannabis 

legalization in Canada on 17 October 2018 has affected the Kootenay region of BC, a 

long-time cannabis producing rural region. This examination used a novel 

interdisciplinary framing that highlighted the intersection between transitioning 

economies and stakeholder participation which centered on collaborative partnerships. 

This research addressed four questions to understand and clarify the perceived and 

experienced immediate effects of legalization to the region: 

1. Is the framing based on transitioning economies and stakeholder participation an 

accurate representation of the dynamics of the case region?  

2. What are the perceived and experienced social, economic, and political impacts 

of legalization? 

3. What evidence is there of evidence-based policy-making for Bill C-45, the 

Cannabis Act? 

4. How can the Kootenay region effectively transition to legalization considering the 

key challenges and opportunities faced by the two key stakeholder groups?  
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Each of these questions is discussed below. The importance of these findings for 

research, policy and rural economic development are elaborated on in the final Chapter 

Seven. 

6.2 Assessment of Framing: Transitioning Economies and 

Stakeholder Participation  

This section evaluates the transition of the illicit cannabis economy to the legal economy 

(i.e., the transition is largely focused on the cannabis sector) in the Kootenay region and 

whether it can be accurately represented by the conceptual framing based on 

transitioning economies and stakeholder participation that was outlined in Chapter Four, 

Methodology. The evaluation considers whether the transition to legalization includes 

key characteristics that are associated with transitioning economies and whether the 

transition should be wrapped within the larger context of genuine stakeholder 

participation. Genuine stakeholder participation is enabled by supporting stakeholder 

empowerment, competency, and capacity, and signalled by collaborative partnerships. 

To reiterate, according to the literature key characteristics of transitioning economies 

include accelerated and interdependent social, political, and economic change, 

originating developmental eras within the restructuring and negotiation periods, major 

economic triggers that forced the economic transitions, and the use of economic 

development paradigm(s) that helped (or are helping) to enable the transition. 
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Additionally, social, and political change include evidence of collaborative efforts (i.e., 

through partnerships) between major stakeholders to enable greater adaptability, 

resiliency, and local empowerment. 

6.2.1 Is the Transition to Legalization alike a Traditional Transitioning Economy 

which requires attention to Stakeholder Participation? 

The characteristics of transitioning economies presented in Chapter Two Literature 

Review are first reviewed. The six characterizations were extracted from the collection 

of literature on transitioning economies. Additionally, consideration for an overarching 

need for genuine stakeholder participation decides the overall fit of the proposed 

interdisciplinary framing for this research. The fit to transitioning economies is 

considered according to evidence from the Kootenay region within the table below. 

Table 2  

Assessment of Characteristics of Transitioning Economies 

Descriptive 
categorization 

Characteristics from the 
literature 

Evidence from the  
Kootenay region (specific to the 

cannabis economy) 

Key forces 
driving 

transitions: 

1980s recession and 2008 
financial crisis which 

contributed to global price 
crashes, greater 

international competition, 
and domestic pressures. 

 

The enactment of cannabis 
legalization, Bill C-45. 
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Originating 
developmental 

era: 

The “restructuring” era 
following the 1980s 
recession, and the 

“negotiation” era following 
the 2008 financial crisis. 

The current negotiation era. 

Economic 
development 
paradigms 
enabling 

transitions: 

Competitive advantage (as 
opposed to comparative 

advantage). 

Early signs of competitive advantage. 

Economic 
change:  

Signals of economic 
restructuring from a single 

export-oriented raw 
resource to a diversified, 
flexible, and autonomous 
economy (and sources of 

capital). 

From illicit raw flower exports to legal 
value-added initiatives via a 

proposed regional processing plant 
and other private businesses. Local 

capital proves difficult to acquire. 

Political 
change:  

Evidence of leadership 
reconfiguration from top-

down policy and directives 
to decentralized and multi-

level collaboration and 
control. 

 
 

Leadership reconfiguration has been 
clear. However, governance over 
cannabis has been changing from 

the enforcement of illicit activities and 
decentralized self-governance 

(holding informal regulatory powers 
over the illicit economy) to federally 

instigated top-down legalization 
policy. Thus, there is an absence of 
decentralized control. Additionally, 
multi-level collaborative processes 

have been appearing between 
government and the local cannabis 

sector. 

Social and 
cultural change:  

Signs of social restructuring 
that builds social capital, 
local empowerment, and 

local capacity often through 
entrepreneurial action. 

 
 

In some instances, social capital has 
been negatively affected with 

legalization because of the choice to 
go legal or not, however, signs of 

local empowerment were also clear 
through entrepreneurial action and 
new associations which is building 

new social capital. 



 

 

266 

 

Based on the assessment of the Kootenay region’s experience as a transitioning 

economy as outlined in Table 2, the transition to legalization for the cannabis economy 

appears to fit the characteristics of a traditional economy in transition that is occurring 

within the early stages. The transition is not yet complete. Additionally, there are some 

differences from a traditional transition. Namely, this transition was triggered by the 

implementation of nation-wide policy rather than an economic crisis (although some 

participants posited the introduction of legalization policy created a local economic 

crisis), and the political (and immediate social) change is somewhat reverse to that of a 

traditional transition. Thus, a focus on stakeholder participation is essential as an 

overarching concept for framing this economic transition, which this research 

consequently fits well. Finally, this research largely considered the economic transition 

specific to the cannabis industry, whereas traditional economic transitions have often 

been more inclusive of other sectors and are thus often referenced by community. 

Additionally, this research argues that transitions are ideally considered at the regional 

level although that scope largely remains elusive within current literature. Next, the 

accuracy of the framing is discussed to explain the changes (as well as the static 

components) that appropriate this unique transition. 

6.2.2 Key Forces Driving the Transition 

This ongoing transition has been triggered by the implementation of nation-wide 

legalization policy that was perceived to consequently create an “economic crisis” in the 



 

 

267 

 

Kootenay region according to many local participants. For this reason, the force driving 

this transition is like the 1980s recession and the 2008 financial crisis in terms of it being 

an exogenous trigger over which the Kootenay region held little control.  

6.2.3 Originating Development era 

Following major triggers, most traditional economic transitions occurred within the 

restructuring era or are occurring within the current era of negotiation, as discussed in 

Chapter Two. Both eras are characterized as a period of complex change, which fittingly 

suits this transitioning economy. While a title of negotiation seems unusual for the 

development era encompassing this transition since the Kootenay region was largely 

forgotten during policy-making according to most local research participants, some 

cooperation was starting to appear post legalization. This was despite expectations from 

a handful of participants from both stakeholder groups that the illicit economy would 

simply adapt, if they so wished, and if they did not wish to adapt, it was at the loss of 

those participants and businesses. Many other participants suggested negotiation was 

exactly what was needed. 

With new initiatives like the Community Futures Central Kootenay CBTI program 

(Community Futures Central Kootenay, 2019), it is clear that the Kootenay region has 

negotiated and continues to negotiate with provincial ministries in response to federal 

and provincial cannabis legislation. While some contextual factors differed from a 



 

 

268 

 

traditional economic transition (i.e., the transition involves moving from illicit activity to 

legal participation), some processes were nevertheless parallel to those within a 

traditional transitioning economy (i.e., in securing local negotiations with provincial 

ministries), suggesting the era of negotiation indeed defines, in part, this transitioning 

economy. 

6.2.4 Economic Development Paradigm Enabling Transitions 

Traditional economic transitions typically moved from comparative advantage, or the 

mass export of low-cost raw staples, to competitive advantage, where a mix of local 

assets were valued beyond typical natural resources. These local assets include human 

assets such as education and human capacity, specific attributes of the locale such as 

pristine water and vast wilderness and other unique-to-the-location attributes.  

An example of competitive advantage includes the creation, growth and promotion of 

clusters, “or critical masses – in one place – of unusual competitive success in particular 

fields” (Porter, 1998, p. 78). These are concentrations of interrelated and 

interdependent organizations and institutions within a sector (Porter, 1998). An example 

of an established and successful cluster is California’s wine industry. Grape growers, 

wineries, stock suppliers, equipment manufacturers, public relations and marketing 

firms along with educational institutions comprise the cluster, as well as thinner relations 

to lateral industries like agriculture, food, and tourism (Porter, 1998). 
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With a proposed cannabis processing co-op in the case study region (Boivin, 2020) 

where over 50 cannabis growers banded together in order to support legal micro 

cannabis producers, the early signs of a local cannabis cluster were clear. While the 

processing co-op recently resolved due to various challenges, a processing corporation 

is now being planned. This processing operation would contribute to a local cluster by 

adding value added and derived products from raw cannabis flower, the latter of which 

is comparable to a raw unprocessed staple. The developing cannabis cluster also 

includes several notable “grow supply stores” or gardening stores, such as Pacific North 

West Garden Supply Nelson promoting “grow your four” in addition to commercial 

cannabis growing operations, Trees Company Garden Supplies in Winlaw, Canadian 

Garden Supply in Castlegar and Kootenay Biological Soils in Castlegar among other 

local garden supply stores. Additionally, Selkirk College, with campuses in Castlegar, 

Nelson, Nakusp, Kaslo, Grand Forks and Trail is offering a cannabis cultivation course 

and a cannabis compliance course.  

To date, there are 16 licensed cultivators and processors in the Kootenays, of which 12 

are of the micro class license (Government of Canada, 2021d). Additionally, there are 

six cannabis retail stores in Castlegar, four in Nelson, four in Creston, and one in 

Nakusp as of 13 May 2021. Compared to other regions, according to the Map of 

Cannabis Retail Stores in BC, the Kootenay region appears to be under served with 

legal retail outlets. However, that could be due to the prevalance and history of 

https://www.facebook.com/Pacific-Northwest-Garden-Supply-Nelson-2248026195305625/
https://www.facebook.com/Pacific-Northwest-Garden-Supply-Nelson-2248026195305625/
https://www.growyourfour.ca/
https://www.canadiangardensupply.com/
https://www.canadiangardensupply.com/
https://www.facebook.com/Kootenaybio
https://selkirk.ca/ce/courses/cannabis-training
https://justice.gov.bc.ca/cannabislicensing/map
https://justice.gov.bc.ca/cannabislicensing/map
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cannabis production in the area which has made the acquisition of cannabis purportedly 

effortless despite the lack of retail outlets which in turn may disincentivize people from 

opening more stores. Nevertheless, the Kootenay region appears to be building a 

cannabis cluster suggesting competitive advantage strategies are being employed. 

6.2.5 Economic Change 

Economic change accompanying an economy in transition often involves economic 

restructuring where reliance on a single export-oriented staple changes to a diversified, 

adaptable, and flexible local economy as well as sources of capital. In the case of 

legalization, the Kootenay’s primary economy was allegedly based on cannabis under 

prohibition, and with the change brought about by legalization the cannabis sector is 

slowly moving towards legal licensing. However, with the advent of legalization, some 

pre-legalization cannabis businesses have closed, some participants have exited the 

sector, and others have continued underground. The transition to legal licensing has 

brought an acute awareness about the difficulty with getting legal product to market 

when people are successful in obtaining a legal cultivation license. Such difficulties are 

based on the federal processing license and product sales amendment requirements 

that are currently needed to sell product directly to a provincial retail system 

(Government of Canada, 2018a). 
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However, as described above, the locally planned processing operation in the 

Kootenays would not only ease the sale of local product to provincial distributors, but 

also add value to raw cannabis flower by turning it into pre-rolls, extracts, edibles, 

topicals, oils and tinctures. This move to value added products which leverages 

decades of expertise, Kootenay specific genetics, and the already established Kootenay 

brand, mirrors an economic restructuring process like a traditional transitioning 

economy albeit, in the early stages. Additionally, according to research participants the 

economic change brought about by this transition has used a mix of capital, from self-

funding, investment and loans from high-net-worth individuals, community supporting 

organizations like Community Futures, and to a limited degree, external sources of 

capital from traditional funders such as banking institutions and credit unions. 

6.2.6 Political Change 

Cannabis governance has transformed from the law enforcement of illicit activities on 

the one hand, and decentralized self-governance and informal regulatory powers on the 

other hand, to strict federal, provincial, and a lesser extent local, regulations that decide 

how and by whom cannabis can be legally cultivated, processed, retailed, transported, 

and researched. While it could be argued that participants and businesses from the 

prohibition era could choose to remain within the illicit market (i.e., they are not forced to 

transition to the legal regime), more severe penalties for illicit activities, along with the 

threat of increased enforcement effectively strips the choice away from many people. 
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Compared to traditional successful transitioning economies where top-down directives 

typically change towards decentralized multi-level government collaboration, and / or 

bottom-up initiation, this transition at face value, first appears to bring a reverse 

leadership reconfiguration. 

However, along with the new federal authority over the local cannabis sector that was 

(for the most part) previously autonomously controlled, according to cannabis and 

government participants, locally initiated collaborative processes were appearing 

between the provincial and some local governments and the local cannabis sector. 

These collaborations have been challenging the sole federal governance of legal 

cannabis. They have demonstrated the need for multi-level government and industry 

collaborations which were supported by almost one million dollars of provincial funding 

for Community Futures Central Kootenay’s CBTI program (Community Futures Central 

Kootenay, 2019), and the multi-level government (i.e., with local and provincial 

government representatives), multi-stakeholder Cannabis Economic Development 

Council (Community Futures Central Kootenay, 2021). So, the political change brought 

by legalization over the local cannabis sector appears to be a hybrid of top-down 

regulation and enforcement along with multi-agency (that is driven by local groups) 

governance. While the latter relations signal collaborative processes, an asymmetry of 

power remains since the federal government continues to control much of the regulatory 

process. This power imbalance has hindered local autonomy, effective collaboration 
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(Ansell & Gash, 2007) and the ability for co-construction. The impact of which is 

discussed in section 6.3 Social, Economic and Political Impacts of Legalization. 

6.2.7 Social and Cultural Change 

Social and cultural change accompanying traditional transitioning economies has been 

categorized as transformative which, “implies systemic change in the development path 

or the system as a whole. Systemic change also inherently suggests a significant 

change in identity” (Davis & Reed, 2013, p. 250). Indeed, within traditional transitioning 

economies signs of social restructuring are inherently cultural whereby local 

empowerment, social capital, and local capacity are built, in part through entrepreneurial 

action that brings new structural norms and forms of engagement. Typically, the change 

in identity specifically relates to a change in external reliance on large companies and 

capital, to relative self-reliance. 

However, legalization has, to an extent, negatively affected social capital through 

damaged market, and communal relations by forcing the choice to go legal or not. 

Notwithstanding, cannabis and government participants have also been building social 

capital through association relations and to some degree bureaucratic relations. The 

latter has occurred through the securement of funding from BC’s Ministry of Social 

Development and Poverty Reduction for the Central Kootenay Cannabis Business 

Transition Initiative, whereas the former type of social capital was evidenced by the 
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initiation of a proposed community processing co-op (Boivin, 2020), and the 

establishment of the Cannabis Economic Development Council (Community Futures 

Central Kootenay, 2021). Local social capital is additionally being rebuilt among 

prohibition era participants and newcomers to the cannabis sector through fresh legal 

market relations. This evidence rests on the securement of 16 legal cultivation and 

processing licenses to date (Government of Canada, 2021d). 

Additionally, legalization brings a cultural adjustment to the previously guarded and 

largely hidden cannabis sector under prohibition, where legal participants must now 

step out into the open and document even the most minute of activities. Further, strict 

federal and provincial regulations have changed how cannabis participants do business 

with each other, and with the governments from whom they largely hid their activities 

prior to legalization. Legalization undoubtedly brings a change in culture, for both those 

wishing to take part in the legal regime, as well as those still taking part in illicit markets, 

since threats of 14 years of incarceration have brought more secrecy and division within 

the sector. Thus, legalization has brought tremendous social and cultural change like a 

traditional economic transition. But beyond a traditional economic transition, the federal 

government’s (almost) sole authority over cannabis cultivation and processing has 
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hindered the ability for local social relations to develop trust, cooperation and allyship as 

discussed in section 6.5 Transitioning to Legalization. 

6.2.8 Overarching Framing 

While the above sections illustrate how the Kootenay’s transition to legalization exhibits 

many of the key characteristics of a traditional transitioning economy, there are a couple 

of minor differences as described, along with one overarching consideration that is 

needed for this transition to be suitably treated as a traditional economic transition. This 

matter becomes clear when considering the demands of (and to) the federal 

government to address cannabis crime and cannabis criminals via legalization, which 

have hindered the rural economic transition for the Kootenays. The data shows that the 

injustice of this transition has been heightened by the omission of two key stakeholder 

groups, namely local cannabis participants and local government participants during 

policy-making. Therefore, the framing based on transitioning economies needs to be 

transcended by stakeholder participation as an overarching consideration, and thus fits 

the case well. The data also points to deepened scepticism towards the intentions and 

actions of the federal government’s efforts to legalize cannabis, and notable division 

within the stakeholder groups resulting from the implementation of legalization, all of 

which have affected social capital. These factors combined have deterred potential 

cannabis participants from moving towards the legal regime which illuminates the 

importance of stakeholder participation. 
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6.3 Social, Economic and Political Impacts of Legalization 

A key finding reveals that while the federal government may have started legalization 

with an altruistic intent, they did not drill that intention down to local levels. In the rush to 

carry out legalization, current legislation has so far failed local businesses and cannabis 

producers in the Kootenays. 

Based on the project research questions, background and framing, the analyzed data 

presented three primary observations that implicate social, economic, and political 

environments because of legalization in the Kootenays. The first observation was that 

during cannabis policy-making local stakeholders from both groups posited that they 

were not engaged with fairly by the federal government. Locals believed this was 

because cannabis participants were regarded as criminals who intersected with 

organized crime, and senior government opinions were prioritized over local 

government sentiments.  

However, agreement on organized crime in the Kootenays, and the rest of rural BC, 

remains dubious. This is because its measurement depends on exactly what is being 

measured, or the definition of organized crime. Since there is a lack of consensus on 

the definition of organized crime, quantifications and associations have been unreliable 

and easily disputable (Government of Canada, 2015). Descriptions of organized crime 

vary according to researchers, as well as how it has been presented in various laws 
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(Government of Canada, 2015). The absence of agreement makes developing and 

evaluating strategies aimed at addressing organized crime problematic (Government of 

Canada, 2015).  

In an evaluation of the Federal Strike Forces’ attempt to combat organized crime, the 

document by the United States General Accounting office entitled, “War on organized 

crime faltering – Federal Strike Forces not getting the job done” (1977) noted that the 

Federal Strike Forces disagreed on what was organized crime. Consequently, the 

report’s first recommendation was to identify exactly who or what the department was 

fighting (United States General Accounting Office, 1977). Now, almost 50 years later, 

difficulty with combatting organized crime persists partly because it is still a discursive 

construction with wide-ranging interpretations (Government of Canada, 2015).   

As mentioned in Chapter Five, Findings, the RCMP define organized crime as more 

than two people involved in illicit activity (Government of Canada, 2020c). The RCMP 

have also mentioned that because of “the popularity with the general public, profitability, 

and the relative ease of production and cultivation”, it makes cannabis “an attractive 

market for OC [organized crime] involvement” (Royal Canadian Mounted Police, 2010, 

p. 17). According to a report commissioned by law enforcement, there was mounting 

concern about the “epidemic” of cannabis production facilities in BC which “amounts to 

a serious crisis for many communities”(Chin, Yvon, Plecas, & Segger, 2001, p. 3). While 

Boyd and Carter (2014) work diligently to dispel this messaging, the communication 
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from law enforcement was clear – they posited that organized crime fueled cannabis 

operations in BC under prohibition. 

While the rural Kootenay region could be considered an anomaly compared to other 

regions in Canada with respect to the relative importance, value, and size of the local 

cannabis economy pre-legalization, it could also be argued that the federal government 

simply does not have a responsibly to engage with all local stakeholders when building 

national policy. At the same time, the uniqueness of the rural Kootenay region clearly 

differentiates itself in this policy from any “average” community. Thus, the omission of 

the Kootenay region during cannabis policy-making could be considered an oversight 

(whether intentional or accidental) by the federal government, and by the provincial 

government who should have been advocating for the voices and experiences of the 

Kootenay producers and local government representatives to be heard during federal 

policy formation. Although the provincial government did request smaller scale licensing 

classes to support legal market entrance of small players in BC (Meissner, 2019), the 

restrictive size associated with these licenses is much too small to allow small scale 

producers to effectively compete (Rendell, 2018). Nevertheless, the lack of engagement 

with the unique Kootenay experience is a failure of both the federal and the provincial 

governments. 

The second observation was that local participants from both groups suspiciously 

viewed legalization as a federal government tax grab. This belief stemmed from the sole 
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federal jurisdiction over legalization policy which in part disincentivized the local 

cannabis sector from taking part in the legal regime. It also worked to fuel the “Us 

versus Them” fire between the local cannabis sector and government – government 

primarily being the federal government. This suspicion has hampered market and 

bureaucratic relations and the construction of cooperative partnerships between the 

local cannabis sector and government, and thus stalled an effective transition to 

legalization. The delayed success of legalization has affected multiple governments 

through a lack of expected taxation revenue. Additionally, the illicit economy, according 

to cannabis participants, was flourishing post legalization. 

The third observation was related to division that was sewn within and between both 

stakeholder groups because of legalization. Cannabis participants were split by the 

choice to go legal or not which has, for the most part, negatively impacted social capital 

through some ruined market and communal relations. Whereas within government, long 

standing control issues between local and federal jurisdictions have been emphasized 

by legalization. This has created greater division among governments and damaged 

social capital through difficult bureaucratic relations.  

Additionally, the provincial government was not recognized by participants as 

contributing to division within the government group, likely because of their post-

legalization financial, service oriented, and administrative support for transitioning the 

local sector. However, provincial participants held the least experience with cannabis 
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and cannabis policy which, combined with their initial pre-legalization narrow focus on 

retail and distribution, ignored the unique needs, voices, and experiences of the 

historically producing rural region. This oversight by the provincial government of the 

rural Kootenays (as well as other historically cannabis producing rural regions in BC) 

likely contributed to the division experienced among government agencies as well as 

between the two stakeholder groups. Such division relates to the first observation, 

where the provincial and federal governments were identified as partly responsible for 

the Kootenay’s omission during federal policy-making which upset and frustrated both 

local government, and local cannabis participants.  

Finally, despite these problems, other things that did work because of legalization are 

some new extraordinary relations and forms of social capital which have begun to form. 

These new politics are mostly specific to “good” cannabis participants who are actively 

transitioning to the legal regime, which has effectively separated them from the 

cannabis criminals. Such relations are supporting the transition to legalization and 

elaborated on in section 6.5 Transitioning to Legalization.  

6.4 Evidence for Evidenced Based Policy-making 

To find what and who informed cannabis policy, the inquiry needs to start with a 

consideration of policy theory. Policy theory has generally identified two key 

considerations that limit policy makers. First, policy makers are limited by “bounded 
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rationality” (Simon, 1997), and second, they must share power with multiple actors 

within their decision-making (Cairney & Oliver, 2017). Simon (1997) coined bounded 

rationality as the limits of human cognitive capacity, as well as the availably of 

information and time. Being bound by rationality in the policy-making context refers to a 

lack of capacity to gather all relevant evidence for the problem, mainly because of time 

limitations as well as policy makers’ own internal biases and constraints around creative 

thinking.  

In turn, policy makers typically find efficiencies through rational and irrational ways. 

Rationally, certain sources of evidence are prioritized (Simon, 1997). In the case of 

cannabis policy, information contributed by law enforcement around security measures 

for cannabis facilities for example, appeared to be ranked higher than information 

shared (however, much information was not shared and thus could not be factored in) 

by the local cannabis sector who cannot understand the need for such high-tech 

expensive requirements in their remote area. Irrationally, emotions, well-established 

beliefs, values, preconceptions, and gut feelings, also tend to dominate decision-

making. Clearly, in the case of cannabis policy, irrational persuasions were grounded by 

95 years of prohibition and decades of fear-based messaging around illegal cannabis. 

These “shortcuts” may have helped policy makers make decisions under tight timelines, 

but they disregard the power of manipulation and influence, particularly over how policy 

problems are framed (Cairney & Oliver, 2017).  
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In the case of cannabis legalization, policy makers considered the problem of 

legalization from the dominant frame that aimed to protect public health and safety, and 

to a certain degree eliminate the illicit cannabis market. Certainly, such a framework is 

meritorious and valuable to Canadian society, but the localized legalization problem for 

the Kootenay region was much different. Locally, the problem was generally framed by 

participants from both groups as an economy that must transition from an existing illicit 

economy into an unchartered legal economy. However, the pre-defined and dominant 

legalization problem that was decided by policy makers, arguably demanded evidence-

based solutions for that problem while effectively ignoring the backstory that led to the 

determination of the problem. Instead, the localized problem in the Kootenays went 

unnoticed, or was viewed as subservient to the dominant problem according to many 

research participants. This project thus supplies new empirical evidence for supporting 

a re-framed problem for legalization in the Kootenay region, as outlined in Chapter One. 

Considering the re-framed problem for the local area, and how the data shows that the 

majority of local cannabis participants, as well as many local government participants 

were invisible during federal cannabis policy-making, this likely contributed to a lack of 

empirical evidence in developing cannabis policy. However, there were undoubtedly 

some efforts by both provincial and federal governments to include the local cannabis 

sector at large. Additionally, while most local government participants said they had 

minimal input into federal and provincial policies, many also recognized that recreational 
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cannabis policy was inherently complex, in part because it crossed all levels of 

government, and because it aimed to address multidisciplinary topics including health, 

safety, criminality, and justice. Thus, because of the complexity with cannabis policy it 

may easily appear to be missing empirical evidence. 

When there were opportunities for local cannabis participants to provide input into 

federal and provincial policies, the occasions were underpinned by a real sense of 

precariousness. This was explained by a cannabis participant, “why would anybody feel 

safe to come out and talk, there were no gestures to make people feel safe to come out 

and talk. There were some ballsy individuals who have no family and children and sure 

they will go for it since they see it as a money opportunity, but all the people who are a 

little more vulnerable are like, I have to take care of my family, my house, my livelihood 

and of course they weren’t going to be the ones to come out” (Cannabis participant 26 

June 2019). In short, opportunities for contributing to federal and provincial legalization 

policy were either non-existent, or inequitable for most cannabis participants which likely 

resulted in incomplete data. 

In contrast, the local cannabis policy-making process and inclusion of the local cannabis 

sector was remarkably different. Compared to the federal government’s strict approach 

to legalization and clear “death grip on growing” (Cannabis participant 21 October 2019) 

which seemed to ignore the legacy producing Kootenays, some of the local 

governments in this research both actively sought and valued input from local cannabis 
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participants. As a government participant explained, “we used a number of different 

methodologies when we were drafting our policy at [their organization]. Much of that 

[relied on] anecdotal information that was submitted by people in the industry through 

engagement. We held a number of workshops and we engaged one on one with several 

stakeholders in the industry. However, we also did analytics associated with building 

permits that had been issued to the medical aspect of the industry where people had 

disclosed [their personal medical licenses]” (Government participant 24 July 2019).  

Using the small scale personal medical licenses as a starting point, the government 

participant said they expected demand for cultivation licenses under the Cannabis Act, 

and drafted policy accordingly to accommodate prohibition era participants. This 

government did this using an adaptive approach, “in terms of we put out a number, we 

saw how the [area] reacted to that, we adjusted, [and] went back and forth. [We] 

consulted with local governments and industry elsewhere in the province, does this 

seem reasonable? It was a throw it out there and see what happens until we saw a 

balance” (Government participant 24 July 2019). The data illustrates how governments 

in the Kootenays employed processes that were intuitively based on a localized re-

framing of the issue of legalization which further shows how and why the dominant 

policy framing likely ignored evidence, information, and knowledge from the local 

cannabis industry. 
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However, notwithstanding the dominant policy framing there were indeed cannabis 

representatives who were invited to participate in federal and provincial cannabis policy-

making. Such notable examples included the acclaimed criminal justice cannabis lawyer 

Kirk Tousaw and long-time cannabis advocate Hillary Black, along with some other 

legendary cannabis people, including those from across BC. Specifically, within BC, “in 

partnership with the Cannabis Legalization and Regulation Secretariat at the Ministry of 

Public Safety, JTT [The Ministry of Jobs, Trades and Technology, now Ministry of Jobs, 

Economic Recovery and Innovation] engaged with 14 cannabis industry associations to 

learn about their views on ways to promote cannabis economic development in a way 

that aligns with the province's other goals relating to public health and safety” 

(Government participant 4 July 2019).  

However, some cannabis research participants clearly noted that most voices from the 

hidden world were still missing, “the ones who did [come out to meetings], weren’t the 

big players. The ones with the loudest voices don’t necessarily represent the true 

underground industry. I have been to several of the different co-op meetings or 

collaboratives throughout the province, and I definitely know lots of the bigger players 

and none of them are at them. They don’t want to be seen and they don’t see the 

opportunity to come out, until the timing is right. The timing isn’t right, right now. I 

understand – it wasn’t my personal choice, but I get it” (Cannabis participant 25 June 

2019).  
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This illustrates how the federal and provincial cannabis policy-making processes were 

largely ineffective at soliciting input from local cannabis participants. This 

ineffectiveness was not only on the part of the provincial and federal governments, but 

also on the part of the sector that was largely unwilling to come out of hiding at that 

time. Additionally, not only was important information about cannabis production, 

processing and handling from the Kootenay’s expansive growing region overlooked by 

way of ignoring local cannabis participants, but the 5,747 personal medical licensed 

cannabis producers in BC and 25,945 in Canada (Government of Canada, 2021b) who 

were not engaged with prior to legalization, were also effectively ignored by policy 

makers. 

By reframing the policy problem to the local context, another cannabis participant 

suggested how the federal government could fulfill the government’s mandate to 

eliminate the illicit market by competing with the illicit market. They argued that prior to 

legalization, “the cost of cannabis was inflated, [with] danger pay, and covert costs of 

cultivation, [however] that is no longer an issue … That is what a black market is, is 

where there is a profit incentive, so when you remove that profit incentive, people aren’t 

that interested” (Cannabis participant 24 September 2019). This was precisely why this 

participant lobbied for outdoor production; growing outside requires a much lower 

investment as well as ongoing operational cost as compared to indoor production.  
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For these reasons, outdoor production was theorized as more competitive with the illicit 

market which may entice more prohibition era participants to “go legal”. As outdoor 

production can theoretically help to address the local policy problem, it shows there may 

have been consideration for the local framing of the policy problem (and / or the 

environment since indoor facilities carry a large carbon footprint) during cannabis policy-

making. The decision to include outdoor production was despite the established large 

indoor corporations who pushed against outdoor production, citing it as unsafe and too 

easily diverted to the illicit market (Leblanc & Pellegrini, 2018). 

The government participants who were satisfied with their inclusion in policy-making 

were generally powerholders who held influence over the dominant policy problem that 

focused on national health and safety issues, “the provincial and federal government 

both reached out and they contacted experts like me, and we provided long emails 

about where we should be and what we need to be looking at and from reading the 

legislation, it looks like we were listened to” (Government participant 18 October 2019). 

To this regard, it appeared to these influential stakeholders that the provincial and 

federal governments, “consulted well. They listened to people and the information 

turned out to be well based” (Government participant 18 October 2019). Also feeling 

heard and aligned with the dominant problem, some other government participants said 

that the federal government really “homed in” on who they needed to speak to, “I don’t 
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even know how they kept track of all of the [opinions], they really went above and 

beyond” (Government participant 22 November 2019).  

However, many other government participants countered such claims of satisfactory 

and proper engagement because they viewed the policy problem differently, “I am not 

really very confident that … there were many people that had spent time around 

[cannabis] that would help inform policy” (Government participant 5 September 2019). 

The gap between these divergent government perspectives was based on differing 

worldviews about cannabis as well as the primary policy problem at hand. The belief 

system that supported the transition of the local sector was commonly shared by 

government participants who naturally localized the problem of legalization, but it was 

also the one least heard by the federal (and provincial) governments; community 

engagement for federal cannabis policy was largely missing. As such, many local 

participants from both groups noted that powerful federal institutions controlled the 

dominant policy problem and the evidence to support it. As a cannabis participant 

reiterated, “Health Canada is not an easy organization to deal with and they are 

powerful and RCMP are influential and powerful and if those two organizations are 

saying [cannabis] is dangerous…” (Cannabis participant 24 July 2019) then cannabis 

will be primarily treated like it is dangerous in policy.  

This section thus highlights how evidence and sources of information contributed by law 

enforcement and other persuasive federal agencies were ranked higher than that which 
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was shared (or could have been shared) by the local cannabis sector and the local 

governments for cannabis legalization policy-making. Additionally, well-established 

beliefs, values and preconceptions held by powerholders appeared to dominate 

decision-making wherein cannabis (and some local government) participants 

experienced stigmatization and continued prohibition-like treatment as if they were 

criminals. 

6.5 Transitioning to Legalization 

The transition to legalization for the Kootenays, home to a rural historical cannabis 

producing economy, is both a philosophical and a humanitarian issue. This exploratory 

research has found that without the consideration of legalization as a rural economic 

transition that is specific to the cannabis industry, and without appropriate stakeholder 

engagement and rural economic development strategies, the Kootenay’s cannabis 

sector faces rapid decline which could threaten the socio-economic stability of the 

region. Research participants perceived and experienced increasing levels of 

unemployment, increased law enforcement and the potential for massive judicial, 

carceral, employment insurance, and welfare costs because of the implementation of 

legalization. So, an effective transition to legalization can be supported by preventing 

undesirable outcomes of legalization. Three strategies for an effective transition for the 

Kootenay’s cannabis sector include:  
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First, to support this rural economic transition the process of dismantling the criminal 

framework needs to begin. The criminal treatment of cannabis participants has affected 

the success of legalization since it has provisioned inequitable cannabis policy for the 

rural area and discouraged legacy participants to cooperate with government regulators 

and take part in the legal regime. Enforcing cannabis legalization with the criminal code 

is the demise of legalization, particularly for the Kootenays. Such a notion has also been 

shared by John Conroy, the self-proclaimed “anti-drug prohibition” criminal rights lawyer 

who has been practicing since 1972 – he suggests that using the criminal code to 

regulate people’s drug consumption makes things worse, not better (CertiCraft, 2021). 

Additionally, Polson and Petersen-Rockney (2019), similarly identify how a “law 

enforcement–first regulatory approach” has fostered the criminalization of cultivators 

and increased inequality while impeding regulation (p.185).  

To begin the process of dismantling the long-time criminal framework associated with 

cannabis participants, the impact of the criminal construction on cannabis policy and 

practice (i.e., on communities and law enforcement) needs to be first recognized. As 

this research finds, the criminal frame has negatively affected most cannabis policy. 

However, since many research participants regarded cannabis farming as agriculture, it 

could also be argued that the criminal frame has incurred minimal implications on some 

cannabis policy because cannabis has been recognized as agriculture in BC and to a 

limited extent, by the Canadian government.  
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For example, BC’s ALC has identified soil-based cannabis production as farm use 

(Agricultural Land Commission, 2019). Additionally, Farm Credit Canada, a federal 

government agricultural lender, offers financial products to legal cannabis farmers 

(Lamers, 2020b). Products include short-term interest-only credits for licensed 

producers as well as a credit line which “gives producers immediate access to short-

term capital, up to a maximum of $150,000 Canadian dollars … to finance operating 

expenses, including for fuel, fertilizer, seed and feed” (Lamers, 2020b, para. 9). Yet, in 

BC concrete floor greenhouses and indoor growing facilities on ALR lands remain at the 

discretion of local governments. Thus, local governments can and have prevent(ed) 

legal cannabis production and processing operations, which may, in part, be the result 

of real concerns over replacing food production with cannabis (Akhtar, 2018).  

However, “there are lots of things that are not food crops like hay for horses, we don’t 

eat horses here. They are allowed to be in the ALR, they are encouraged to be in the 

ALR and so on but it’s not a food crop. So, why are we worried about [cannabis 

facilities] being in the ALR or why would we ban them from being in the ALR?” 

(Government participant 20 September 2019). Indeed, since tulips and ornamental 

cedars can be grown in concrete floor facilities on the ALR, many research participants 

indicated that concerns over cannabis production on the ALR were based on 

predjudicies and long running stigma towards cannabis, cannabis production and 

cannabis criminals. Additionally, with the federal placement of cannabis policy under 
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Health Canada and the CRA, rather than (at least for cultivation) the Ministry of 

Agriculture and Agri-Food, it is clear that cannabis is not wholly treated like agriculture 

at the national level. Instead, many research participants identified how cannabis 

seemed to be treated more like a dangerous pharmaceutical product that carries great 

risk to public health and safety. 

These challenges and contradictions, which most local research participants believed 

were borne from the criminal framework, continue post-legalization. They are further 

exemplified within Health Canada’s recent request for policy feedback and Draft 

guidance on personal production of cannabis for medical purposes (Health Canada, 

2021). Based on the proposed criteria for personal medical license refusal and 

revocation, the criminal construction continues to stigmatize these license holders. The 

criteria put forth threatens these license holders’ livelihood by targeting high 

subscriptions (i.e., high plant counts) and identifying how previous acts of non-

compliance, criminal charges and even associations with organized crime are grounds 

for license refusal and revocation (CertiCraft, 2021). While it was generally believed by 

cannabis participants that “the criminal element has always fueled the big production” 

(Cannabis participant 3 July 2019), the actions of a small number of people need not 

penalize all within the cannabis sector. The inability to separate good players from 

cannabis criminals was recognized by a cannabis participant, “cannabis can become a 

two-edge sword. There is a lot of hedonism – that they use it to buy drugs and take 
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cocaine and you know and not good stuff – [but] where do you make the distinction 

between who is a good guy and who isn’t?” (Cannabis participant 27 June 2019). Thus, 

as an apparent consequence of the underlying criminal construction, federal, provincial 

and in some instances local decision- and policy-making around cannabis production 

continues to be unfair and contentious (Brown, 2020; Knox, 2019).  

However, the criminal framework has been inconsistently applied in practice. For 

example, although some large Licenced Producers have failed to obey the law under 

the Cannabis Act by illegally cultivating and selling cannabis, so far they have evaded 

incarceration and any monetary fines (Lamers, 2021) which could cost up to one million 

dollars (Government of Canada, 2018a). Why were these prohibited acts not enforced 

with the criminal code? Is this because the offenses were deemed to be outside of real 

concerns for public safety and public health? Or because the federal government did 

not want to negatively affect the cannabis producers’ pot stocks (Quan, 2019)? Does 

this then indicate that criminal charges are not appropriate for contravening the 

Cannabis Act? In that case, would the same leniencies be afforded to small cannabis 

participants (who may have a history of non-compliance, illicit activity or organized 

crime association) should they misstep and break the law?  

According to the proposed criteria for refusing to issue, renew, amend or revoke a 

registration for a personal medical license (Health Canada, 2021), it appears like such 

preferential treatment would be unlikely. Thus, the continued threat of criminal penalities 
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and the use of the criminal code for not following the law obscures the difference 

between noncompliance (in the case of non-penalized offenses for these large 

producers) and criminality (what many cannabis participants have faced and continue to 

face with the treatment of their personal medical licenses).  

Yet, as a government participant said about their experiences with people taking part in 

the local cannabis sector, they were largely not perceived as criminals, nor operating as 

criminals, “I would say the majority of them if not all of them were extremely integral 

people, I would not put them in a category of criminals and we always joked about the 

fact that they were producing this beautiful plant that has such criminal associations just 

because it was illegal, whereas the people were not at all. They were all very loving, 

kind, compassionate people” (Government participant 4 July 2019). Thus, the effects of 

criminal sanctions, the use of the criminal law power, and the underlying criminal 

framework in policy and practice necessitate a closer examination. 

Additionally, Canadian minorities, like Indigenous Nations and African-Canadians, as 

well as geographical areas that were disproportionally affected by prohibition, like the 

Kootenays continue to be troubled by the criminal framework. Not only have they 

received limited support to specifically address past inequities (Centre on Drug Policy 

Evaluation, 2020; Owusu-Bempah, Luscombe, & Finlay, 2019), but things seem to be 

getting worse; recent changes to BC’s cannabis regulations may lead to more 

enforcement for Indigenous Peoples (Brown, 2021b). The changes to BC’s Cannabis 
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Control and Licensing Act establish whether someone is ”fit and proper” to receive a 

retail license; involvement with crime or association with organized crime are grounds to 

deny a license. Criminal activity includes possessing more than 30 grams of cannabis or 

illicitly distributing cannabis which is purportedly done by several stores on Indigenous 

lands (Brown, 2021b). Thus, such changes to BC’s Cannabis Control and Licensing Act 

will affect the continuation of some operations and put them at greater risk to more 

enforcement by the CSU. 

Little is understood about the impacts of Canada’s racilized past war on drugs (Owusu-

Bempah & Wortley, 2014), although according to 2015 data for the City of Vancouver, 

Indigenous people were “seven times more likely than White people to be arrested for 

the same crime” (Owusu-Bempah et al., 2019, p. 122). The concern for disporportional 

penalties for minorities, and specifically youth, continuing under legalization was voiced 

by a cannabis participant, “there is more harm being done through the over regulation of 

cannabis and through the continued criminalization of cannabis, especially for youth” 

(Cannabis participant 15 November 2019). Indeed, youth, or those under the legal age 

to possess cannabis now face criminal charges if they are found with more than five 

grams of cannabis (StratCann Staff, 2021). 

Legalization carries weak commitments to address previous criminal charges. To date, 

such efforts have been poor, expensive, discriminatory and ineffective (The John 

Howard Society of Canada, 2020). However, some US states such as Pennsylvania, 
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Utah, California, and New Jersey provide good examples of what justice can be served. 

For example, Pennsylvania’s Clean State Act from 2018 enacts “automatic relief for a 

range of conviction and non-conviction records” (The John Howard Society of Canada, 

2020, para. 9). Thus, Canada has some exemplars to follow with respect to properly 

addressing previous cannabis charges for what is now legal (Centre on Drug Policy 

Evaluation, 2020). However, the entrenched criminal framework continues to 

disporportionally affect groups and communities that carry a history of persecution.   

To address the pervasive criminal frame, the federal government could prioritize 

applicants with a cannabis criminal charge as well as those living in hard-hit 

geographies. As an example, the City of Sacramento’s Cannabis Opportunity 

Reinvestment and Equity program assists “individuals and communities who are facing 

barriers to starting cannabis businesses due to the historical disparate enforcement of 

cannabis crimes” (City of Sacramento, 2019, para. 1). Resolution No. 2018-0323 

identifies those who have been arrested for a cannabis crime, or those with a family 

member who have been arrested for a cannabis crime between 1980 and 2011, as well 

as geographic areas that were disproportionately and negatively affected under 

prohibition (Resolution No. 2018-0323, 2018). These categorizations as identified in the 

City’s Cannabis Equity Study are prioritized and supported in the cannabis licensing 

process where they not only have access to resources, support, education, mentoring 

and help with compliance but also “priority processing of certain permit applications, and 
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assistance with expungement of criminal records” (Resolution No. 2018-0323, 2018, p. 

3).  

However, according to law enforcement interviewed (who were part of the government 

stakeholder group) for this research, the quantification of cannabis crimes for the 

Kootenay region would be difficult to figure out. Unlike the ability to clearly find the 

number of break and enters for the region, the same detail is difficult to discern for 

illegal cannabis operations because of the nature with how they have been coded in the 

system. For example, according to a government participant, a criminal code 

investigation was triggered for a serious workplace injury in 2019. While law 

enforcement was there conducting a search warrant to get evidence for the criminal 

code case (i.e., the workplace injury), they discovered it had occurred at an illegal 

cannabis production facility. The file was “scored” according to the workplace injury, 

while the illegal cannabis facility may not have been coded. Acknowledging this has 

been an issue with the way files have been categorized internally, law enforcement had 

no easy answer for how to accurately find the number of cannabis related crimes in the 

region, making the identification and potential prioritization of disproportionately targeted 

geographies exceedingly difficult. 

Finally, to support the process of dismantling the criminal framework in BC the actions 

of BC’s CSU should be tempered. For example, Victoria Cannabis Buyers Club, a 25-

year running compassionate medical cannabis outlet supporting over 8000 patients 
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faced an eviction notice levied by the CSU which threatened the landlords with a 

$100,000 fine as well as incarceration. Despite Public Safety Minister Farnworth 

allegedly writing a letter to the City of Victoria’s Council in support of the Club’s 

exemption (Buendia Calvillo, 2021), the Club (which has resided in the same place for 

20 years) faced legal fees, uncertainty and increased hostility towards regulators and 

law enforcement (Gaetz, 2021). Additionally, the potential for such a raid is not unique 

to Victoria – many project participants were equally concerned over raids to non-

sanctioned growing operations in the Kootenays, for example. Clearly such eviction 

notices, raids, and other acts of enforcement towards the local cannabis sector threaten 

collaborative efforts, legal participation, and thus the strength of the legal regime. This 

continued treatment of cannabis stakeholders as criminals was similarly found in 

California by Stoa (2018), where such authoritative action has “forced growers back into 

the shadows, away from the state’s regulatory framework” (p. 151). In this way, 

continued criminal treatment only reactivates prohibition. Therefore, BC’s enforcement 

of illicit activities needs to change to effectively deconstruct the criminal framework. 

Second, considering legalization as a rural economic transition for the local cannabis 

sector, the local cannabis sector and local governments deserve fair treatment, genuine 

engagement around cannabis related policy- and decision-making, and rurally 

appropriate cannabis policy. This is policy that would be based on the notions of place-

based development and new regionalism and the recognition that rural and urban areas 
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need different policy approaches. Different approaches are additionally needed between 

and across rural areas since they often vary so widely. Rurally appropriate policy would 

involve local non-government stakeholders in its development and implementation to 

address location-specific challenges and opportunities that are unique to rural places.  

Rurally appropriate cannabis policy would address key considerations related to the 

small scale, entrepreneurial level of participation that has and, according to research 

participants, will hopefully continue to comprise the local cannabis market. It would 

additionally require limited levels of capital (as compared to seemingly unlimited levels 

of capital required by current policies) to participate legally, and place-appropriate 

security clearances that address pre-legalization cannabis participation, non-

compliance, organized crime associations, and penalties received under prohibition. As 

an example of how organized crime associations could be better addressed, a person 

could be awarded a license with specifications like someone on parole (as suggested by 

lawyer John Conroy) such that criteria for the license requires no contact with these 

known organized criminals; if the applicant slips up, they lose the license (CertiCraft, 

2021). As a starting point, rurally appropriate cannabis policy would apply to both 

provincial and federal policies, with a greater emphasis on federal policy which more 

substantially limits prospective and current license holders.  

However, since local cannabis (as well as government) participants were not addressed 

in the same way as other stakeholders, cannabis farmers have largely continued their 
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participation within another industry which remains underground. To overcome this 

issue, a new kind of politics which support closer relationships between all levels of 

governments, and the local cannabis sector is therefore needed. Such politics can work 

towards enabling collaborative partnerships, as defined in Chapter One, where 

decision-making, resources, risk and reward are ultimately equally distributed among 

partners (Pletsch, 2011). To enable partnership building between cannabis participants 

from the West Kootenay-Boundary region (i.e., the traditional growing area of cannabis 

near and within the Kootenays) and governments responsible for cannabis policy, a 

degree of regionalization of cannabis cultivation policy-making would be ideal. Similar to 

the authority held by counties in California, regional governance over cannabis 

cultivation policy would allow for more locally appropriate and community specific policy 

(Stoa, 2018) while effectively building up bureaucratic relations as a new form of social 

capital.  

This is particularly important for areas like the Kootenays which have vastly different 

cannabis policy preferences and needs as compared to metropolitan areas as well as 

other regions new to cannabis production. In short, a one-size-fits all cannabis 

cultivation licensing policy that was foisted upon provincial and local governments 

(Wesley & Salomons, 2019) does not fit the needs of all Canadian communities or 

regions. Nor does it foster strategic relations that are needed between the local 

cannabis sector and governing agencies to enable a smooth rural economic transition.  
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There is argument that the federal government embraced a cooperative or collaborative 

style of federalism where cannabis policy decision-making was shared with their 

provincial counterparts. For example, the provinces successfully negotiated cannabis 

tax sharing with the federal government, where the federal government agreed to 

distribute 75% of cannabis revenues back to provinces, while keeping the remaining 

25% (Harris & Cochrane, 2017). Conversely, the federal government’s leadership style 

has also been characterized as “inflexible unilateralism” when provinces, saddled with 

the brunt of responsibilities around deploying legalization, requested delaying 

legalization without success (Benoit & Levesque, 2019). Additionally, although 

provinces were granted authority to establish public and / or private retail regimes that 

sold product online or through brick-and-mortar stores, the federal government planned 

to fulfil online retail for any involuntary provinces, effectively bypassing such provincial 

autonomy (Benoit & Levesque, 2019).  

Further, it is unclear why the federal government specifically carved out cannabis 

cultivation under their jurisdiction, while distribution and sales primarily fall under the 

authority of provinces. But such top-down bureaucratic relations have extruded local 

communal and (illicit) market relations through legalization’s newly imposed norms 

around regulated market participation. However, regional oversight of cultivation 

responsibilities could address these unintended consequences that have forced a net 
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negative effect on social capital. Regional oversight would support equitable rural 

economic development through increased local and regional government input.  

To this point, a level of devolution to the provincial government specific to cannabis 

cultivation licensing, with the right supports in place, could address the federal 

government’s remote jurisdiction and what many participants perceived as inappropriate 

regulation over local cultivation. Devolution of agricultural matters such as cultivation 

licensing would address federal barriers that have prevented the construction of 

important social relations which are critical for this rural economic transition.  

Federal devolution of power over land and natural resource rights has been occurring in 

Canada since the 1930’s with the Natural Resources Transfer Acts. These acts 

awarded the provinces of Alberta, Saskatchewan, and Manitoba with jurisdiction over 

their crown lands and natural resources that the federal government had originally 

believed it must control in order to fund rapid inhabitation of the prairies and national 

railway building (Thompson, 2006). Federal devolution has also enabled a transfer of 

power over healthcare, housing, education, social services and airports to Nunavut, 

Northwest Territories, and the Yukon since the 1960’s (Government of Canada, 2020d). 

This has enabled greater local control, strengthened governance and accountability and 

empowered economic development opportunities (Government of Canada, 2020d).  
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In turn, growing regions could organize cannabis cultivation policy in BC which emulate 

geographical indications for the BC Vintners Quality Alliance (VQA). These include nine 

existing regions: the Kootenays, Okanagan Valley, Shuswap, Thompson Valley, 

Similkameen Valley, Lillooet, Fraser Valley, Gulf Islands and Vancouver Island (Wines 

of British Columbia, n.d.). While more localized control over cannabis cultivation 

licensing was an outcome that was asked for by many research participants from both 

groups, multi-level governance has supported transitioning economies. However, 

traditional transitioning economies were primarily working with provinces which already 

held jurisdiction over natural resource rights. Therefore, a level of devolution over 

cannabis licensing to the provinces is ideal for this transition in order to support the 

development of cannabis production which was largely treated as a staple under 

prohibition. 

However, the devolution of cultivation licensing inevitably raises concerns. Based on 

experiences in the United States, “small-time political figures” at localized levels are 

purportedly prone to bribery and corruption when deciding who receives a license 

(Zhang, 2020). While it could be argued that all government (as well as non-

government) contracting, whether local, provincial or federal is susceptible to fraud and 

favouritism with regards to any business (Gollom, 2019; Mulgrew, 2020), legal cannabis 

is purported to be particularly prone to corruption at the localized level where officials 

are “gatekeepers for million-dollar businesses” (Zhang, 2020). Additionally, since 



 

 

304 

 

provinces can already decide their own rules (within the confines of federal law) on 

retail, personal cultivation, personal possession, and consumption as well as the 

enforcement of cannabis impaired driving, the idea of regionalized cultivation policy may 

be unpalatable. After all, there already exists a “splotchy patchwork of where one can 

shop for marijuana, where one can’t, where one can’t yet and where it kind-of-depends-

on-a-few-things” (Markusoff, 2018, para. 7). Indeed, an obvious downside to 

regionalized cultivation policy would be a hodgepodge of cannabis policy across the 

whole country. 

Additionally, fully regulating cannabis production under provincial governance may not 

be agreeable (Stoa, 2018). For example, the need to monitor complex tasks like 

hydrological modelling (should that be required through environmental sustainability 

initiatives which are inevitably a part of Canada’s cannabis cultivation future) may be 

met with capacity issues (Kane, 2018; Somerset, 2019). Furthermore, the downloading 

of federal cultivation policy may appear like abdication, where the federal government is 

simply shedding unwanted responsibilities.  

Thus, within the current policy landscape, collaborative partnerships among all levels of 

government and the local cannabis sector appear to be the best mechanism for 

supporting new politics. Indeed, collaborative partnerships are more practical to suggest 

over the devolution of cultivation licensing for reasons raised above. Although the 

devolution of cannabis licensing may be ideal for ensuring provincial and local 
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governments have more input into cannabis policy, collaborative partnerships hold great 

potential for safeguarding local input and cooperation around cannabis policy. However, 

this warranty only holds true with the local framing of legalization which considers the 

Kootenay’s economy which must transition. Thus, the local framing must take 

precedence or at least be viewed as equal to the dominant framing based on protecting 

public health and safety. This is critical for rural areas of BC like the Kootenays that 

have started to suffer as a result of legalization from a decreased market share of illicit 

cannabis (Statistics Canada, 2021b), increased scrutiny of personal medical licenses 

(Health Canada, 2021), and punitive enforcement of illicit operations by the CSU 

(Gaetz, 2021).  

One way to enable new politics that engage multiple levels of government for multi-

stakeholder collaboration would be through a West Kootenay-Boundary Cannabis Task 

Force. Like the Community Futures Central Kootenay’s initiated Cannabis Economic 

Development Council (Community Futures Central Kootenay, 2021), a West Kootenay-

Boundary Task Force could expand the existing Council by capturing the traditional 

neighbouring cannabis producing regions which spill outside of the Central Kootenays. 

Since the existing Council is now funded through the Regional District of Central 

Kootenay, it is generally restricted in its scope and service to the administrative area 

within the Central Kootenay boundaries (Community Futures Central Kootenay, 2019). 

Members taking part in the Cannabis Economic Development Council currently include 
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licensed and prospective cannabis producers and processors, CBTI staff, cannabis 

consultants, a researcher, two local government representatives, one local Member of 

the Legislative Assembly and a “guest” member of the provincial Secretariat who has 

been invited to discuss farm-gate matters within the provincial policy working group. 

As discussed earlier, cannabis production was not historically confined to the Central 

Kootenays; in fact, outdoor production was most prevalent in the neighbouring 

Kootenay Boundary Regional District where more arid land, more opportunities for 

sunshine and less tree cover promoted better growing conditions. An expanded Task 

Force into the West Kootenay-Boundary region would support the Kootenay label and 

help to develop closer relations between local, provincial, and federal governments as 

well as local cannabis participants for the Kootenay’s entire cannabis producing region. 

Through such collaboration, members could find an agreed-on definition of what an 

effective rural economic transition for the West Kootenay-Boundary entails.  

A West Kootenay-Boundary Task Force should include representatives from the 

Provincial Ministry of Agriculture, as well as the Provincial Ministry of Jobs, Economic 

Recovery and Innovation, and the provincial Secretariat. Additionally, a West Kootenay-

Boundary Task Force should include representatives from the federal government, 

namely Health Canada, the Centre for Rural Economic Development, and the federal 

Ministry of Agriculture and Agri-Food to situate cannabis effectively and appropriately at 

the federal level. Without the umbrella of Community Futures, it would also be important 
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to include representatives from Western Economic Diversification and / or Innovation 

Science and Economic Development. Additionally, a representative from the local post-

secondary institute, Selkirk College may support the group around training and 

educational needs. Finally, representatives from the voluntary Kootenay United 

Cannabis Association, the non-profit Craft Cannabis Association of BC, the local 

Kootenay Outdoor Producer Co-op, and local Indigenous representatives from Ktunaxa 

Nation, Sinixt (Lakes) Nation, Syilx (Okanagan) Nation, and Secwépemc (Shuswap) 

Nation should also be invited to participate. 

New politics between the cannabis sector and regional governments could additionally 

be realized through the creation of regional appellations. An appellation is a protected 

geographical indication which identifies the origin of an agricultural product (California 

Department of Food and Agriculture, 2021). Looking to the BC wine industry as an 

example of the use of appellations, wines may use the BC VQA label when they are 

made from 100 percent BC grapes as tested by the BC Wine Authority. This guarantees 

such wines are, “free from specified faults and meet other requirements and technical 

specifications set out in the Regulation” (British Columbia Wine Authority, 2018, para. 

2). This also allows qualifying wines to use certain regulated terms such as 

geographical indicators. Additionally, the BC Wine Authority audits participating wineries 

and their BC grape suppliers, and inspects retail outlets and non-member wineries to 

ensure compliance (British Columbia Wine Authority, 2018).  
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Appellations are a particularly strong possibility for regions like the Kootenays (and 

other historical cannabis producing rural regions in BC like the Sunshine coast, Gulf 

Islands, Lasqueti and Texada islands, Cowichan Valley, North Okanagan, and Fraser 

Valley) that have an already existing and solid reputation for producing high quality 

cannabis. Further, as regional reputation grows, the produced product can fetch at 

minimum, fair and at best, high prices which would prevent cheap “knock-off” 

alternatives from associating their cannabis with the Kootenay region (Stoa, 2018). As 

an additional benefit, the cannabis market would become differentiated through 

appellations which challenges the commodification of cannabis and what many suggest 

is an inevitable “race to the bottom” (Stoa, 2018). 

Third, the federal government needs to recognize this rural economic transition for the 

cannabis economy is a transformation from illicit activity to legal participation which 

comes with plenty of empirical evidence (gathered from this research) that points to an 

undercurrent theme of mistrust. Senior governments can work to develop trust by acting 

transparently through addressing problems of the past, which continue into the present. 

For example, to address disconnect between federal organizations and local 

governments, personal medical licenses can be properly addressed by supplying them 

with a workable passageway into the legal regime. Co-construction, found through 

collaborative partnerships between local cannabis participants and all levels of 

government, to enable new and / or revised cannabis policy is thus essential as 
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elaborated on above. But to enable co-construction through collaborative partnerships, 

reconciliation of past differences between government and the cannabis sector is 

mandatory to address long running tension, suspicion, and mistrust between the 

groups. 

Both stakeholder groups expressed concern that the gap needs to narrow between 

conservative ideologies of federal institutions and free thinkers from the legacy cannabis 

sector. As a government participant offered, if “you are running around with purple hair 

and wearing crazy clothes, saying respect me, legitimize me [also remember] you are 

the scariest thing to a guy in a suit” (Government participant 4 September 2019). 

However, the government also needs to remember they are working with a long-

established counterculture that has its own systems of governance and normative 

behaviours. For these reasons, the federal government needs to meet the sector where 

they may be found and can do this by accepting purple hair and “crazy clothes”, since 

such sentiments otherwise perpetuate animosity by cannabis stakeholders about how 

they should look and act. 

Transitioning the rural cannabis economy towards the legal regime is about addressing 

complex relationships, and according to participants, more relationship building needs 

to happen between the groups and within each group. To create an environment that 

allows for genuine collaborative partnerships, which is a proven strategy for successful 

rural economic transitions, empathy for and acceptance of the past is needed. A 
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government participant proves their understanding, offering “we will always have people 

who will abuse anything, so we need to work on proper education, learning and 

sometimes acceptance” (Government participant 2 July 2019). Incentivize people to 

come to transition to the legal sector by easing access to that sector, rather than leaning 

on punitive enforcement with the criminal code that 95 years of prohibition proved 

simply does not work. Rather than coercion by the federal government, focus on 

collaborative partnerships with agreed-on goals and targets. For example, the 

Government of Canada could commit to supporting the procurement of 1000 micro 

licenses by 2023.  

While this goal would help to encourage some small-scale participants to enter the legal 

regime, it invariably benefits the already-wealthy, already-entrenched corporate players 

and federal regulators. The latter who have also eschewed field inspections due to a 

lack of capacity (Subramaniam, 2019). Additionally, the current system uses a blanket 

one-size-fits-all production and processing licensing scheme that is meant to be applied 

consistently across and within all provinces and territories, which continues to ignore the 

needs and context of rural communities. In consideration, the Government of Canada 

could pledge to examine the inequities in the legal system more closely as experienced 

by current and prospective micro license holders and their rural areas. This process 

could be a positive move towards reconciliation, and trust building. 
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Considering a re-examination of the micro licensing system, a range of possibilities 

could be considered. Much like the RAND Corporation suggested, cannabis policy 

“should not be viewed as a binary choice between prohibition and the for-profit 

commercial model we see in Colorado and Washington State; several intermediate 

supply options could be considered, particularly given the variety of different goals a 

jurisdiction might be hoping to accomplish by changing the policy” (Caulkins et al., 2015, 

p. 2). For example, a jurisdiction focused on generating tax revenue would implement a 

model that sharply contrasts with a jurisdiction focused on removing the illicit market. 

Additionally, although likely too late with the enactment of legalization, decriminalization 

could have prevented the consolidation of proceeds to a small number of privileged 

businesses as well as the continued persecution of disadvantaged participants 

(Lagalisse, 2018). Nevertheless, effective legalization policy and programs could still 

prevent such corporate merging, while genuinely supporting small scale independent 

operations, rural policy, and trust building with prohibition era participants. 

As an example, is California; this state has made solid efforts towards building trust with 

the pre-legalization cannabis sector. Californian policy-makers have clearly incentivized 

the illicit market to move into the legal regime by being, “explicit in their goal of trying to 

create a marijuana farming community that is inclusive and protective of the tens of 

thousands of small-scale farmers in their state” (Stoa, 2018, p. 86). Further, by 

facilitating prohibition era farmers’ transition to the legal market it is easier to quickly 
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displace the illicit market (Caulkins et al., 2015). To incentivize prohibition era cannabis 

participants, certain benefits were granted in California if farmers came forward within 

180 days following the enactment of the Marijuana Ordinance (County of Humboldt, 

2016). These benefits included a larger cultivation area, priority processing of their 

applications and perks for relocating existing farms that were previously situated in 

ecologically sensitive areas (County of Humboldt, 2016). Additionally, if an inspection 

revealed non-compliance, farmers were granted a provisional license and a two year 

time period to address the issue (Stoa, 2018). Generally, these initiatives appear 

cooperative with and inclusive of prohibition era participants which should help to 

reconcile past differences. 

Finally, keeping in mind the existing and generally mistrusting cannabis sector in the 

Kootenays and other rural places of BC, several options could be suggested to improve 

the climate for and relations with prohibition era cannabis farmers. At one end of the 

spectrum, as proposed above, is regional control over production licensing that is 

administered by provincial governments, combined with farm-gate and direct delivery 

sales and an appellation program. After all, BC is well suited to build a regional 

appellation program that upholds regional brands and reputations, ensures product 

consistency and quality for the consumer, and encourages rural economic development 

(Stoa, 2018). Regional governance that involves local governments and the cannabis 

sector could oversee production licensing to ensure decisions are not founded on the 
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criminal framework, and that the needs and values of independent farmers are clearly 

understood. While such an arrangement could enable farm-gate and direct delivery 

sales with CRA verification at point of sale, the notion of such sales is already in motion 

in BC and expected for roll-out in 2022 (Public Safety and Solicitor General, 2020). 

However, so far BC’s farm-gate and direct delivery sales require a federal processing 

licensing and sales amendment which decreases the accessibility of the program for 

small farmers (Brown, 2021a). Thus, more local control is recommended for such 

decision-making through the devolution of some federal government responsibilities. 

At the other end of the spectrum, is the current federal licensing, regulation, and 

enforcement scheme which, as discussed in this research is not working for pre-

legalization cannabis businesses and hindering a fair transition to the legal regime for 

long-time cannabis producing regions like the Kootenays. So, mid-range options include 

collaborative partnerships which engage the federal government with provincial and 

local governments as well as the local cannabis sector. These could be enabled through 

a West Kootenay-Boundary Task Force that has direct input into and impact on federal 

level decision-making processes related to cannabis production, processing and retail 

licensing and regulations. Through sharing power with the federal government over 

cannabis licensing and regulation, provincial and local governments could oversee 

licensing inspections. Localizing some responsibilities like inspections would cultivate a 

supportive process for cannabis business applicants in part because of the inspectors’ 
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understanding of the local context and potential issues. Additionally, local employment 

would also be created while addressing demands from the rural area which additionally 

fulfills a government participant’s request for, “models where you are not relying on 

somebody who has almost no context or understanding of a local market, of local 

operations, who’s mandate will be to come shut it down” (30 July 2019 Government 

participant).  

In these ways, collaborative partnerships could help to address concerns around the 

remoteness and trust worthiness of federal agencies related to decision- and policy-

making that many project participants believed was underpinned by a perception that 

cannabis participants were criminals.   
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6.6 Summary 

While the transition to legalization for the cannabis economy in the rural Kootenay 

region has been unique to traditional economic transitions experienced within rural BC 

and Canada, it fits within the interdisciplinary project framing in part because of the 

overarching consideration for stakeholder participation. Beyond identifying that the 

proposed conceptual framing fits, this exploratory research addressed the three 

remaining questions. 

This chapter returned to the research questions raised in Chapter One according to the 

findings presented in Chapter Five. By addressing the research questions in this way, 

recommendations based on empirical evidence gathered through this research were 

presented and justified. The next and concluding chapter outlines the implications of 

these research findings and recommendations with respect to further research, policy 

development and rural economic development.  

  



 

 

316 

 

Chapter 7 Summary 

7.1 Introduction 

This chapter expands the research findings to a broader audience by considering the 

relevance of the findings to the literature, policy, and rural economic development. 

Developing upon this work, ideas for future research around evaluating impacts and the 

effectiveness of cannabis legalization are shared. A concluding summary wraps up the 

paper. 

7.2 Contributions of the Research 

This exploratory research takes a unique approach to assessing the impacts of 

cannabis legalization to the rural Kootenay region of BC. Framing legalization as a rural 

economic transition which encompasses a quintessentially underrepresented group has 

shown how legalization has brought substantial effects to cannabis production and 

governance in the rural BC region. This framing extends academic debates on 

Canadian politics and the economy and it holds the potential to affect cannabis policy 

and rural economic development. This research is also timely; it lends ideas for apt 

interventions within the rapidly developing cannabis policy landscape in Canada as well 

as other jurisdictions around the world. The next three sub-sections outline how this 
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research informs theory, policy, and practice – each of which is not necessarily 

independent of each other. 

7.2.1 Contributions to the Literature 

This research first focused on whether a joint conceptual framing on transitioning 

economies and stakeholder participation would be suitable for examining the impacts of 

cannabis legalization for the Kootenays of BC, a rural long-time cannabis producing 

region. Converging over collaborative partnerships, this framing offered a specific lens 

from which to examine legalization that prioritized hidden groups, like cannabis 

stakeholders, as well as cooperative approaches to problem solving. This lens was 

effective at highlighting the complex rural economic transition from illicit to legal markets 

that was brought about by legalization.  

Based on the assessment of this transition, it suits an evaluation as a traditional rural 

economic transition. However, there is one particularly notable difference; namely the 

immediate political change initially contrasts that from a traditional economic transition. 

Political change in the transition from illicit to legal cannabis markets includes a move 

from decentralized autonomy over cannabis market participation to top-down federally 

mandated legislation that one can choose to engage with, or not. However, this 

important difference validated why the transition was so importantly wrapped by the 

notion of stakeholder participation which consequently lent the framing to fit the case 
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exceedingly well. Additionally, this case study found another situation well suited for 

regionalization to effectively address cannabis legalization in rural regions of BC. 

Thus, the collections of literatures around transitioning economies and stakeholder 

participation are advanced by this novel application to cannabis legalization in the rural 

Kootenays, BC. Additionally, the appropriateness of this framing for examining 

legalization leads to new considerations for the historical significance of the prohibition 

era cannabis economy within traditional economic transitions. For economies that are 

still within a traditional economic transition, attention to a pre-legalization underground 

cannabis industry could help to enable the transition. This is addressed in a following 

section 7.3 Future Research. 

7.2.2 Contributions to Policy 

Research findings identify four potential contributions to policy. First, the persistent 

criminal framing of cannabis participants that has been surreptitiously supported by 

long-running biases and the powerful influence of law enforcement has contributed to a 

lack of empirical evidence in building and implementing legalization policy. Second, a 

one-size-fits-all production and processing licensing, testing and inspection scheme is 

not rurally appropriate cannabis policy and thus unsuitable for the Kootenay region that 

has long relied on small cannabis farms and businesses. Third, the largely ignored until 

recent days personal medical licenses call for validation and a reasonable pathway into 
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the legal regime. Fourth, trust building between the cannabis sector and all levels of 

government will help foster a collaborative environment that is necessary for improving 

cannabis policy to be rurally appropriate and for engaging the pre-legalization sector. 

These potential policy contributions can be used to inform legalization goals around 

replacing the illicit cannabis economy with a legal economy particularly for rural areas of 

BC. Each of these four potential contributions are explained following. 

To recognize and clarify the impact of the criminal construction on policy, communities, 

and law enforcement, the social inequity of cannabis crimes under prohibition that 

continue today must be revealed. This can begin in two ways. First, by showing the 

number of non-violent cannabis related penalties, charges and convictions laid under 

prohibition and comparing that to the number of expungements or suspensions since 

the enactment of legalization. This ratio would gauge the nation’s value of the process 

to right earlier wrongs and highlight the work that still must be done. Second, by 

showing the number of cannabis related penalties, charges, and convictions for highly 

targeted groups and regions when compared to their underlying populations. This would 

highlight disproportionately targeted groups, such as Indigenous Nations and 

excessively targeted geographies like the Kootenays, each of which were unduly 

negatively affected under prohibition. 

Once the impact of the criminal construction has begun to be recognized and 

acknowledged, the government could consider how policy could prioritize such 
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overrepresented groups of people and geographical regions within the legal licensing 

process. Favouring people that have been previously penalized, charged and convicted 

for cannabis (or those who have had a family member previously convicted) would 

encourage and incentivize their legal participation and help to address trauma suffered 

from the past. The same holds true for regions that endured unduly scrutiny. By 

highlighting these details and engaging in such action the criminal framing which has 

continued to underpin current policy, law enforcement and the treatment of some 

communities will become clear.  

As this research has illustrated, the current one-size-fits-all cannabis production and 

processing licensing, testing and inspection scheme does not attend to preserving and 

supporting small entrepreneurial farms within the Kootenays, nor the transition to 

legalization for pre-legalization cannabis businesses. In short, current legalization policy 

is proving to be rurally inappropriate cannabis policy. While micro licenses are available 

for small scale production and processing, they satisfy high net-worth individuals, and 

differ little from standard licenses except for site security requirements and allowable 

growing space. Thus, the decentralization and regionalization of cannabis cultivation 

licensing, testing and inspection could support and encourage small businesses within 

flexible, locally oriented, and controlled programs which work cooperatively with local 

businesses. More localized control could prioritize environmental protections and 

carbon footprint reductions, as well as organic, regenerative, and living soil farming 
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practices for the Kootenays as well as other rural regions holding similar values. 

Localized control could choose to grant larger growing spaces for micros, or at least for 

outdoor micros since they typically only produce one crop per year. Such a regional 

approach could help to enable collaborative action and progressive licensing programs 

which acknowledge local values and needs. For example, indoor operations could be 

encouraged and incentivized through tax breaks for using 100% renewable energy 

sources, like policies implemented in Boulder, Colorado (City of Boulder Colorado, 

2021). Additionally, microbial testing could be specific to harmful pathogens while 

security clearances could be considered differently considering the region’s lengthy and 

illicit cannabis producing past. 

Additionally, personal medical licenses require new consideration. They continue to be 

improperly examined based on an underlying criminal framing as shown by Health 

Canada’s recent call for input. According to Health Canada, these licenses are still 

under scrutiny because of “a progressive increase in the daily amounts being authorized 

for individuals seeking Health Canada approval to produce cannabis for their own 

medical purposes or to have someone produce on their behalf” (Health Canada, 2021, 

para. 5). Additionally, they are linked to acts of non-compliance and increased law 

enforcement (Health Canada, 2021).  

While this research found some evidence for the mistreatment of some personal 

medical licenses, it also found the majority of these license holders were working within 
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the legal terms. However, by using their authoritative position that supports the criminal 

construction of cannabis participants, the recent consultation by the federal government 

frames the conditions for refusing to issue, renew, amend or revoking a registration as 

related to public health and safety. Specific criteria for refusal and revocation were 

primarily related to earlier acts of non-compliance of the license holder, as well as the 

likelihood of involvement with organized crime (Health Canada, 2021). In essence, it 

appears like Health Canada aimed to weed out the perceived criminals and organized 

crime from personal medical licenses through this most recent review. 

Not only is organized crime and any potential connection to organized crime often 

misunderstood and subjective, as discussed earlier in this paper, but such associations 

form the underlying justification for future personal medical licensing decisions; the 

proposed conditions for license refusal and revocation seem to be based on the 

persistent criminal construction under the guise of public health and safety. Moreover, 

according to Jack Lloyd, a Canadian criminal cannabis lawyer, such decisions are 

largely “unfettered” by Health Canada bureaucrats which leads to inherent prejudices 

(CertiCraft, 2021). However, licenses for real and valid medical concerns deserve fair 

medical representation and an equitable transition into the commercial market. This 

remains even if the license holder faced allegations of non-compliance or non-violent 

criminal charges related to cannabis in the past, even if such charges may be the result 

of racial and geographical targeting and an underlying bias by law enforcement and 
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inspection agencies. By supplying a practical pathway to the commercial market for 

these small licenses, it would help to reduce non-compliance and encourage legal 

participation, as outlined by the City of Sacramento within their Cannabis Opportunity 

Reinvestment and Equity program (City of Sacramento, 2019). 

Finally, trust building between the cannabis sector and all levels of government will help 

to sow the seeds for collaborative partnerships. Looking back on the long and windy 

road to legalization, issues of trust between the counterculture of the cannabis sector 

and the authoritative government are deeply entrenched. Prioritizing trust building will 

help to foster collaborative partnerships between these stakeholder groups which are 

critical for a fair rural economic transition. Trust building, as said in Chapter Six, needs 

to start with addressing problems of the past which linger today. These problems 

include the mishandling of personal medical licenses and unnecessarily adversarial 

scrutiny from law enforcement in the Kootenays. Frequent roadblocks, helicopter fly 

overs, trauma endured from being hand cuffed in front of their children, being penalized 

with cannabis charges and the threat of other related penalties has created a deep 

culture of mistrust within the local cannabis sector.  

However, public acknowledgement about these harms followed by genuine moves 

towards restorative justice would help to enable the process of trust building. 

Restorative justice is “an approach to justice that focuses on addressing the harm 

caused by crime while holding the offender responsible for their actions, by providing an 
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opportunity for the parties directly affected by the crime – victims, offenders and 

communities – to identify and address their needs in the aftermath of a crime” 

(Department of Justice, 2018, para. 1). Because crime in this case is not exclusive to 

that which only lands a criminal charge, but is inclusive of any illicit cannabis activity, 

cannabis participants may associate as both (or either) the offender and victim, while 

prohibition and its strict laws and enforcement may be considered the crime.  

Finally, the empirical evidence found through this research effectively clarifies cultures, 

interests and values, historic relationships, and power structures among and between 

two key legalization stakeholder groups. Such knowledge can be used to further inform 

policy.  

7.2.3 Contributions to Practice 

This research highlights four potential contributions to rural economic development in 

practice. These are not entirely exclusive from the potential contributions to the 

literature and policy. Potential contributions are related to highlighting the importance of 

reconciliation, and collaborative partnership training, identifying the need for new 

politics, understanding capacity challenges with regionalization including the 

identification of boundaries for cannabis growing regions, and prioritizing hard hit 

geographies and groups by tempering the actions of the CSU. These suggestions will 
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work to address the inequities of cannabis legalization as faced by rural communities 

like the Kootenays, in BC and help to foster an effective transition to legalization. 

This research calls for the reconciliation of past differences to resolve lasting trauma 

and to overcome historic tension and mistrust between (and within) the stakeholder 

groups. Additionally, reconciliation can help to enable collaborative partnerships. 

However, reconciliation is not a simple, straight forward process; reconciliation is often 

emotional and painful. Accordingly, the process for reconciliation between the cannabis 

sector and government needs to be facilitated with effective supports. These include 

proper education and training that is supported by mediators and experts of 

reconciliation. Similarly, collaborative partnerships would benefit from similar supports to 

ensure all parties are onboard with the purpose and value of these approaches. 

Further, while federally initiated cannabis legalization policy was developed with the 

consultation of the provinces, the public, and general stakeholders (Government of 

Canada, 2016), this research illuminates how cannabis legalization policy has been 

largely unsuitable for rural areas like the Kootenays. Accordingly, this research 

suggests cannabis and local government stakeholder inclusion in partnership-like 

relations with governing authorities to help create rurally appropriate cannabis policy. 

However, such collaborative partnerships and associated new politics require a shift in 

power and responsibility from the federal government to the provinces and local 

governments. Such change demands new skills, relationships, and decision-making 
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mechanisms. Otherwise said, the urge for new politics requires time, resources, and 

political will to build. Accordingly, the federal government should not remain as the sole 

decision maker for cannabis legalization policy; the federal government needs to 

acknowledge limitations of consultation-oriented approaches so they can better 

collaborate with the local cannabis sector, and local and provincial government 

stakeholders. 

The notion of regionalized cannabis policy fits well into place-based economic 

development which is a proven strategy for successful rural economic transitions that 

move away from a single precarious staple. However, such place-based efforts come 

with challenges around local capacity; new regionalism takes time, resources, people, 

and interest. Already taxed local and provincial governments may consider regionalized 

place-based cannabis policy unviable. For these reasons, the right funding, training, and 

other supports like mentorship need to be available for communities and the province so 

that stakeholders can engage in regionalized cannabis policy. 

On a related tenet, appellations are a compelling program for preserving the Kootenay 

brand because they encourage and differentiate quality product that is produced in the 

region from other cannabis. However, how the boundaries for such appellations, or 

growing regions and practices get determined and by whom, is part of a complicated 

process which requires time, interest, and resources. As mentioned earlier, the 

progressive work of the Community Futures Central Kootenays CBTI program was 
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generally restricted to the administrative boundary of the Central Kootenays for financial 

reasons. Constrained by funding, existing administrative boundaries limit the 

determination of actual and viable cannabis growing regions which should be identified 

in partnership by cannabis participants and provincial and local government 

representatives for regional-level governance and management. 

Finally, as discussed in the earlier chapter, once the impacts of the criminal frame to 

policy and practice are better understood, there must be efforts to temper the 

enforcement of the Cannabis Act via the criminal code and through the CSU in BC. 

Without making such adjustments, criminal prosecutions, disparage treatment, and 

discrimination against earlier (and current) cannabis participants is likely to continue. 

This only furthers the harm experienced by cannabis participants under prohibition, and 

tarnishes trust between the two stakeholder groups. 

7.3 Future Research 

In effectively answering the research questions posed in Chapter One, three 

subsequent lines of inquiry consequently arose which fell outside of the scope of this 

exploratory research. 

While the framing based on stakeholder participation and transitioning economies was 

effective for the Kootenay region’s economic transition of illicit cannabis markets to the 
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legal regime, this framing should also be applied to other rural regions with a history of 

illicit cannabis production. This will help to decide the generalizability of this research 

framing to other jurisdictions and to understand whether the implementation of cannabis 

legalization policy is inequitable for other rural areas in BC and in Canada. After all, the 

Kootenay region is known to be unique having strong local government support and 

expressed value for the (prohibition era) cannabis sector. However, according to the 

additional 13 interviews conducted outside the study area, there is indication that other 

rural local government members in BC and Northern California held similar sentiments 

towards the sector, and other local cannabis stakeholders felt ignored during cannabis 

policy and mistrusted senior governments. Notwithstanding, this novel framing would be 

strengthened by the verification and extraction of empirical evidence from other rural 

jurisdictions. 

While it was assumed that the prohibition era cannabis economy was substantial in size 

and extent in the Kootenays, the actual representation of the sector prior to legalization 

remains relatively unknown for obvious challenges related to measuring hidden 

economies. Future research could attempt to quantify the prohibition era industry, 

perhaps using Web Based Respondent Driven Sampling (Hathaway et al., 2010), which 

is appropriate for understanding and measuring hidden populations. This would confirm 

that the industry was comparable to a primary industry as this research assumes. 
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Finally, this research has highlighted the local value and socio-economic importance of 

the Kootenay’s historic cannabis producing economy, but inclusion of the hidden sector 

in traditional economic transitions has been missing. Accordingly, related questions 

remain to be addressed, such as: how has the local historic illicit cannabis economy 

affected traditional economic transitions? For economies still in transition: can the 

previously illicit economy help to enable a traditional economic transition? 

7.4 Summary 

This exploratory research aimed to understand the consequences of cannabis 

legalization for a rural, long-time cannabis producing region. In addressing this inquiry, 

this research answered the four research questions presented and found that the 

implementation of legalization has transferred past sensitivities and judgements to the 

foreground. By not properly addressing these shortcomings, it has led to a frustrating 

cannabis legalization process for the Kootenays.  

The implementation of legalization has highlighted long running, strained relations 

between the government and the cannabis sector, government primarily being federal. It 

has also strained relations within these groups. Poor relations and an acute lack of trust 

are outcomes of the criminalization of the pre-legalization cannabis sector which has 

been ongoing for decades. Criminalization has marginalized the rural cannabis sector, 

and largely excluded them from policy making. Also ignoring local governments, this 
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has contributed to rurally inappropriate cannabis policy which has restricted legal 

participation.  

However, cannabis legalization has also provided new opportunities for unprecedented 

cooperation between these historically discordant groups. Based on the conceptual 

framing on transitioning economies and stakeholder participation, findings suggest the 

newly forming relations between the local cannabis sector and government must 

emulate collaborative partnerships. To enable collaborative partnerships, reconciliation 

of the problems of the past must occur. The inaccurate criminal frame applied to most 

cannabis participants, the improperly handled personal medical licensure, and the 

apparent favouritism to (ex)law enforcement, (ex)politicians and corporations beg to be 

addressed. Doing so would amplify allyship between the cannabis sector and 

government which, along with engaging in place-based regional economic development 

suggests legalization policy may eventually become rurally appropriate. 
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APPENDIX 

Transitioning to the New Rural Cannabis Economy 

To understand socio-economic implications of cannabis legalization to the rural 
Kooteany region, these questions are designed to elicit responses addressing how the 

Kootenay region can effectively transition to the New Rural Cannabis economy. 

 

Key Informant Interview Question Guide – Government/Policy Makers 

 

Question 
type 

Question 

Opening 1. We are at [state location, eg Trail Selkirk College campus] on 
[Date], and this is [interviewer/researcher name] interviewing 
someone from the [stakeholder group which is one of: local 
government, provincial government, federal government, 
policy maker]. Is this accurate? Or would you categorize your 
roll/group differently? 

Decision-
making 

2. Have you sought out empirical evidence to help with cannabis-
policy related decision-making? 

• NOTE: By “policy” we mean a plan, course of action, or set of 
guiding principles intended to influence and determine 
decisions at the government or organizational level  

• NOTE: By empirical, we mean evidence based, or that which 
is based on experiment or observation and not just theory 

• Can you give an example? 

• What sources have you accessed for this purpose? 

• IF applicable: Have your regulating bodies released policies 
or educational information concerning [preparing for and/or 
implications of legalized cannabis]? 
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• IF applicable: Do you feel you have enough information to 
make evidence based decisions regarding land use bylaws, 
public consumption bylaws, and other related policies? 

Policy-
making 
involvement 

3. During the formulation of cannabis legalization policy, were you 
provided an opportunity to share your opinions directly or 
indirectly with respect to [Federal/Provincial/Local] government 
legislation? 

4. Do you feel that your opinions (as a stakeholder) were 
represented during policy formulation at all levels of government 
from Federal, to Provincial to Local Government levels?  Please 
elaborate. 

5. (Modify this according to their engagement) Do you feel you had 
adequate stakeholder involvement with how cannabis policy 
decisions have been made? 

The local 
cannabis 
industry (pre 
legalization) 

6. Please describe what you know about the size, extent and 
structure of the pre-legalization cannabis industry in the rural 
Kootenay region.  

• Do you believe it has played a role in this region’s economy? 

• If so, how do you anticipate the rural Kootenay region will be 
impacted economically with legalization? 

7. What do you think are socio-economic risks  / or benefits with 
losing the local illicit cannabis industry, that, according to local 
advocates, can be traced back for decades in this area? 

Economic 
identify and 
cannabis 
culture 

8. How would you describe your community’s economic identity? 
(Alternative said as: what is your town known for? Eg, 
Forestry, Teck, etc) 

9. Are you aware of a cannabis culture in the rural Kootenay 
region? If so, how would you describe it? 

10. How do you anticipate the rural Kootenay region will be 
impacted socially (eg, when considering public health, social 
justice, employment, etc) by the legalization of recreational 
cannabis? 
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Impacts of 
legalization 

11. What do we need to keep an eye on, in terms of indicators, to 
know how the rural Kootenay region is impacted (socially, 
economically or socio-economically) by cannabis legalization? 

12. Do you have suggestions on how best to assess implications of 
legalization to our rural region? 

13. (If they mentioned concern for negative implications earlier) How 
might the rural Kootenays mitigate negative impacts of cannabis 
legalization? 

• And/or maximize positive impacts of cannabis legalization? 

Transitioning 14. In terms of the Kootenay region effectively transitioning to the 
new regulatory environment, what barriers exist or hurdles are 
present?  

15. What types of support or programming could be provided to 
overcome these barriers and hurdles if there was no limitations 
of time and money 

Ending 16. Thank you for your valuable input and discussion today. Do you 
have any additional comments? 
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Key Informant Interview Question Guide – Cannabis industry/advocate 

 

Question 
type 

Question 

Opening 1. We are at [state location, eg Trail Selkirk College campus] on 
[Date], and this is [interviewer/researcher name] interviewing 
someone from the [stakeholder group which is one of: 
cannabis industry, cannabis advocate, or other] Is this 
accurate? Or would you categorize your roll/group differently? 

Decision-
making 

2. Have you sought out information/empirical evidence to help with 
influencing cannabis-related policies? 

• NOTE: By “policy” we mean a plan, course of action, or set of 
guiding principles intended to influence and determine 
decisions at the government or organizational level  

• NOTE: By empirical, we mean evidence based, or that which 
is based on experiment or observation and not just theory 

• Can you give an example? 

• What sources have you accessed for this purpose? 

• IF applicable: Do you feel you have enough information to 
make evidence based decisions related to participation in the 
legalized regime? 

Policy-
making 
involvement 

3. During the formulation of cannabis legalization policy, were you 
provided an opportunity to share your opinions directly or 
indirectly with respect to [Federal/Provincial/Local] government? 

4. Do you feel that your opinions (as a stakeholder) were 
represented during policy formulation at all levels of government 
from Federal, to Provincial to Local Government levels?  Please 
elaborate. 

5. (Modify this according to their engagement) Do you feel you had 
adequate stakeholder involvement with how cannabis policy 
decisions have been made? 
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The local 
cannabis 
industry (pre 
legalization) 

6. Please describe what you know about the size, extent and 
structure of the pre-legalization cannabis industry in the rural 
Kootenay region.  

• Do you believe it has played a role in this region’s economy? 

• If so, how do you anticipate the rural Kootenay region will be 
impacted economically with legalization? 

7. What do you think are socio-economic risks  / or benefits with 
losing the local illicit cannabis industry, that, according to local 
advocates, can be traced back for decades in this area? 

Economic 
identity and 
cannabis 
culture 

8. How would you describe your community’s economic identity? 
(Alternative said as: what is your town known for? Eg, 
Forestry, Teck, etc) 

9. Are you aware of a cannabis culture in the rural Kootenay 
region? If so, how would you describe it? 

10. How do you anticipate the rural Kootenay region will be 
impacted socially (eg, when considering public health, social 
justice, employment, etc) by the legalization of recreational 
cannabis? 

Impacts of 
legalization 

11. What do we need to keep an eye on, in terms of issues or 
indicators, to know how the rural Kootenay region will be 
impacted (socially, economically or socio-economically) by 
cannabis legalization? 

12. Do you have suggestions on how best to assess implications of 
legalization to the rural Kootenay region? 

13. (If they mentioned concern for negative implications earlier) How 
might the rural Kootenay region maximize positive impacts of 
cannabis legalization? 

• And/or mitigate negative impacts of cannabis legalization? 

Transitioning 14. In terms of the rural Kootenay region effectively transitioning to 
the new regulatory environment, what barriers exist or hurdles 
are present?  



 

 

396 

 

15. What types of support or programming could be provided to 
overcome these barriers and hurdles if there was no limitations 
of time and money 

Ending 16. Thank you for your valuable input and discussion today. Do you 
have any additional comments? 
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