Here Today, Gone Tomorrow: Public Transportation and Vulnerabilities in Rural and Remote Canada

FACT SHEET 2:

TRANSPORTATION AS INFRASTRUCTURE IN RURAL &
REMOTE CANADA

This is the second of four fact sheets produced by the study, Here Today, Gone Tomorrow: Public Transportation and
Vulnerabilities in Rural and Remote Canada a scoping review of literature guided by the question: How does the
presence or absence of public transportation contribute to people’s vulnerability in rural and remote locations? The study
explored how remote and rural (RR) places face complex social, political and economic obstacles in order to achieve
sustainable, accessible, and appropriate transportation and exercise mobility rights. Growing vulnerability and inequality
between RR places contributes to growing vulnerabilities and inequalities among RR residents and the rest of Canada.
Unequal mobilities—especially affordable public transportation—shapes whether individuals and communities can achieve
sustainable livelihoods, societal participation, personal and collective safety, and access to essential and non-essential
services, resources, and rights.
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“One of the worst fears of any community is the possible loss of transportation links. The loss of transportation
services is one of the most pressing issues in rural development.”*3%

Transportation is critical infrastructure for rural places, the absence of which results in disadvantages and vulnerability
for rural places and the people who live there. Transportation has a substantial influence on how and where social and
economic activities take place and on the development path of rural places. It plays a crucial role in shaping the
relationship between places and determines the flow of people, goods, and services across space. It is easy to ignore the
networks and systems that constitute infrastructure because the position they play in enabling activities and public and
private goods and services becomes virtually invisible. Of course, governments can and do intervene in the pattern of
transportation networks to shape systems that are more reflective of public objectives — e.g., to facilitate access to
health care, education, or work. These government-facilitated transportation networks become part of the policy
environment and broader social service provision infrastructure, which can be problematic if they suddenly disappear,
as was the case for the Saskatchewan Transportation Company in 2017.2

Transportation plays a key role in defining the character of rural and remote places because of its strong influence on
the possibilities of livelihood, availability of amenities, goods and services, and even food security.>* Remoteness is
largely a function of transportation, based upon (the regularly accessible) time/distance to urban centres and access to
goods and services. Places that are considered “remote” usually have declining population, with few employment
opportunities and low incomes, although they may be important as areas of recreation, leisure, and resource extraction.
With economic restructuring, remotely located natural resource-based industries, such as some oil and gas, mining,
fishing, forestry, and hydroelectricity, now often rely on long-distance commuting for their mostly-rural workforces.>®
Different rural and remote areas have different conditions depending on their proximity to cities. While many rural
places are “in decline,” some rural areas close to cities (the “rurban” phenomenon) or in locations where retired
professionals seek lifestyle and leisure amenities are experiencing a turn-around.”

Travel in rural, remote and northern Canada can be dangerous—particularly in winter—and generally involves long
distances between towns or regions where there are often areas of low population density and few or no services.? As
several Canadian provinces have few major cities but contain large rural hinterlands with many small towns, there are
limited linkages between the towns of the hinterlands. Low population density in rural and remote places poses
challenges for public transport, with population decline occurring along with the withdrawal of public services from
these communities. At the same time, the people who remain in rural locales increasingly live their lives across large
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