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Abstract: Uncertainty around future forest conditions and impacts on rural British Columbia 
indicate a need for institutional mechanisms that transfer fiscal capacity on a regional and inter-
temporal basis. Superficially at least, fiduciary trust arrangements appear to satisfy these 
conditions, and indeed, are being used with increasing frequency to distribute funds across 
British Columbia’s resource dependent communities. The relatively unexplored nature of the 
trust in a community development context, however, suggests that there are a number of 
questions that need to be addressed around the ability to distribute funds and the characteristics 
that support or impede their efforts. Through literature review, interviews, and case study 
analysis, this research has identified key variables influencing the success of trust arrangements. 
Although the variables that promote an effective trust are not necessarily unique to such 
institutions, they do seem to provide a venue that facilitates the development and use of such 
characteristics.  These include the creation of strong links to the communities being served, 
utilizing existing infrastructure and institutional arrangements to leverage funds and increase 
efficiencies, linking applicants and communities with issue-specific experts, and maintaining 
small but dedicated staff groupings. The effectiveness of trusts may be mitigated by certain 
factors, however, including ‘directionless’ distribution, organizational factors, and the need to 
develop long-term funding through strategic investments. Overall, trust mechanisms appear to be 
a strong structure for distributing funds and supporting community development.  Allowing them 
to develop strong local ties and utilize existing infrastructure seems likely to increase their 
overall effectiveness and maximize distributional efficiency.   
 
 
Introduction 
 
While natural resources have provided a historical source of wealth for British Columbia, 
resource dependence has created some significant challenges. The massive expansion of resource 
development strategies over the course of the past four decades has led to significant depletion of 
those same resources upon which the province depends so heavily (Cashore, 2005; Hutton, 
2002). In addition, economic dependence on forest resources in rural communities has been 
linked to increased unemployment and poverty (Leake et al 2006).  
 
At the same time, the threat of global warming has escalated. While specific impacts remain 
largely uncertain, it is generally understood that forest dependent communities will be strongly 
affected by the impending changes. As the Ministry of Forests and Range (2006: iii) has noted, 
“…many communities are heavily reliant on the forest sector market economy. Increased fire 
and pests, along with inability of trees to adapt to the new climate regime may result in a 
reduction of timber supply, which would have wide ranging effects on local industries and 
communities.” Climate change impacts may also affect other forest based activities such as 
recreation or the use of non-timber forest products, further intensifying socio-economic impacts 
on these communities (2006). 
 



The impacts of climate change are already disturbingly visible in the interior of the province, 
where climactic shifts have magnified the effects of the mountain pine beetle. By 2005 the beetle 
had affected seven million hectares of land, and is projected to kill over 80% of merchantable 
lodgepole pine throughout the province (McGarrity and Hoberg, 2005). The significant reduction 
in harvesting and wood processing that is anticipated following the end of beetle salvage 
harvesting promises to have profound implications for rural British Columbia and strongly 
indicates the need for diversification of the rural economic base. As Nozick, Vodden, and 
Markey have observed “[the] forestry communities of BC...will need to pursue an alternative 
development strategy to ensure their future survival – one which will diversify their economies, 
develop internal strengths and capacities, and enable local institutions to become actively 
involved in decisions surrounding the use and allocation of local resources” (1999: 7).  
 
Rural British Columbia is at a crossroads. Regional diversity, uncertainty around future 
conditions and the need for long-term planning and funding suggests the need for institutional 
mechanisms that are able to transfer fiscal capacity on both a regional and inter-temporal basis.  
While similar observations have frequently been made in the literature, there has been 
surprisingly little analysis of the specific alternative instruments available to address these 
conditions. This research seeks to address this gap by analysing the types of mechanisms used to 
address threats to community stability posed by major changes in the traditional resource base.   
 
Objectives 
Historically, the most common response to such changes has been through a process of direct 
funding disbursement. More recently, however, the role of fiduciary trust arrangements has taken 
on an increasing significant role in British Columbia.  
 
The uncertainty of impacts on forest management resulting from the mountain pine beetle and 
global warming indicate a strong need for increased rural capacity and diversity. This in turn 
suggests two things: 

 the need for multi-faceted development strategies and programs, and 
 long-term funding commitments with which to support such efforts. 

 
Superficially at least, fiduciary trust arrangements appear to satisfy these conditions. The 
relatively unexplored nature of the trust in a community development context, however, suggests 
that there are a number of questions that need to be addressed around their ability to distribute 
funds, and the characteristics that support or impede those efforts. Based on this, the objectives 
for this research are as follows: 
 

1. To determine the ability of B.C.’s trust arrangements to distribute funds across regions 
and time 

2. To identify the characteristics that support or impede distribution efforts 
3. To identify those characteristics that are the most important for a trust to have in the 

context of rural community development as compared to other venues.  
 
 
 
 



Methods: 
 
Data collection for this research has been conducted through literature review and semi-
structured interviews. As a methodological process, interviews provided a means by which to 
gather rich description and to develop a detailed understanding of the role and efficacy of 
fiduciary trust mechanism in facilitating community-level economic adjustments (Palys, 1997). 
Given the dearth of analyses on trust mechanisms, the use of an interview-based methodology 
allowed room for the exploration of a range of issues, including participant’s views of the 
advantages and disadvantages of alternative mechanisms, and lessons learned from trusts and 
similar mechanisms in related areas. 
 
Interviews were conducted with trust CEOs and where time and opportunity allowed, individual 
board members. The trusts selected for analysis in this research were chosen so as to provide a 
broad range of practical experiences, and geographic and organizational perspectives.  The 
selection was spread across British Columbia, Alberta, and Alaska and was comprised of the 
following trusts: 

• The Coast Sustainability Trust 
• The Northern Development Initiative Trust 
• The Southern Interior Development Initiative Trust 
• The Columbia Basin Trust 
• The British Columbia Forestry Revitalization Trust 
• The Alberta Heritage Savings Trust Fund 
• The Alaska Permanent Fund 

 
The first five trusts in this list have been established through various acts of legislation or legal 
deeds, and have all been the recipient of government endowments. The Alberta Heritage Trust 
and the Alaska Permanent Fund differ quite significantly from these five in that although 
established through acts of legislation, they were created with the express purpose of saving for a 
time when natural resource revenues would decline (CDI, 2007). In both instances revenues have 
been largely derived through funneling a portion of resource revenues into the trust. This practice 
continues in Alaska while in Alberta although the Trust still exists, the practice of transferring 
resource revenue funds has ceased (2007).  
 
 
Results 
 
Qualitative research and the analysis of interviews provides rich description and the opportunity 
to develop detailed knowledge about a single subject, issue, or case. The resulting data, however, 
is often significant by virtue of its volume and can be unwieldy in its management. In an effort to 
mitigate this and present research results as clearly as possible, tables summarizing relevant 
findings have been developed for each of the objectives.   
 
Interviewee responses have been categorized according to broad themes. These themes are 
identified in the tables and, where appropriate, the most common response has been identified. 
Summarizing comments with additional details are offered in the third column under the heading 
‘comments.’  



 
 
 
 
 

 

Objective One: To determine the ability of B.C.’s trust arrangements to distribute funds across regions and time 
Theme Common Response Comments 
Suitability of distribution limits 
(geographic and/or population) Good Having distribution limits narrows or directs the scope of 

disbursements and is generally met with approval.  

Presence of termination dates No, with exception 
of CST and FRBC 

Most trusts do not have predetermined end dates. Where 
they do exist they can prevent full fund distribution. For 
example, in circumstances where the trust exists to provide 
compensation, potential beneficiaries can lose eligibility 
through no fault of their own, for example, incomplete land 
use decisions.   

Suitability of time horizons 
Yes, with exception 
of CST mitigation 
account 

For the most part, time horizons appear to be appropriately 
matched with trust goals. One exception is the CST’s 
mitigation account which was not fully dispersed before the 
termination date. Where economic diversification or 
community development initiatives are the goal, long-term 
horizons are recognized as being necessary.  

Perceived effectiveness over the 
long-term Generally effective Generally trusts seem satisfied with their ability to 

distribute funds effectively over the long term.  
Perceived ability to meet trust 
goals Successful 

For the most part trusts feel that they are successful in 
meeting their goals. This is generally based on anecdotal 
evidence, however. 

Support for and perceived 
effectiveness of, community 
economic development  

Generally 
supported and 
thought to be 
effective 

With the exception of the APF and the FRT, the trusts all 
have a strong CED component, although the scope of their 
funding will widen or contract dependent on the 
organization.  

Perceived effectiveness in 
distributing funds across the 
specified region 

Effective 

Effectiveness is helped by technology, small but dedicated 
staff, using existing infrastructure to leverage partnerships 
and program delivery, working with the relevant 
communities, steering committees that reflect population 
dynamics, local decision making, knowledge of/about 
beneficiaries, putting the work in on guidelines ahead of 
time. Some challenges to effectiveness: minimal staff [and] 
large geographic areas, minor issues with parochialism, 
funding caps for larger projects, and matching requirements 
for smaller communities. 

Perceived effectiveness over the 
long-term Generally effective 

Generally trusts seem satisfied with their ability to 
distribute funds effectively over the long term. Challenges 
to doing so include: intensive approaches to community 
development that lack Board or public engagement, a 
reliance on web-based communication for decision making 
which can make it difficult to express thoughts, lack of 
strategic direction, and termination dates. Factors that 



support efforts include: an engaged public, targeted or 
focussed funding, and freedom from concerns of precedent 
setting.   

 



 

Objective Two:  To identify the characteristics that support or impede distribution efforts  



 

Objective Two:  To identify the characteristics that support or impede distribution efforts 
Theme Common Response Comments 

Factors that impede regional 
distribution capabilities 

Fewer impediments 
than facilitators 

There are fewer impediments to distribution than there 
are facilitators. Variables that may cause problems 
include: overly defined disbursement categorizations 
with little room for discretion, large geographic areas, the 
need to generate funds off of investments, concentration 
on one aspect of community development, community 
capacity issues. 

Factors that support regional 
distribution capacities 

Understanding/working 
with communities is 
key 

A good organizational set up, where board and staff 
understand the communities and are tapped into their 
needs, is fundamental. Doing full set-up for the trust 
ahead of time so as to anticipate potential problems and 
allow the trust to ‘hit the ground running’ once the funds 
arrive is also important. Being able to work across issue 
rather than being limited to a single type of development 
e.g. economic, may also be important over the long term 
as many issues are linked. 

Factors that impede distribution 
over the long-term NA 

In the absence of a termination date, long-term 
restrictions are seen as being few. In some instances 
successful trusts may become victims of their own 
success, for example, how do you distribute significant 
sums of money on an annual basis when there is a 
commitment to not invest in infrastructure? Where 
politics have a window into a trust there is also the 
possibility of political interference which may impede 
the long-term operability in relation to stated goals (or 
other). Where a trust is interested in maintaining 
themselves over the long-term their ability to do so is 
likely to be constrained by their ability to generate 
returns off of their investment portfolio. Additionally, 
where distribution is tied to a particular sector or issue 
e.g. forestry, it will be at least partially dependent on the 
larger climate of that sector. Finally, disconnect between 
RACs and the Board (where this model is in use) has the 
potential to create a sense of apathy and disinterest. This 
diminishes the decision making process and decreases 
localized input.  

Factors that support distribution 
over the long-term NA Similar to factors that support regional distribution. 

Design of trust relative to ability 
to meet goals Good 

The common model seems to be working well. With the 
exception of the APF and the AHSF all trusts use a 
RAC/Board model, which appears to be key in 
generating local input. Not having to fundraise and 
having independence from the Province also appear to be 
important in meeting goals, as does having broad 
legislation with minimal constraints. Weak strategic 
direction may hinder goal achievement, as might a lack 
of travel remuneration for RACs (decrease participation) 



Objective 3: To identify those characteristics that are the most important for a trust to have in the context of 
rural community development as compared to other venues 
Theme Common Response Comments 

Most important Trust 
characteristic in the context of 
community development 

Connection to 
community 

Being closely connected to the affected/relevant 
communities is the single most significant factor for a 
trust to have in the context of community development. 
Additional variables include: making connections 
between applicants/communities and experts, clear 
mandates, and branding (to attract the right proposals). 

Unique nature of trust 
characteristics Not unique to trusts 

Key characteristics in facilitating trust efforts are not 
unique to trust arrangements. All the factors identified 
can be achieved through other organizational models.  

 
 
Discussion: 
 
Ability to Distribute Funds 
While details varied, the broad findings from the interviews tended to be relatively consistent 
across the different trusts. Overall, there is a clear indication that the various CEOs and board 
members interviewed for this research feel that they have been and will continue to be, effective 
in their ability to distribute funds across their regions.  
 
Several factors were identified as contributing to this effectiveness, including strong 
technological systems, which aid in project application and delivery in large regions with small 
populations; the use of existing infrastructure, particularly municipal, to facilitate project 
implementation; and critically, working with communities, often through Regional Advisory 
Committees (RACs) to identify needs and potential projects. Interestingly, one of the trusts also 
identified the specific make-up of the RACs as being integral to their success, as they directly 
reflect regional population dynamics. This has been key to working through and across 
communities that have not always had a history of successful collaboration.  
 
Perceptions of effectiveness should be tempered, however, by an awareness of the fact that the 
bulk of trust analyses were based largely on anecdotal evidence through discussions with funding 
recipients. Few of the trusts have quantitative or directed program evaluation processes. While 
anecdotal evidence is valuable and should play a role in evaluative processes, given the large 
amounts of funding that these organizations distribute, a significant portion of which is derived 
from the public purse, where it does not already exist it would be appropriate to build project 
evaluation requirements into the disbursement process.  
 
The trusts do face challenges to their ability to distribute funds. Although these challenges were 
small in number and lacked consistency across trusts, the more significant of them included a 
lack of Board or public engagement; lack of strategic direction; a reliance on web-based 
communication, which had the potential to decrease personal expression and clarity of thought, 
and termination dates.   
 
With reference to the last point, the issue of time horizons is particularly relevant for trusts.  
Generally speaking, a longer-term view is required for community development work. 



Communities may need to develop the capacity to, for example, write project proposals. 
Similarly, many projects require a multiple-year approach in order to be successful. Where short 
time horizons are appropriate there may still be a need to build a certain amount of flexibility 
into the termination date.  The Coast Sustainability Trust, for example, had a mitigation account 
that was intended to provide funding to workers who were displaced by land use decisions made 
on the Central Coast of British Columbia. The deadline attached to this account, however, passed 
before the necessary land use decisions that were key to establishing eligibility were completed. 
The result was that potential beneficiaries were unable to access the funds despite likely 
eligibility. This suggests that while artificial deadlines may be appropriate in some cases, they 
can be complicated by a dependency on external initiatives. Thus a certain amount of flexibility 
or ‘roll-over’ capacity might prove useful in accounting for unforeseen circumstances. 
 
Supporting Characteristics and Impediments to Distribution 
Identification of those characteristics that supported and/or impeded distribution efforts were 
well articulated and will likely be of use to any agency seeking to establish a trust arrangement. 
Factors that supported distribution efforts across the relevant region and over the long-term 
included: 

• A strong organizational structure, where staff, board and advisory committee members 
understand the communities they are working for and are tapped in to their needs, is 
fundamental. 

• Developing trust policies and strategic direction prior to receiving funds will allow the 
trust to ‘hit the ground running’ and address issues as they arise more expediently than 
might otherwise be the case. Additionally, early development of strategic direction may 
help to mitigate potential conflicts over fears of how and where funds will be spent.  

• Having the ability to work across issues and not being limited to a single type of 
development or set of rules may prove to be important over the long-term. Many issues 
are linked and have impacts that extend outside of, for example, the economic realm. 

 
Factors that were seen as potential impediments to the successful distribution of funds across a 
region and over the long-term included: 

• Being provided funds prior to the development of a vision for the trust.  
• Community capacity issues, particularly with respect to the ability to write grant 

proposals.  
• Overly defined disbursement categories that leave little room for personal or committee 

discretion.  
• Disconnect between Regional Advisory Committees and Boards (where this model 

exists). This may decrease localized input to the decision making process and potentially 
affect a trust’s long-term success. 

• The need to generate funds off of investments in order to maintain long-term viability. 
• The possibility of political interference and (where it exists) its potential to impede a 

trust’s long-term operability.  
 

It seems clear that having a strong connection to the communities that it is expected to serve is 
fundamental factor in a trusts success. With the exception of the Southern Interior Development 
Initiative Trust and the Alaska Permanent Fund, each interviewee pointed to a strong grassroots 
connection and a model of decision making based on localized input as being key to their 



success. This suggests that in terms of organizational structure, where a trust is intending to 
create change in or for communities the likelihood of success will be improved, or at a minimum 
substantially aided, by working with those communities to identify appropriate projects and 
avenues of funding.    
 
With respect to characteristics that have the potential to impede distribution efforts, several of 
these issues may well be averted through early planning. Where possible, developing a vision, 
board and committee policy, and a strategic direction for the trust ahead of time will go a long 
way in subverting potential problems and in providing clear guidance for when problems do 
arise. In circumstances where such a scenario is not possible, having a member from a 
neighbouring trust sit on the board may provide useful expertise and experience. Similarly, in 
developing trust policies, it may be appropriate to build in a certain amount of discretion in order 
to provide room for addressing unforeseen circumstances.  
 
The trust may also play a direct role in addressing community capacity issues. The Northern 
Development Initiative Trust, for example, saw a need in their region and in response have 
developed several approaches for addressing this need, including a program that will provide 75 
percent of the cost for a grant writer in communities with fewer than 3000 residents.   
 
Community Economic Development 
Of the seven trusts examined, four work directly in the field of community economic 
development. These trusts and their experiences are particularly relevant to British Columbia, as 
the trend of using trusts to facilitate community economic development is expected continue 
within the province.  
 
Of the characteristics identified by these trusts, having a close relationship to the communities 
that they serve, through staff engagement and/or the decision making structure, is perceived as 
being the single most important characteristic for a trust to have in the context of community 
economic development. Given the emphasis that interviewees placed on the role of community 
engagement in the successful distribution of funds, this is perhaps not surprising. The repetition 
of this characteristic across interviews underscores its importance for most trusts, however, and 
suggests that strong feedback mechanisms with communities should be significant in any future 
design considerations.   
 
Additional variables that are deemed important characteristics include an ability to foster 
connections and relationships between applicants and relevant experts; a clear strategic direction; 
and a certain level of ‘branding’ so as to make the trust visible to the public and attract 
appropriate project applications.  
 
Interestingly, these characteristics are not thought to be unique to trust arrangements. Having 
organizations that have minimal political interferences, the ability to work closely with 
communities, or hold virtually any of the identified facilitating characteristics for successful 
disbursement, may be achieved through a range of organizational types. The trust seems to be 
uniquely positioned to adopt and utilize these variables, however. The ability of many trusts to 
establish their own strategic direction and operational policies rather than having them imposed 
from above provides significant flexibility. This has led to the relatively widespread adoption of 



these characteristics, so much so in fact, that to some extent it can be speculated that they have 
become a method of operation that is particular to this model.  
 
 
Conclusion and Management Implications: 
 
The ability of trust mechanisms to distribute funds across a given landscape and over the long-
term appears to be significant. While the specific characteristics that support such efforts are not 
necessarily unique to trust arrangements, they have in many ways become the modus operandi 
for these organizations.  
 
The management implications of the study findings are relatively simple, but still significant. 
The ability of trusts to distribute funds and facilitate community development appears to be 
strong. The perceived importance of strong community engagement as a key determinant of 
success sends a clear message about the importance of the need for decision making structures 
that are grounded in local experiences and knowledge.  
 
In British Columbia there are currently several communities who are in the process of 
researching delivery mechanisms for future community development funds from the province. 
The research presented here not only provides initial confirmatory evidence of the efficacy of 
trust mechanisms as facilitators of community development, but also offers a series of ‘best 
practices’ and lessons learned for new trusts, based on the experiences of those that are already 
in existence. This type of information should be of considerable value in increasing the 
likelihood of institutional success, and ultimately, in helping British Columbia’s resource 
dependent communities transition through changes in the resource base.    
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