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Western Valley Development Authority

In 1999, the word went out from the provincial government in Halifax that all of the province’s 13 Regional Development Authorities were to perform evaluations on themselves.  Janet Larkman, the executive director of the Western Valley Development Authority, wondered whether the obligation could become an opportunity. 

On the face of it, the directive was a problem. Local development agencies are always overworked and understaffed — and they have other priorities.  Evaluation looks backward, asking what happened, and how useful it was. People in development look forward. What’s done is done, they say. Why dwell on it? Their job is creating the future. 

Larkman wondered whether an evaluation could move her organization forward even while it was looking backward, just as a judo fighter uses his opponent’s energy to defeat him.  Could an evaluation create something new and useful?

WVDA approached CEDTAP, the Community Economic Development Technical Assistance Program at Carleton University, looking for funding to develop a “participatory” form of evaluation which could be used by other development organizations both here and abroad.  CEDTAP agreed, and WVDA hired a well-regarded firm, Praxis Research and Consulting of Bedford, to design and manage the work. 

How do you measure the success of a development agency? WVDA was Nova Scotia’s first Regional Development Authority, formed in 1994, responsible for Annapolis and Digby counties. Rural life in the Maritimes has never been easy, but in 1994 things in the western Annapolis Valley were unusually tough. The ground fishery was collapsing. The market for forest products was soft. The economy was in recession. People were moving out. Even governments were cutting back. In Cornwallis, the military base which had been a cornerstone of the economy for decades was being closed. 

RDAs elsewhere often fixate on macro-projects — oil and gas, superports, mines and mills. In such regions, “development” feels like a corporate jet passing overhead. It happens at a great height, and mainly involves prosperous transients. Development is done for the people, sometimes even to the people, but rarely by the people. 

WVDA, by contrast, “chose the slow and steady approach to community economic development,” as Praxis put it, starting with “the infrastructure and networks to address the community’s development needs.” WVDA was less engaged in specific development projects than in equipping its 43,000 residents to do their own development. But how do you measure success at fuzzy stuff like that?

Praxis covered the traditional bases. They collected socio-economic data, reviewed the WVDA’s own records, and noted the positive media coverage and the awards the WVDA had won. (The awards list is impressive, including recognition from Industry Canada, the Royal Bank, the Report on Business, the governments of British Columbia and Nova Scotia, and the United Nations.)

But the consultants also conferred with community leaders to decide what further information should be collected, and then trained community people to collect it, using surveys, public meetings and interviews. They also posted a questionnaire on the WVDA Web site and conducted workshops with various stakeholder groups. 

What started as “evaluation” soon became both communication and education. The process prompted hundreds of people to think about the WVDA, and about development itself. Community leaders began evaluating their own community groups. Eventually,  the team created an “evaluation toolkit,” which they posted on the Web at www.wvda.com/en/etk/index.html. The toolkit has been applied as far away as New Zealand.  “We’re applying the toolkit to many of our own projects, and integrating evaluation into our own work,” says Janet Larkman. “CEDTAP’s contribution allowed us to do far more than simply get the evaluation done. It became an opportunity to advance the whole development agenda in our area.”

The actual evaluation report showed that, since 1994,  unemployment in Digby-Annapolis had dropped and out-migration had ended.  Although employment in primary industries and the public sector had fallen, the service sector was expanding strongly. And the WVDA was “a strong, well-organized agency” which was “doing an excellent job.” 

“We use the Praxis document as a communication tool,” says Janet Larkman. “It gives a portrait of the region, and tells what WVDA does and what people think about it. I was particularly interested that the survey showed our people thought that this is a better place to live and work than it was five years ago — and that they expected it to be a still better place in five years’ time. That optimism makes the document a really useful recruiting tool for companies we want to attract.

“That optimism also makes us very happy.”
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