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ABSTRACT

This dissertation investigates the transformations of the towns of Atikokan in Canada and
Oloibiri in Nigeria, both transitioning from reliance on extractive industries. Focusing mainly on
their social and economic challenges and opportunities, it highlights the distinct paths each has
taken toward resilience and adaptation in the wake of industrial decline. By employing a mixed-
methods approach, including interviews with community leaders, residents, stakeholders, and
politicians, the research offers an understanding of how these towns have navigated their post-

industrial realities.

The towns of Atikokan and Oloibiri, each with a unique history linked to extractive practices,
provide contrasting narratives. Atikokan’s shift from iron mining to a diversified economy
showcases the benefits of proactive planning and strong community engagement, while Oloibiri's
experience with economic hardship and environmental challenges post-oil depletion underscores
the dangers of over-reliance on a single resource. This contrast highlights the importance of

strategic diversification and environmental stewardship.

The study not only reveals the dynamic interplay between past experiences, current resilience,
and future aspirations but also provides lessons for towns at risk of over-reliance on single-
resource economies. It illustrates how lived experiences, particularly in transitioning socio-
economies, can affect recovery, posing both opportunities and barriers to innovation and change.
Atikokan’s success story, with its emphasis on timely diversification and sustainable practices,
contrasts sharply with Oloibiri’s narrative, serving as a cautionary tale about the consequences of

neglecting diversified economic strategies and environmental considerations.



In conclusion, this dissertation underscores the importance of understanding the social
dimensions of post-industrial communities and offers strategic recommendations for fostering
resilience and adaptability. It emphasizes the need for historically and contextually informed
strategies, advocating for proactive, inclusive, and environmentally conscious planning. This
comparative analysis contributes significantly to our understanding of economic transitions and
sustainable community reinvention in a post-industrial landscape, offering invaluable insights for
policymakers and community leaders globally. It invites these leaders to integrate these lessons
into their strategic planning, particularly in communities facing similar risks of dependency on

single-resource economies.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

In the global landscape, post-industrial towns often emerge as poignant remnants of a former era
dominated by resource extraction activities, including gold mining, iron mining, timber
harvesting, and oil drilling (Lawrie et al., 2011; MacKinnon et al., 2022). These towns, such as
the towns of Atikokan in Canada and Oloibiri in Nigeria, frequently encounter challenges akin to
those faced by similar communities worldwide (Krzysztofik et al., 2019; Vaishar et al., 2023).
Economic stagnation is a common plight, marked by poverty, out-migration, reduced social
services, environmental degradation, pollution, scarce funding, and a decline in job opportunities

following the closure of their primary industries (MacKinnon et al., 2022; Halseth, 2005).

The enduring legacy of these past industrial and extractive activities casts a significant
shadow, presenting complex socio-economic and environmental challenges that hinder their
redevelopment and ecological restoration efforts (Beckett et al., 2020). Conversely, some towns
have embarked on a path of reinvention, capitalizing on their unique resources, historical
narratives, and amenities to transform into centers of tourism, recreation, and new residential
developments (Ulrich-Schad & Duncan, 2018). Fontaine et al. (2024) in their seminal work,
"The Politics of Deindustrialization," provide a critical examination of the political dimensions
underlying these transitions. They argue that the decline of such towns is not only a result of
economic inevitabilities but is deeply influenced by political decisions, policy directions, and the
broader geopolitical landscape. This perspective is essential for understanding the challenges and
opportunities faced by post-industrial towns, framing the socio-economic stagnation and

environmental degradation within a matrix of political choices and global economic policies.

Towns like Oloibiri, Nigeria, and Atikokan, Canada, exemplify the phenomenon of

industrial impact and transformation. In the town of Oloibiri, the discovery and subsequent



exploitation of oil in the mid-twentieth century led to significant environmental and
socioeconomic challenges (Itsueli, 2003). The extraction process, fraught with environmental
risks, caused widespread pollution in the region. Key issues include oil spills and gas flaring,
severely affecting both the natural ecosystem and the livelihoods of local communities
(Akpomuvie & Orhioghene, 2011; Chijioke et al., 2018; Okwuosa, 2017). Oloibiri's experience
serves as an illustration of the environmental toll associated with the fossil fuel industry (Okoh,
2020; Opukri & Ibaba, 2008; Okonta & Douglas, 2003). In contrast, Atikokan, once heralded as
"The Iron Ore Capital of Canada" (now, Canoeing Capital of Canada), narrates a different story.
Following the closure of its iron ore operations in the late 1970s, the town faced daunting socio-
economic challenges (Michels, 1981). Unlike Oloibiri, Atikokan pursued a transformative
journey, emphasizing forestry, renewable energy, and eco-tourism to revitalize its economy and
overcome its industrial legacy (Ellis et al. 2003; Michel, 1981). This shift underscores the
potential for post-industrial towns to reinvent themselves, blending their industrial heritage with

sustainable development practices (Kahn & McComas, 2021).

The contrasting experiences of Oloibiri and Atikokan illustrate the varied impacts that
industrial activities can impose on towns and communities, particularly in the aftermath of the
decline or cessation of their primary industries. Addressing these multifaceted impacts and
challenges necessitates an understanding of each town's unique identity, history, and context,
which are pivotal in influencing decision-making and planning for their present and future
development. As Lorber (2014), Kretschmann (2020), and Loxley (2010) have highlighted, the
journey towards rehabilitation and sustainable development in these post-industrial settings
requires a holistic approach. This approach should integrate environmental, economic, and social

considerations, as exemplified by successful transformations in towns like Lusatia in Germany,



where community engagement and innovative economic strategies have played key roles
(Stognief et al., 2019). Fontaine et al. (2024) underscore the importance of incorporating a
political dimension into the holistic model of understanding post-industrial transformation. They
argue that a comprehensive grasp of political decisions, policy directions, and broader
geopolitical forces is crucial for addressing the multifaceted challenges faced by post-industrial
towns comprehensively. Such comprehensive strategies underscore the importance of
considering all facets of a community's fabric in the path to recovery and growth. While the
political dimension undoubtedly plays a role in shaping the broader context of these transitions,
the emphasis here remains on those aspects most directly observable and impactful on the ground

level for the communities in question.

By concentrating on these socio-economic and environmental dimensions, my
dissertation explores the distinct journeys of Atikokan and Oloibiri, towns emblematic of the
broader narrative of post-industrial transformation. It seeks to understand how these towns, each
with a unique history and set of challenges, are adapting and reinventing themselves in response
to the aftermath of industrial decline. Central to this study are two key questions: How are
Atikokan and Oloibiri planning for a sustainable future amidst their complex post-industrial
landscapes, and how have their historical narratives influenced current strategic planning
processes? To address these questions, the study sets out the following objectives: Firstly, it aims
to explore the relationship between the towns' historical experiences and their present
community resilience, investigating how past events inform current capabilities. Secondly, the
study examines the influence of industrial legacies on community dynamics over time, revealing
the lasting impact of these legacies on the fabric of community life. Lastly, it focuses on

understanding the role of lived experiences in driving community engagement and shaping



responses to post-industrial challenges, underscoring the value of personal narratives in

community development.

Methodologically, this investigation employs a qualitative approach, utilizing case
studies and in-depth interviews to provide rich, detailed insights into these transformative
processes (Schneider, 2007). By linking each objective to specific qualitative methods, the study
ensures a comprehensive exploration of the intricate dynamics at play in these communities.
Through this approach, the dissertation seeks to contribute nuanced perspectives to the
understanding of post-industrial community evolution. It positions itself to shed light on the
varied paths forward for towns like Atikokan and Oloibiri, with implications that extend to
similar communities globally. This exploration is not just about documenting the struggles and
triumphs encountered on the road to recovery; it also highlights the critical importance of
strategic planning, adaptability, and proactive community engagement in building diversified and

resilient post-industrial economies.

The comparative analysis employed in this dissertation, which utilizes a blend of
qualitative methodologies, including thematic analysis and case study comparisons, contributes
significantly to our understanding of socio-economic transformations and sustainable community
reinvention in a post-industrial landscape. This research provides invaluable guidance for
policymakers, community leaders, and other stakeholders in similar contexts, offering practical
strategies and theoretical insights that can be applied to a wide range of post-industrial settings.
The study also draws upon established theoretical frameworks in community development and
urban planning, bridging theory and practice in a meaningful way (Kiernan, 1983; Samah, 2011;

Powell & Geoghegan, 2004; Oliver & Stout, 2022). Through this approach, the dissertation seeks



to illuminate the complex dynamics at play in these towns and offer a roadmap for similar

communities grappling with the challenges of post-industrial transformation.

Theoretical Framework

This research investigates the socio-economic transformations of the towns of Atikokan, Canada,
and Oloibiri, Nigeria, focusing on their evolution from a heavy reliance on extractive industries
to the pursuit of a diversified and sustainable economic model. To comprehensively understand
these transformations, the theoretical framework integrates five pivotal theoretical perspectives:
Economic Dependency Theory, Community Resilience Theory, Sustainable Development
Theory, Transition Theory, and Social Capital Theory. Economic Dependency Theory provides
an analysis of the vulnerabilities associated with dependence on a single industry. Community
Resilience Theory assesses the communities' ability to adapt and thrive amidst economic and
environmental changes. Sustainable Development Theory guides the exploration of balanced
approaches to economic, social, and environmental well-being. Transition Theory adds depth by
examining the structural shifts required for moving towards sustainability. Social Capital Theory
highlights the significance of social networks, trust, and civic engagement in fostering
community-led development and resilience. This multidimensional approach enables analysis of
the challenges and opportunities faced by Atikokan and Oloibiri, setting a solid foundation for

exploring their strides towards a resilient and sustainable future.

Economic Dependency Theory

Economic Dependency Theory, as elaborated by Dos Santos (1970), further analyzed by Frank
(1967), and complemented by Wallerstein's (2011) world-systems analysis, provides a critical

framework for examining the socio-economic challenges facing single-industry towns like



Atikokan and Oloibiri, pivotal to my dissertation's research questions and hypotheses. This
theory underscores the inherent vulnerabilities—such as susceptibility to global market
fluctuations, resource depletion, and economic downturns—experienced by communities

dependent on extractive industries.

Within this context, High's (2022) analysis in "Towards a Transnational and Comparative
History of Deindustrialization" offers a crucial expansion of this framework by illuminating the
shared economic vulnerabilities across different regions and historical periods. High's work,
exploring the multifaceted nature of deindustrialization in diverse contexts such as the North-
West of Italy and the Ruhr Region in Germany, underscores the universal challenges faced by
towns transitioning away from reliance on singular industrial sectors. This comparative
perspective not only reinforces the critical vulnerabilities outlined by Economic Dependency
Theory but also situates the experiences of Atikokan and Oloibiri within a broader narrative of

global industrial decline.

These vulnerabilities, central to my investigation, lead to significant local challenges like
unemployment and social instability, directly addressing my first research question: How do
economic dependencies on extractive industries impact local socio-economic stability in single-
industry towns? Utilizing Economic Dependency Theory, my study assesses the efficacy of
diversification and sustainability strategies as countermeasures to these dependencies, aligning
with my hypothesis that alternative economic sectors, enhanced local capacity through
education, and sustainable practices can mitigate the adverse effects of such dependencies. By
incorporating case studies from Atikokan and Oloibiri, this research not only demonstrates the
tangible impacts of economic dependency but also explores sustainable transition pathways,

providing evidence to support my hypotheses. Furthermore, this analysis contributes to



Economic Dependency Theory by applying it to the modern context of sustainability and
deindustrialisation, enriching the discourse on overcoming economic vulnerabilities. A
comparative analysis of Atikokan and Oloibiri elucidates the theory's application across different
socio-economic and environmental contexts, setting the groundwork for examining Community

Resilience Theory and Sustainable Development Theory in subsequent sections.

Community Resilience Theory

Community Resilience Theory plays a fundamental role in exploring the abilities of Atikokan,
Canada, and Oloibiri, Nigeria, to endure, adapt, and rejuvenate in the aftermath of their
extractive industry declines, aligning closely with the research questions and hypotheses of this
dissertation. Drawing on the foundational work of Norris et al. (2008), who define community
resilience as a set of capacities for disaster readiness, and Patel et al. (2017), who systematically
review the varied definitions and models of community resilience, this theory highlights the
indispensability of robust social networks, effective governance, and the strategic diversification
of economies in cultivating resilience. These works directly address the second research
question: How do communities build resilience in response to the socio-economic impacts of

industrial decline?

Recent scholarly debates have highlighted a critical perspective on resilience theory,
positing that its emphasis on adaptation and recovery could inadvertently contribute to the
maintenance of the status quo, thereby overshadowing the need for systemic change and ignoring
deeper societal inequities. Cretney (2014) and Welsh (2014) have been at the forefront of
articulating these critiques, arguing that resilience, while valuable, may neglect the structural

injustices that underpin social, economic, and environmental challenges. This discourse suggests



that an emphasis on adaptation and recovery might sidestep the necessity for systemic change,

thus perpetuating existing vulnerabilities rather than addressing their root causes.

Through an in-depth examination of community solidarity, governance adaptability, and
the exploration of alternative economic pathways, my study probes the extent to which these
factors, as outlined by Norris et al. (2008) and Patel et al. (2017) have facilitated or impeded the
resilience of these towns, thereby testing the hypothesis that diversified economic strategies,
coupled with strong social and governance frameworks, significantly enhance community
resilience against the backdrop of economic shifts. Findings from both towns illuminate the
practical application of resilience mechanisms, such as community-led initiatives and policy
reforms, showcasing their effectiveness in socio-economic recovery and resilience building. This
comparative study sheds light on the varied influences of local conditions, cultural nuances, and
historical legacies on the success of resilience strategies, offering profound insights into the
intricate dynamics underpinning community resilience. Furthermore, by acknowledging the
multifaceted challenges encountered in fostering resilience, this dissertation advocates for
holistic strategies that address economic, environmental, political, and social barriers, thus
contributing to the broader discourse on sustainable development, aligning with the perspectives

of Fontaine et al. (2024), Norris et al. (2008), and Patel et al. (2017).

Sustainable Development Theory

Sustainable Development Theory is indispensable for understanding the equilibrium between
environmental stewardship, economic sustainability, and social well-being, particularly in towns
grappling with the aftermath of industrial decline, such as Atikokan, Canada, and Oloibiri,
Nigeria. Drawing upon the foundational insights of Brundtland (1987), the expanded analysis by

Sachs (2015), and the governance-focused approach by Meadowcroft (2011), this research



underscores the theory's vital contribution to steering these communities towards a path of
recovery and enduring prosperity, directly responding to the research question: What strategies

can post-industrial towns implement to achieve sustainable development?

By employing the principles of Sustainable Development, as articulated by Brundtland et
al. (1987) and Sachs (2015) and considering Meadowcroft’s (2011) emphasis on governance
challenges and policy pathways for sustainable development, this study scrutinizes and identifies
key strategies crucial for igniting economic revival and bolstering social cohesion. These
strategies include the shift towards renewable energy, the adoption of sustainable land use
practices, and the initiation of community-led environmental conservation efforts. They aim not
solely at combating environmental degradation but also at ensuring economic stability and
enhancing quality of life, thereby promoting the emergence of resilient and sustainable
communities. The inclusion of case studies from Atikokan and Oloibiri serves to illustrate the
tangible impacts of these sustainable development strategies, validating the hypothesis that
integrated approaches to renewable energy, sustainable agriculture, and conservation are pivotal
for community resilience and sustainability. This analysis further explores stakeholder
engagement, highlighting the collaborative efforts among local governments, the private sector,
NGOs, and community members in fostering sustainable development objectives, thus
emphasizing the importance of inclusive and participatory approaches in achieving sustainability

goals.

Transition Theory

Transition Theory offers a lens for examining the structural changes that societies undergo
towards sustainability, making it an invaluable addition to the theoretical framework of this

study. This theory elucidates the mechanisms through which Atikokan, Canada, and Oloibiri,



Nigeria, are navigating their shift from economies predominantly dependent on extractive
industries to more diversified and sustainable models. By analyzing these transitions at the niche
(local innovations and initiatives), regime (existing economic and social structures), and
landscape (broader economic, environmental, and societal trends) levels, as detailed by Geels
and Schot (2007), and applying Loorbach and Rotmans’s (2006) insights on managing
transitions for sustainable development, this theory provides insights into the complex, multi-
dimensional processes of economic and social transformation. It highlights the importance of
innovation, stakeholder engagement, and policy reform in catalyzing and sustaining shifts
towards sustainability. Applying Transition Theory, this research explores the specific strategies
and interventions that have facilitated or hindered the transition processes in Atikokan and
Oloibiri, connecting these local dynamics to broader trends in sustainable development. This
approach not only enhances our understanding of the pathways to sustainability but also aligns
with the objectives of the dissertation to identify effective strategies for post-industrial towns

seeking economic revival and sustainability.

Social Capital Theory

Social Capital Theory is a vital addition to the exploration of community resilience within this
dissertation, providing a lens through which to examine the role of social networks, trust, and
shared norms in enabling collective action and contributing to the socio-economic recovery and
sustainability of Atikokan and Oloibiri. Drawing upon the foundational insights of Putnam
(2000) on the role of social capital in facilitating cooperation and coordination within
communities, and Woolcock and Narayan’s (2000) exploration of the multifaceted nature of
social capital—bridging, bonding, and linking—this theory underscores the value of social

relationships and the fabric of community life in building resilience against socio-economic

10



challenges. By applying Social Capital Theory, this study delves into how the strength and
quality of social ties, as conceptualized by Putnam (2000) and Woolcock and Narayan (2000),
influence the capacity of these towns to navigate transitions, implement sustainable practices,
and foster economic diversification. The study investigates the extent to which social capital, in
its various forms—bridging (connections among diverse groups), bonding (tight-knit
relationships within a group), and linking (relationships between different levels of power and
authority)—has played a role in the resilience and sustainability efforts of these communities.
This includes assessing how trust and cooperation among community members, local
organizations, and governance structures have supported or impeded collective initiatives aimed

at economic revival and environmental stewardship.

Contextual Framework

In my research, I adopt a multidisciplinary approach to dissect the intricate dynamics of post-
industrial rural communities, specifically concentrating on the towns Oloibiri in Nigeria and
Atikokan in Canada. My exploration integrates perspectives from various academic disciplines
including history, social psychology, rural sociology, economic geography, community
psychology, environmental studies, and development studies, each providing a unique lens to the
study and tailored to the distinct contexts of these communities. A primary focus is laid on
economic geography to analyze the over-dependence of these communities on singular
industries, which is crucial in examining the structural constraints they face and the resultant
economic impacts locally (Lobao, 1990). However, this economic lens often overlooks the
resilience and adaptability inherent in these communities. To bridge this gap, my research
incorporates historical contextualization, providing crucial insights into the deep-rooted ties

between the towns and their industries. It is an approach vital to understanding the long-standing

11



relationships, significantly influenced by corporate strategies that aim to maintain control and
power over these regions (Borges & Torres, 2012). The historical depth enriches the
understanding of the economic geography perspective by highlighting the complex interplay of

power and economic dependence (Mercier, 2001).

The focus then shifts to the realms of social and community psychology, examining how
industrial ties influence community identities (Bell & York, 2010). Communities like Oloibiri
and Atikokan are explored for how they reinvent themselves and mobilize collective action in
response to industrial changes. The study of these areas is crucial in comprehending community
resilience and adaptability, providing a more human-centric view of the impacts of industrial
shifts (Pike et al., 2010; Martin-Breen & Anderies, 2011). Rural sociology contributes insights
into the social dynamics within these communities, offering a framework to understand the
broader social implications of economic changes and how these shifts influence social structures

and relationships (Chapman et al, 2015; Parkins & Angell, 2011; Lawrie et al., 2011).

Environmental studies and development studies extend the research framework by
addressing the ecological impacts of industrial activities and advocating for sustainable
development pathways, essential for envisioning future strategies for community growth and
sustainability (Huber, 2000; Campbell, 1996; Sneddon et al., 2006). Finally, the research
integrates insights from geography, demography, and sociology, focusing on the effects of
amenity migration and land development. These changes often lead to conflicts between
environmental values and development priorities, impacting housing affordability, employment
opportunities, and community cohesion (Chi & Marcouiller, 2013; Winkler et al., 2015).
Through this integrated approach, my research seeks to elucidate the complexities faced by post-

industrial rural communities like the towns of Oloibiri and Atikokan. It underscores their

12



navigation through economic, environmental, and social changes, not just highlighting the
economic and industrial decline but also emphasizing the adaptive strategies, community

resilience, and potential for sustainable development in these evolving rural landscapes.

The concept of community resilience is particularly pertinent in examining post-industrial
towns like Oloibiri and Atikokan. These towns face numerous risks and changes following
industrial decline. Community resilience here refers to their capacity to tackle challenges, adapt
to change, and maintain a quality of life for both the present and future (Haggard et al, 2019;
Berkes & Ross, 2013). Such resilience is crucial; it not only supports survival and promotes
wellbeing but also aids in achieving shared objectives. Moreover, it plays a significant role in
enhancing governance, especially during times of gradual and sudden transformations (Pike et

al., 2010).

Transitioning to the specific factors that foster resilience, towns such as Oloibiri and
Atikokan often adopt a normative stance that focuses on identifying strengths and building
capacities. Key characteristics contributing to resilience include economic diversity, self-
organization, and effective leadership. Robust social networks, access to resources, and active
community participation are equally vital (Martin & Sunley, 2015). Trust, a deep connection to
the land, accessible social services, and the ability to collaborate during challenges, coupled with
effective local leadership, are fundamental (Matarrita-Cascante & Trejos, 2013). These factors,
as they uniquely manifest in the towns of Oloibiri and Atikokan, will be further explored,

highlighting their significance in the broader context of post-industrial resilience.

Moving beyond the direct factors of resilience, it is essential to consider the ongoing
academic debate. Scholars often question what exactly makes some communities more resilient

than others (McAreavey, 2022). In exploring this uncertainty within the context of the towns of

13



Atikokan and Oloibiri, the focus extends to both the subject of resilience and the types of
changes or stressors involved (Carpenter et al., 2001). For these towns, resilience is about
responding to challenges like the decline of extractive industries, compounded by new policies,
environmental hazards, and socio-demographic shifts. Methodologies such as interviews,
surveys, and participant observation are employed to understand community resilience (Shariffi,
2016). Despite existing research, a recognized need for further exploration persists, especially in
understanding how communities perceive and assess their own resilience using mixed-methods
empirical approaches (Ross & Berkes, 2014). Exploring how social dynamics and historical
contexts influence community capacity for planning and adaptation is also crucial (Imperiale &
Vanclay, 2016). By addressing these gaps, the study aims to provide insights into the resilience

of the towns of Atikokan and Oloibiri amidst significant industrial and environmental changes.

Historical contextualization, a critical concept across many disciplines, plays an
instrumental role in analyzing past events and their ongoing influence. By interpreting past
events, cultures, and decisions within their specific temporal, societal, and environmental
contexts, the approach deepens our understanding of historical dynamics and helps avoid linear
narratives (Huigen et al., 2018). Understanding how past events have shaped current social
structures, economic systems, environmental policies, and community behaviors becomes an
integral part of this process (Mitrovi¢, 2015; Van Drie & Van Boxtel, 2008). Bridging
interdisciplinary gaps, historical contextualization serves as a framework for exploring the
nuances of post-industrial rural communities. The practice involves situating historical
phenomena within the context of their times, thereby aiding in unraveling the evolution of
economic systems, social dynamics, geographical factors, and environmental policies and how

they have influenced current circumstances (Van Drie & Van Boxtel, 2008). An examination of

14



primary and secondary sources through this lens provides crucial insights for comprehensively

understanding historical events and their implications.

The practice of historical contextualization finds its application in diverse settings,
notably in enhancing comprehension of economic shifts in post-industrial towns and the
evolution of social identities in rural areas. By adopting this methodological approach,
researchers can augment their understanding of historical events while preventing anachronistic
judgments that interpret the past through contemporary values and knowledge. Although
previous research in historical contextualization has often concentrated on broader, often national
narratives, its recent application at the community level, particularly in post-industrial and rural
contexts, is illuminating unique local histories and their impact on current and future challenges

(Dolejs, 2019).

Methods such as oral histories, surveys, and interviews play a key role in this field,
striving to create a good understanding of historical influences. Yet, the field is still evolving a
universally accepted quantitative approach to measure these effects comprehensively. The
development of such methodologies promises to enable comparisons and analyses across various
contexts, offering invaluable insights for academic research. Gaining a deeper understanding of
the historical roots behind contemporary issues in these communities is crucial for shaping their

future planning and development strategies.

Research Purpose and Objectives

Despite the significant body of research on the socio-economic impacts of extractive industries
worldwide, there remains a notable gap in comparative studies focused on the lived experiences

of communities transitioning away from such industries, particularly in the contrasting contexts
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of Atikokan, Canada, and Oloibiri, Nigeria. This gap, coupled with the transitions these
communities are undergoing due to the decline of their primary economic drivers, presents a
unique opportunity for this research. The purpose of this study is to generate new insights into
the socio-economic transformations of communities heavily reliant on extractive industries, with

a focus on the mechanisms of resilience and adaptation they employ.

This research is both timely and pertinent, given that it: 1) investigates the ongoing socio-
economic challenges and opportunities faced by these communities in adapting to post-extractive
realities, and 2) seeks to understand the perspectives and strategies of Atikokan and Oloibiri’s
residents as they navigate the complexities of economic diversification, environmental
sustainability, and community mobilization in response to industrial decline. The objectives of

this research are to:

1. Document the historical reliance of Atikokan and Oloibiri on extractive industries and the
subsequent socio-economic impacts following the decline of these sectors.

2. Identify and analyze the strategies employed by Atikokan and Oloibiri to adapt to post-
industrial socio-economic conditions, including efforts towards economic diversification,
community mobilization, and environmental sustainability.

3. Compare and contrast the experiences of Atikokan and Oloibiri, highlighting lessons
learned and potential pathways for fostering resilience and sustainable development in
similar contexts globally.

4. Contribute to the theoretical and practical understanding of community resilience by
integrating findings from this study into the broader discourse on sustainable
development, particularly in regions facing the decline of dominant industries.

Dissertation Structure

This dissertation has been organized as per the guidelines and recent examples for the article-
based dissertation in the Faculty of Natural Resource Development at Lakehead University. It

has been organized into six chapters. The first chapter sets the stage for the entire dissertation,
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outlining the research problem, objectives, theoretical framework, and methodology. It provides
an overview of the socio-economic transformations of Atikokan in Canada and Oloibiri in
Nigeria, both transitioning from reliance on extractive industries. The chapter also includes a
discussion on the researcher's background, detailing the personal and professional journey that

led to this study.

The second chapter provides a detailed historical context of Atikokan and Oloibiri. It
explores the establishment and development of these towns, their dependence on extractive
industries, and the socio-economic impacts following the decline of these sectors. It also
highlights the resilience and adaptive efforts these communities have undertaken over the years.

This chapter sets the foundation for understanding the subsequent analyses and comparisons.

The next three chapters are distinct but interrelated manuscripts. As per the program
guidelines, these appear as submitted, consistent with the structure, format, and requirements of
the respective journals. The methodologies employed in chapters three through five are described
in detail in the first chapter as they are not contained in the manuscripts submitted due to the

submission guidelines for each of the journals.

Chapter 3, “Oloibiri: Lessons from the Lifecycle of a Single-Industry Town in Nigeria,”
has been accepted for publication in the Journal of Rural and Community Development at the
time of this dissertation’s examination. It examines the socio-economic aftermath of the oil
industry's closure in the town of Oloibiri between 1990 and 2021. The central research question
is: What lessons can be learned from Oloibiri's experience with resource development and
economic transformation? The findings reveal significant economic and social impacts,
including job loss, environmental degradation, and forced migration. These challenges have led

to a marked decline in living standards, population reduction, and the disruption of traditional
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occupations and small businesses. The article discusses a complex interplay of factors, including
government policies, mismanagement, and global market shifts, contributing to Oloibiri's current
state of neglect and poverty. The town's struggles with inadequate infrastructure, pollution, and
limited employment opportunities highlight the urgent need for systemic change. By
documenting Oloibiri's journey, the research underscores key lessons for managing the socio-
economic transitions of single-industry towns, emphasizing the importance of diversification and
sustainable development. Further research is encouraged on peripheral RBCs in Nigeria to

inform strategies for their resilience and growth.

Chapter 4, “Lesson from Atikokan: Adapting and Thriving Through Change,” has been
submitted to the Journal of Rural Studies and is at peer review at the time of this dissertation’s
examination. This chapter focuses on Atikokan's adaptability to shifts in socio-economic
landscapes between 1990 and 2021, highlighting lessons applicable to similar resource-
dependent communities. Through an analysis of Atikokan’s historical reliance on natural
resources and diversification strategies, this study underscores the critical roles of adaptability,
community engagement, and proactive leadership in fostering resilience and sustainable
development. The findings reveal how Atikokan is navigating economic fluctuations through
strategic planning, offering insights into leveraging local assets for sustainable community
planning. This case study serves as a roadmap for other towns navigating similar transitions,

advocating for a forward-thinking approach to community development.

Chapter 5, “Two Tales of Transformation: A Comparative Study of the Towns of
Atikokan and Oloibiri,” has been submitted to the Community, Work & Family Journal and is at
peer review at the time of this dissertation’s examination. It presents a comparative study of two

resource-dependent communities, focusing on their transformation in the post-extraction era
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(1990 to 2021). Both towns experienced the decline of their primary industries, but their
responses were markedly different. The Town of Atikokan has been transitioning into a
sustainable community by harnessing clean energy and diversifying its industries. In contrast,
Oloibiri faces systemic neglect, environmental degradation, and economic instability. Despite
these challenges, a resilient spirit of activism has emerged in Oloibiri, driving the pursuit of
justice, remediation, and sustainable development. This chapter explores the dynamics that led to
such disparate outcomes and offers insights into the roles of local decisions, global forces, and
individual agency in the towns’ transformations. It concludes with lessons drawn from both
towns' experiences, contributing to global discussions on sustainable resource management and
community development. The chapter underscores its significance in guiding future research and

policy interventions in similar contexts.

The final chapter synthesizes the findings from the preceding chapters, reflecting on the
theoretical and practical contributions of the research. It emphasizes the importance of strategic
planning, adaptability, and proactive community engagement in building diversified and resilient
post-industrial economies. The chapter concludes with recommendations for policymakers and
community leaders, drawing lessons from the experiences of Atikokan and Oloibiri to guide

future strategies in similar contexts.

Researcher Background

In qualitative research, the researcher plays a crucial role that goes beyond just watching or
gathering information. According to Marshall and Rossman (1999), researchers are fundamental
parts of the research process itself. Their involvement with the research setting and the people in

it significantly affects the results. This central role requires researchers to be reflexive, meaning
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they need to recognize and consider their own backgrounds, biases, and viewpoints as part of the

research context.

Building on this idea, Denzin (2017) challenges the traditional notion that researchers can
remain objective and detached. He asserts that researchers are not detached or impartial
observers but are instead deeply embedded in the very dynamics they investigate. As Denzin

states:

The qualitative researcher is not an objective, politically neutral observer who stands
outside and above the study of the social world. Rather, the researcher is historically and
locally situated within the very processes being studied. A gendered, historical self is
brought to this process. This self, as a set of shifting identities, has its own history with

the situated practices that define and shape the public issues and private troubles being
studied. (p. 12)

In line with the view that researchers are deeply intertwined with their research, I aim to clearly
position myself within my study's context. I do this by transparently sharing my personal and
professional history to shed light on how my research interest developed and to recognize any

biases that might influence my work.

My academic journey commenced at the Federal University of Agriculture, Abeokuta,
Nigeria, where [ was awarded a Bachelor's degree in Forestry and Wildlife Management and a
Master’s degree in Forestry Economics and Management, both with distinction. The Bachelor’s
program, in particular, sparked my interest in forest resource development and environmental
science. I was especially drawn to courses like "Environmental Impact Assessment" and "Forest
Resource Inventory and Mensuration." These courses laid the groundwork for my fascination
with the delicate balance between natural resources development and human development. It was
during this time that I engaged in projects examining the socio-economic effects of resource

development and deforestation. Working closely with professors who were deeply committed to
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environmental sustainability, I gained invaluable insights and guidance, significantly shaping my

academic and career path.

Following my graduation, I participated in the National Youth Service Corps (NYSC)
program in Imo State, situated in Southeastern Nigeria, an experience that broadened my
perspective significantly. My time during the NYSC allowed me to travel across numerous
Eastern states in Nigeria, such as Bayelsa, Edo, Port Harcourt, Abia, and Enugu. These travels
were more than mere explorations; they were a quest to grasp the varied cultures and
developmental phases of these regions. A notable highlight of this period was my environmental
contribution, where I planted over 6,000 tree seedlings of Gmelina Arborea and Tectona Grandis.

This initiative was aimed at aiding environmental restoration efforts in the regions I served.

My efforts and dedication during this period were acknowledged with the State
Coordinator's Award, recognizing my substantial contributions to the community service aspect
of the NYSC and underscoring my commitment to making a meaningful impact within the
communities I served. This recognition has been a significant milestone in my journey,
reinforcing my advocacy for sustainable resource utilization, development, and conservation. It
exemplifies my dedication to incorporating environmental stewardship into all areas of my work
and personal philosophy, highlighting my continuous efforts to foster practices that align with

the well-being of our natural environment.

Advancing to postgraduate studies, I pursued a Master’s degree in Forestry Economics
and Management, further honing my focus on sustainable resource management. Advanced
courses like "Advanced Resource Management and Economics," "Forest Management and
Valuation," "Planning and Control of Forest Operations," and "Control and Management of

Ecological Disaster" were particularly transformative. These courses not only equipped me with
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a deep understanding of the complexities involved in sustainable forestry management but also
illuminated the intricate balance between, resource development, economic viability and
environmental stewardship. Following my postgraduate studies, I engaged in various roles that
bridged academic research with practical application. As a Research and Teaching Assistant at
the Federal University of Agriculture, Abeokuta, I was involved in projects examining the socio-
economic effects of forest resource policies, facilitating a deeper understanding of policy impacts
on rural livelihoods and resource sustainability. This role afforded me the opportunity to mentor
undergraduate students, guiding them through research projects that aligned with my growing
interest in sustainable development. These initial years sparked a keen interest in the socio-
economic and environmental ramifications of resource development, leading me to adopt an

interdisciplinary approach in my research endeavors.

In 2019, seeking to expand my research horizons, I relocated to Thunder Bay, Ontario, to
pursue a Doctor of Philosophy in Forest Sciences at Lakehead University. This move was not
just a geographical transition but a leap into a broader academic exploration of the intricate
dynamics between human societies and natural resources. My thesis, "Shifting Grounds: The
Rise, Fall, and Resurgence of the Towns of Atikokan and Oloibiri," aims to dissect and
understand the multifaceted challenges and opportunities facing resource-dependent
communities in the wake of industrial decline. This chapter of my professional path expanded
beyond the academic sphere into international collaborations. In my role as a Research Assistant
with the "Deindustrialization and the Politics of Our Time" project at Concordia University, I
engaged with researchers from western Europe and North America. This collaboration widened
my view on the international aspects of resource development and its downturns, underscoring

the necessity for interdisciplinary strategies in tackling environmental and socio-economic
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issues. These experiences have not only augmented my understanding of the intricate dynamics
of resource management and conservation but also emphasized the critical role of cross-cultural
and cross-disciplinary collaborations in addressing the challenges of our time. My journey,
marked by a blend of personal engagement with diverse communities and professional endeavors

in global research projects, has equipped me with a unique perspective.

My time in Thunder Bay has been marked by an insatiable curiosity about the vast and
varied landscapes of Northwestern Ontario. This curiosity drove me to explore more than 18
towns across the region, each journey enriching my understanding of the socio-economic fabric
and environmental challenges unique to these communities. These explorations have not only
provided a real-world context to my academic inquiries but have also deepened my appreciation
for the resilience and adaptability of rural towns in the face of economic and environmental
changes. As I continue to navigate the complexities of my research, these travels in Northwestern
Ontario stand as a testament to my hands-on approach to learning and my commitment to
fostering sustainable development practices. With a foundation built on diverse cultural
experiences, academic excellence, and a dedication to environmental conservation, I am poised

to contribute meaningful insights and solutions to the challenges facing our global community.

My academic motivations are deeply intertwined with personal experiences that have
highlighted the urgency of my research interests. Growing up in Nigeria, a country endowed with
abundant natural resources yet plagued by environmental degradation and economic instability, I
witnessed firsthand the delicate balance between exploiting natural resources and preserving the
environment for future generations. This personal connection to the land and its people has
imbued me with a sense of responsibility to contribute towards sustainable solutions that can

ensure environmental integrity while fostering economic growth. These experiences and
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motivations have coalesced into my doctoral research, where I investigate "The Rise, Fall, and
Resurgence of the Towns of Atikokan and Oloibiri." This topic reflects my deep-seated interest
in understanding the lifecycle of resource-dependent communities and the factors that contribute

to their resilience or vulnerability in the face of economic and environmental changes.

The choice of Atikokan and Oloibiri as case studies embodies the global relevance of this
issue, highlighting the shared challenges and distinct paths toward sustainability and recovery
that communities can undertake. The personal connection to my research topic is not just
academic; it is rooted in a genuine desire to make a difference. The narratives of Atikokan and
Oloibiri resonate with my own observations and experiences within various Nigerian
communities, driving me to uncover insights that can inform policy, practice, and community
initiatives aimed at fostering sustainable development. Through this research, I aim to contribute
to a body of knowledge that not only advances academic understanding but also offers practical
solutions for the sustainable management of natural resources and the well-being of communities

globally.

Reflecting on biases and perspective is crucial for maintaining the integrity and
objectivity of research. My background, experiences, and beliefs undeniably shape my view of
the world and, by extension, my research perspective. Growing up in Nigeria and witnessing
first-hand the impacts of resource extraction on communities has instilled in me a deep
commitment to sustainable development and environmental stewardship. While these
experiences enrich my research, they also pose the risk of introducing biases, particularly in

favor of conservation and community development approaches that I find personally meaningful.

Recognizing the potential for such biases to color my research, I have taken several steps

to ensure objectivity and maintain the rigorous standards of academic inquiry. First, I have
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committed to a mixed-methods research approach, integrating quantitative data analysis with
qualitative insights. This methodology allows me to balance my personal experiences and the
lived experiences of the community members with empirical data, providing a comprehensive
understanding of the issues at hand. Second, I have sought to diversify my sources of
information and perspectives by engaging with a broad range of stakeholders, including those
who might hold views that challenge my assumptions. This includes not only community
members and environmental activists but also industry representatives and policymakers. By
actively seeking out divergent viewpoints, I aim to construct a balanced analysis that considers

the complex array of factors influencing resource-dependent communities.

Furthermore, I have incorporated peer review and feedback mechanisms at various stages
of my research. Regular consultations with my academic advisors and submission of my
manuscripts for peer-review provide opportunities for my methodology and findings to be
critically evaluated by seasoned scholars. This external scrutiny helps identify any unconscious
biases and ensures that my research adheres to the highest standards of academic rigor. Lastly,
maintaining a posture of reflexivity throughout the research process is key. This involves
continual self-examination of how my background and beliefs might be influencing my research
process and outcomes. By keeping a reflexive journal and engaging in discussions with mentors
and peers about my research approach, I actively reflect on and address potential biases. This
practice of reflexivity is not only about identifying biases but also about understanding how they

can inform and enrich the research process when appropriately acknowledged and managed.

Research Design and Methodology

In this study, I adopted a mixed-methods research design, integrating both qualitative and

quantitative approaches to comprehensively understand the socio-economic transformations
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occurring in Atikokan, Canada, and Oloibiri, Nigeria, as a result of their dependence on
extractive industries. This methodological framework is pivotal for exploring complex social
phenomena, as it combines the depth and context provided by qualitative data with the

objectivity and generalizability of quantitative analysis (Creswell, 2007).

The qualitative component of the study aims to explore the lived experiences,
perceptions, and adaptations of individuals and communities impacted by the industrial decline.
This approach is informed by the principles of critical qualitative inquiry, as advocated by
Denzin (2017), which emphasizes the role of research in addressing economic injustices and
promoting social change. Through in-depth interviews, participant observation, and document
analysis, this study captures the lived realities and coping mechanisms of affected populations,

highlighting the importance of community empowerment in times of socio-economic transition.

Simultaneously, the quantitative aspect of the research employs statistical methods to
analyze data on population dynamics and other relevant socio-economic indicators. This
approach allows for the identification of trends, patterns, and correlations that underpin the
broader impacts of extractive industry decline on community well-being. By quantitatively
assessing the extent of socio-economic changes, the study provides a solid foundation to support

the qualitative findings, thereby offering a more holistic understanding of the dynamics at play.

Case Study

Case studies represent an intensive and detailed examination of specific instances within their
real-life, contextual frameworks and are extensively utilized in diverse fields like social sciences,
business, education, and health sciences (George & Bennett, 2005). Renowned for their

comprehensive exploration of complex phenomena, case studies excel in revealing the intricate
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interplay of various factors critical to understanding the subject at hand (Rowley, 2002). Their
inherent flexibility allows them to integrate both qualitative data, such as interviews and
observations, and quantitative data, like surveys and statistics, offering a mixed-methods
approach that enriches the analysis (Tsang, 2004). The longitudinal aspect of certain case studies
sheds light on the evolution and dynamics of the subject over time, providing valuable insights

(George & Bennett, 2005).

Despite their strengths, case studies face limitations, such as questions of generalizability.
The deep focus on a particular case might restrict the applicability of the findings to broader
contexts or populations, a challenge highlighted by George and Bennett (2005). Yielding rich,
detailed data, case studies may limit how findings can be extrapolated to larger groups. The
researcher's perspective could also influence both data collection and interpretation, introducing
subjectivity into the study (George & Bennett, 2005). Case studies also tend to be resource-
intensive and managing the volume and complexity of the data to distill clear conclusions poses

significant challenges (Yin, 2009).

The value of case studies in research is undeniable, offering in-depth, contextualized
understandings and insights that may elude other research methodologies (George & Bennett,
2005). My research employs case studies focusing on the towns of Oloibiri in Nigeria and
Atikokan in Canada to explore the intricate dynamics of post-industrial transition and community
resilience. The aim is to uncover the unique challenges and opportunities these towns face in the
wake of industrial decline, socio-economic and environmental changes. By conducting an
examination of their histories, economic landscapes, social structures, and environmental
contexts, the study intends to provide an understanding of how these communities adapt and

evolve in response to changing circumstances.
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The selection of Oloibiri, Nigeria, and Atikokan, Canada, as case studies is enriched by
their distinctive historical contexts, shaped significantly by colonization and their roles within
global economic systems. Oloibiri, marked as the site of Nigeria's first commercial oil discovery,
symbolizes the beginning of an era dominated by oil exploitation, significantly influenced by
colonial legacies and post-colonial governance that prioritized resource extraction for global
markets over local development. This situation is emblematic of broader patterns identified in the
literature on the resource curse and post-colonial economic policies (Auty, 2002; Watts, 2001).
Atikokan's mining history, emerging within Canada's colonial framework, reflects the broader
narrative of resource-dependent towns whose development and decline were closely tied to the
demands of a globalizing economy, a theme extensively explored in studies on the economic
histories of natural resource-rich regions (Innis, 1999; Watkins, 1963). These histories
underscore the complex interplay of local socio-economic dynamics with global forces, offering
invaluable insights into the challenges and transformations faced by post-industrial rural
communities navigating the legacies of colonization and economic shifts (Bunker and Ciccantell,
2005). This comparative analysis highlights the broader implications of industrial reliance and
decline, delving into economic shifts, environmental challenges, and social transformations

within a global-historical context.

The emphasis on Atikokan's socio-economic transformations during the 1990s, rather
than immediately following the mine closure in the late 1970s, is rooted in a comprehensive
understanding of community adaptation over an extended period. Mitchell and Kendra, (2016)
underscore the importance of examining the long-term effects of industrial decline, suggesting

that the true impact of such transitions unfolds over decades. The mine closures set the stage for
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a prolonged period of economic and social adjustments, highlighted in studies by Furgal &

Prowse (2007), who documented the delayed impacts on Northern Canadian communities.

The 1990s were marked by strategic initiatives and policy interventions aimed at
economic diversification and resilience building. The establishment of the Atikokan Economic
Development Corporation and efforts to promote tourism and outdoor recreation based on
Atikokan's natural assets played pivotal roles in this transformation (Ellis et al, 2003; Atikokan
Economic Development Corporation, 2003; O’Neil, 2015). Investments in infrastructure and
community services were key to enhancing the town's attractiveness, as explored by Mitchell and
O’Neill (2016). Hallegate (2014) argues that the true test of a community's resilience often
comes decades after an economic shock, making the 1990s a critical period for Atikokan's post-

industrial adaptation.

Similarly, the focus on Oloibiri's transformations from the 1990s onwards sheds light on
the prolonged impact of oil extraction, illuminating the dynamics of resilience, challenges, and
advocacy within the community (Okonta & Douglas, 2003). The narrative of Nigeria's first
commercial oil production site reveals the extended repercussions on community welfare and
environmental integrity (Aaron, 2005). The 1990s brought national and international attention to
the Niger Delta's environmental justice movement, with increased activism and advocacy for
environmental remediation and sustainable development (Ikelegbe, 2005; Ebeku, 2002). This
period marked a critical phase in Oloibiri's journey towards resilience and justice, emphasizing
the delayed governmental and international response despite growing awareness (Ukeje, 2001).
The community's persistent advocacy highlights the ongoing struggle for environmental justice

and sustainable development in oil-impacted regions (Ako, 2013).
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Focusing on the post-1990s developments in both Atikokan and Oloibiri reveals the
complex legacies of industrial decline and oil extraction. These periods illustrate the resilience of
both communities amidst environmental, economic, and socio-economic challenges, contributing
to a broader discourse on sustainable development, community resilience, and environmental
justice in extractive regions (Watts, 2007; Idemudia, 2009). This analysis underscores the need
for understanding long-term impacts and the evolution of community advocacy, marking the

1990s as formative periods for both towns' adaptation and transformation.

Data Collection and analysis

My study was undertaken during the global COVID-19 pandemic, a period marked by
unprecedented disruptions to daily life and work routines. This situation significantly impacted
the methods of data collection. In particular, access to documents and archives were limited as
many institutions closed or limited their operations, necessitating a greater reliance on available
digital archives and resources. In addition, the need for social distancing policy and practices
prompted a shift in the interview methodologies, moving from traditional face-to-face
interactions to more of virtual platforms, such as telephone calls and video conferencing tools
like Zoom. These adjustments and changes were necessary to maintain the continuity of my

research while ensuring the safety of all participants.

Building on John Loxley's insights into the intricate balance between local realities and
international dynamics, and guided by the methodological principles outlined by Creswell (2007)
and Yin (2009), my research journey began with a pivotal question: How do communities like
Oloibiri in Nigeria and Atikokan in Canada navigate and adapt to their unique post-industrial
challenges? Creswell (2007) emphasizes that qualitative data collection involves a series of

interconnected activities aimed at gathering comprehensive information to respond to the
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research questions, necessitating the use of multiple sources of data for the categorization and
synthesis of information into overarching themes. Similarly, Yin (2009) advocates for the
employment of multiple data sources in case study research to enhance construct validity and
reliability, suggesting that triangulation can provide a valid representation of the phenomenon
under study. Building on these foundations, the study adopted a mixed-methods approach,

combining quantitative and qualitative techniques as recommended by Schneider (2007).

The quantitative data, gathered from various sources, provides a broad overview of these
communities, illustrating macroeconomic and demographic trends. The qualitative insights,
particularly from interviews following Berg's (2004) methodology, brought the vibrant colors of
these communities to life, capturing the experiences and responses of residents to resource
dependency fluctuations. Employing this approach facilitated triangulation of findings, ensuring
a comprehensive and accurate representation of the realities in Oloibiri and Atikokan. By
marrying large-scale quantitative data with rich qualitative narratives, I validated statistical
trends against the lived experiences of the residents. Not only did this process illuminate the
quantitative trends, but it also offered depth and context, revealing the human stories behind the

numbers.

Interviews

Building on this foundation of documentary and archival research, my methodological approach
in both Canada and Nigeria was further enriched through semi-structured interviews with
residents of Oloibiri and Atikokan as recommended by Berg (2004). Yin (2009) considers
interviews to be one of the most important sources of information that can be obtained for case
studies. Semi-structured interviews allow opportunities for probing when interesting and

emergent issues arise. It is important in qualitative inquiry to use open-ended questions that give

31



full voice to the participants and to modify the questions as needed to reflect an increased
understanding of the problem as the research progresses (Creswell 2007). The participants for the
study were carefully selected using purposive and snowball sampling methods, ensuring a

diverse representation of community perspectives (Neuman & Robson, 2014).

In the context of this study, a detailed demographic breakdown of interview participants was
designed to ensure that the research captured a representative and diverse set of perspectives,
crucial for understanding the impacts of economic transitions. The participant pool spanned
various age groups, including young adults (18-35 years old) to capture the adaptation of newer
entrants into the workforce, middle-aged adults (36-55 years old) to understand mid-career
adjustments and family dynamics during economic shifts, and seniors (56 years and older) for
their long-term historical understandings into the community's economic cycles. Gender
representation was also carefully balanced to explore how economic changes differently
impacted men and women, particularly in relation to job availability, career progression, and

social roles.

The occupational background of participants varied significantly; it included former
industry workers directly affected by closures in mining and oil sectors, professionals from the
service sector such as educators and healthcare workers to gauge secondary economic impacts,
and community leaders and planners who offered insights into strategic responses to economic
challenges. In addition, the duration of residency was considered a crucial demographic factor.
Long-term residents provided a historical perspective on the community's economic evolution,
while recent migrants offered fresh views on the current socio-economic climate. Ethnic and
cultural backgrounds of participants were also noted, reflecting the community's diversity, and

allowing for an analysis of culturally specific responses to economic upheavals.
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To ensure this demographic diversity, the recruitment combined purposive and snowball
sampling techniques. Purposive sampling was employed to intentionally select individuals who
met specific demographic criteria essential to the study’s objectives, ensuring a diverse and
relevant initial participant base. Snowball sampling was then used to expand this base, enabling
access to additional participants from often underrepresented or hard-to-access groups, thereby
enhancing the study’s overall demographic coverage as discussed by Neuman & Robson (2014).
However, this method introduces potential biases: purposive sampling may not completely
represent the broader population due to the subjective selection of participants, while snowball
sampling can perpetuate these biases by potentially limiting the pool to similar or interconnected
individuals. Acknowledging this limitation, efforts were made to reach a varied sample by
initiating contacts from multiple and diverse nodes within the community, thereby reducing the

potential for homogeneity and bias in the responses gathered.

The interviews were conducted in each country in-person and via telephone calls or zoom
video conferencing using existing contacts when face-to-face meetings could not be arranged as
well as for several follow-up interviews conducted with participants. The interviews lasted
between 35 to 60 minutes, with some extending up to 85 minutes when participants had more
extensive information to share. To facilitate deeper and more authentic responses, English and
local languages were used interchangeably where necessary and appropriate. This linguistic
flexibility ensured that participants felt comfortable and were able to express themselves fully,
thereby enriching the data collected. The oral interview schedule was designed not only to gather
new information but also to compare and validate the data already acquired, enhancing the
reliability and validity of the findings. All interviews were recorded and subsequently transcribed

by me. Shank (2006) discusses the differing perspectives about researchers transcribing their
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own data versus having someone else do it. An advantage of researchers doing their own
transcriptions is that they can obtain new insights into the data during the transcription process.
The interviews I transcribed myself provided me with this opportunity to reacquaint myself with
their nuances. A total of 40 participants were interviewed, 20 participants in each town. The

interview guide is provided in Appendix I.

The conversations, meticulously recorded and analyzed with the aid of ATLAS.ti
software, offered invaluable insights into how local communities perceive and adapt to post-
industrial changes. These personal narratives provided a human dimension to the statistical and
documentary data, revealing how the shifts in economic and social landscapes are experienced at
an individual and community level. The interviews allowed me to capture firsthand accounts of
the impact of industrial decline and the subsequent efforts at revitalization, thereby
complementing and enriching the broader historical and economic data collected from
governmental and academic sources. This blend of qualitative insights with quantitative data

painted a picture of the post-industrial realities faced by the residents of Atikokan and Oloibiri.

Ethical considerations were meticulously observed throughout the data collection
process, particularly for methods involving direct participant engagement, such as interviews and
participant observation. Approval was obtained from Lakehead University’s Research Ethics
Board, and adherence to Canada’s Tri-Council Policy Statement (TCPS) on ethical conduct was
ensured.! All participants provided written or verbal informed consent, and stringent measures
were implemented to safeguard their confidentiality throughout the study. This included a clear

understanding that participants could experience emotional distress when recollecting their

! Ethical approval for this research was granted by Research Ethics Board of Lakehead University, with
approval number, Romeo #1468961.
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dependency on the company and the impact on their standard of living. To mitigate this, a list of
counselors was made available in the town, and provisions were made for access to counseling
services where no local services were available. The consent form detailed the nature of the
research and the voluntary basis of participation, offering participants the option to remain
anonymous, with assurances that names would not be published without explicit consent (see
appendix II). Participants were informed they could withdraw from the study at any point up
until the project's submission. All data will be securely stored in my personal laptop for the

duration of the project and for five years thereafter, ensuring no conflicts of interest.

Participant Observation

Within the scope of this dissertation, the participant observation methodology was strategically
employed using the participant-as-observer approach. This method, foundational to
anthropological research, allowed for an immersive engagement within the communities under
study, enabling a rich, firsthand understanding of the realities faced by these communities as they
navigate through the socio-economic aftermath of industrial decline. The participant observation
was conducted utilizing a diverse set of techniques including direct observation, engaging in
natural conversations, conducting informal interviews, and applying checklists and other
unobtrusive methods to gather comprehensive data (Bernard, 1994). This approach was
instrumental in collecting qualitative insights into the adaptive strategies, challenges, and

opportunities encountered by the communities.

Adopting the participant-as-observer stance, as delineated by Gold (1958), I actively
engaged in various community activities within the communities. This posture ensured a deep
level of engagement with the community while maintaining an overt research focus, thus striking

an essential balance between participation and observation. It facilitated the building of trust and

35



rapport with community members, providing access to authentic, in-depth insights into their
lived experiences and perspectives on the socio-economic transitions prompted by the decline of

extractive industries.

This methodological choice was critical for the comprehensive exploration of the
complex dynamics at play in resource-dependent communities undergoing significant socio-
economic shifts. It allowed for a detailed examination of the interplay between local initiatives,
global economic pressures, and the socio-economic resilience of the communities. The insights
gained through participant observation have significantly enriched the dissertation, offering a
grounded understanding of community adaptation processes and the multifaceted impacts of

industrial decline.

Document Review

The foundational layer of my research was established through a review of a diverse array of
documents, enabling a deep dive into the historical and contemporary socio-economic landscapes
of Atikokan, Canada, and Oloibiri, Nigeria. This process was instrumental in uncovering the

dynamics of each location's reliance on and transition from extractive industries.

In Canada, the examination of governmental publications, media outputs, and
comprehensive datasets from Statistics Canada laid the groundwork for understanding
Atikokan's economic and social evolution. Valuable resources accessed through the Library of
Atikokan, the Lakehead University Library Archive, and the Archives of Ontario enriched this
analysis, offering a detailed portrayal of the town's mining legacy and labor dynamics. This

multifaceted document review strategy situated Atikokan's story within the wider narrative of
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resource-based development in Northern Ontario, providing critical insights into the regional

implications of economic shifts.

In Nigeria, the complex narrative of the Niger Delta's resource-rich yet conflict-ridden
history was meticulously compiled from academic publications, newspapers (primarily
THISDAY), and official documents issued from Shell and Amnesty International. These sources
are particularly relevant for their in-depth coverage of the socio-economic impacts of industrial
changes, community resilience, and both governmental and non-governmental efforts over the
years. The emphasis on Shell is significant due to the company owning and operating fifty
percent of the oil wells in the Niger Delta, as noted by the Nigerian National Petroleum
Corporation (2014). Shell was the first corporation to discover oil in the region, has been in
operation for over five decades, and, according to Akpan (2005), owned the best oil fields in the
country and enjoyed a monopoly of the upstream petroleum sector until Nigeria's independence.
Amnesty International is a globally recognized NGO and has produced numerous reports on the
Niger Delta, some of which have been instrumental in litigation. THISDAY Newspaper, a
leading national publication, has extensively covered the Niger Delta issues. The types of

documents reviewed and analyzed are as follows:

e Shell Sustainability Reports (1990 - 2021): https://www.shell.com/news-and-
insights/annual-reports-and-publications/annual-reports-download-centre.html
e Amnesty International Reports (2013-2021): https://www.amnestyusa.org/about-
us/financial-and-legal-documents/
e THISDAY National Newspaper (1990-2021): https://www.thisdaylive.com/

Reports and newspapers were filtered to remove duplicates and offtopic reports and the ones that
aligned with the research scope were used. This selection process ensures a focused examination

of the region's socio-economic landscape over the years.
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Following Yin’s (2009) guidance, the document review served not only as a means to
construct a detailed background context but also as a crucial method for corroborating evidence
gathered through interviews and participant observation. This triangulation of data sources
enhanced the robustness of the study’s findings. Where documentary evidence presented
contradictions or gaps, further inquiries were pursued through additional research and
stakeholder interviews, ensuring a comprehensive understanding of the complex socio-economic

dynamics at play in these communities.

Reliability and Validity

In my study, addressing reliability and validity was paramount to ensure the integrity and
credibility of the findings. Given the qualitative nature of this research, special attention was paid

to mitigating potential biases and enhancing the study's methodological robustness.

Reliability, or the consistency of findings under similar circumstances, was pursued through
meticulous research design and execution (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). This involved clear
documentation of the research process, from data collection to analysis, ensuring that the steps

could be understood and, if necessary, replicated by other researchers under similar conditions.

Validity, or the accuracy of the study in measuring the intended concepts, was addressed
through the application of multiple and well-established data collection methods and sources
(Marshall & Rossman, 1999). The use of interviews, participant observation, and document
review allowed for a rich, multi-dimensional exploration of the communities' experiences. Data
triangulation, a technique that enhances both validity and reliability, played a critical role in
corroborating findings across different data sources and methods (Creswell, 2007; Yin, 2009).

By integrating insights from diverse perspectives and data forms, the research aimed to present a
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holistic and accurate portrayal of the socio-economic shifts in Atikokan and Oloibiri. Construct
validity issues were addressed through this triangulation, providing multiple lenses through
which to view the phenomena under study, thereby strengthening the study's conceptual

framework (Yin, 2009).

Generalizability, or the extent to which findings from this study can be applied to broader
populations (analogous to external validity in quantitative research), was approached with
caution. Recognizing the inherent challenges in generalizing qualitative findings, I utilized the
theoretical framework suggested by Marshall and Rossman (1999) as a reference point. This
approach allowed for the contextualization of findings within broader socio-economic
development and community resilience theories, thereby contributing to the field's understanding
and offering insights that, while rooted in specific case studies, resonate with global challenges

and strategies in similar resource-dependent communities.
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Chapter 2: Why Atikokan and Oloibiri?

The towns of Atikokan, Canada, and Oloibiri, Nigeria, might not seem like obvious
candidates for a comparative analysis at first glance. One is located in the boreal forests of
Northwestern Ontario, Canada, while the other lies in the mangrove forest of the Niger Delta
region in Nigeria. Despite their geographical and cultural differences, both towns share strikingly
similar historical trajectories shaped by the exploitation of natural resources and subsequent

socio-economic transformations.

In Atikokan, the discovery of iron ore in the early twentieth century spurred the town's
development, positioning it as a significant player in Canada's mining industry. Similarly, the
discovery of crude oil in Oloibiri in 1956 marked the beginning of Nigeria's oil industry,
transforming the region into a critical component of the national economy. Both towns also
experienced rapid economic growth followed by decline due to resource depletion. The Steep
Rock Iron Mines in Atikokan operated from 1944 until 1979, when the depletion of
economically viable ore led to the mine's closure (Michels, 1981). This shift necessitated
economic diversification and adaptation by the local community (Wightman and
Wightman,1997). Likewise, Oloibiri, once the heart of Nigeria's burgeoning oil industry, saw its
fortunes wane as oil production shifted to other parts of the Niger Delta, leading to social,
economic and environmental challenges for the local population (Watts, 2004; Osusu & Larry,

2020; Enyia, 1999).

The intertwined histories of Atikokan and Oloibiri with colonialism and hinterland-
metropolis dynamics significantly shaped their development and socio-economic landscapes.
Atikokan’s growth, spurred by the expansion of the Canadian Northern Railway in the early

twentieth century, exemplifies this influence (Berton, 2011; Zaslow, 2016). This railway
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connected Atikokan to larger urban markets, transforming it from a modest settlement into a
bustling mining town (Bothwell, Drummond, & English, 1990; Brown & Cook, 2016). The
facilitation of iron ore transport to industrial centers in Southern Ontario and beyond, including
global markets, triggered rapid industrialization and population growth in Atikokan (Green,
2000; Piper, 2010). However, the economic prosperity generated by these developments
predominantly benefited metropolitan centers in Southern Ontario, which emerged as a
manufacturing and economic hub during this period. Industries in Southern Ontario flourished by
utilizing resources extracted from northern towns like Atikokan, fueling significant economic
and urban expansion supported by jobs and activities from the manufacturing sector (Hodge &

Wong, 1972; Freshwater, 2017).

The growth of Southern Ontario was significantly bolstered by the flow of resources from
Northern Ontario. Key resources such as minerals and timber were essential for the
industrialization and urbanization of cities like Toronto, Hamilton, and Windsor (Brown, 2013;
Beaulieu & Southcott, 2010). These resources supported various industries, including steel
production and automobile manufacturing, which were pivotal to the region's economic
development (Di Matteo, 2022; Fraser, 1907). The industrial boom in Southern Ontario created a
substantial demand for raw materials, which were abundantly supplied by the northern regions
(Ortiz-Guerrero, 2010; Tronrud, 1990). Moreover, many of these raw materials, particularly
minerals, were exported to international markets, contributing to Canada's position in the global
economy (Bradford, 2002; Gertler, 2001). Despite the crucial role towns like Atikokan played in
supporting Southern Ontario’s industrial boom and National economy, they remained heavily
dependent on mining operations. This economic dependence made the town susceptible to

fluctuations in global commodity markets, impacting its economic stability. The closure of the
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Steep Rock Iron Mines in 1979 underscored these vulnerabilities, plunging Atikokan into

significant economic difficulties (Bartsch, 1983; Sancton, 2005).

Similarly, Oloibiri's trajectory under British colonial rule reflects the impact of these
dynamics. The Nigerian colonial economy focused on extracting resources for export,
particularly oil, neglecting the sustainable development of local communities. The discovery of
oil in Oloibiri in 1956 attracted considerable foreign investment and technological advances. Yet,
the generated wealth primarily benefited the federal government and multinational corporations,
exacerbating economic disparities and environmental degradation in the Niger Delta. Local
communities suffered from pollution, loss of livelihoods, and social dislocation, with minimal

investment in local infrastructure or services.

These case studies illuminate the broader effects of colonial and hinterland-metropolis
dynamics on resource-dependent communities, as explored in the works of Wallerstein (1974)
and Cronon (1991) and Green (2019). In these frameworks, local resources were used to boost
metropolitan economies at the expense of local stability, leaving the source communities
vulnerable to economic fluctuations. Both Atikokan and Oloibiri saw local environments and
economies heavily influenced by external forces and investments aimed at resource extraction
and export. This situation left local communities to face the brunt of environmental damage and
economic instability, while the economic advantages were enjoyed by more developed urban
centers and foreign stakeholders. Moreover, this dynamic has significantly influenced the socio-
political landscapes of both regions, deepening economic inequalities and fueling ongoing social

and environmental challenges.

The economic collapse of single-industry towns has been a recurrent theme in the

histories of both Canada and Nigeria, where the remnants of once-thriving communities can be
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found. Some towns have disappeared, while others have diminished or deteriorated (Brown,
1984). However, a select few have managed to overcome these challenges and have flourished
anew (Lorch et al, 2004). The town of Atikokan in Canada provides a particularly unique case; it
had the advantage of an early warning about the impending closure of the Caland Ore Company
mines and demonstrated resilience in adapting to this change. This lack of a predefined model for
handling the economic decline of single-industry towns makes Atikokan’s response an intriguing
case study. Similarly, Oloibiri in Nigeria, despite facing significant challenges, offers critical
insights into managing the economic and environmental shifts in resource-dependent

communities.

The experiences of Atikokan and Oloibiri are highly relevant today as we witness similar
patterns of economic collapse and environmental challenges in other resource-dependent areas in
Canada and Nigeria (High 2018; Himelfarb, 1982). By examining how these towns responded to
their crises, other communities in comparable situations can glean valuable lessons. These
insights are crucial for developing better planning processes for resource utilization and ensuring
futures that are more sustainable and equitable for the communities affected. These strategies
highlight the need for resilience and adaptability and stress the importance of understanding the
impact of these transitions on the social and economic fabric of the communities. The next
discussion will explore the brief history of both the Town of Atikokan and Oloibiri, with a
particular focus on their economic development, industry closures, and the subsequent responses
and strategies employed by each town. This exploration aims to understand the dynamics of their
economic transformations and how they have navigated the challenges and opportunities

presented by these significant changes.
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The town of Oloibiri

The town of Oloibiri was founded by Olei in the fifteenth century and has long been a melting
pot, inhabited by people of diverse origins. Olei, originally from Benin, first established Nembe,
a small town known for its involvement in the slave trade. He later founded the town of Oloibiri
within present-day Bayelsa State, Niger Delta, Nigeria, and his followers set up settlements in
what is now known as Ogbia (Nwajiaku, 2005). The town of Oloibiri occupied a small area,

typical of the many scattered, rural settlements throughout the Niger delta (see figure 1).

The area is characterized by its mangrove forest and an intricate network of rivers and
creeks (coastal ecosystem) essential for local transportation and livelihoods (Awelewa, 2016;
Obi, 2023). The population of Oloibiri before the oil boom was relatively small, likely
numbering in the hundreds and below a thousand. The residents primarily belonged to local
ethnic groups such as the [jaw (Adeleke, 2020). The community was largely self-sufficient, with
its economy deeply rooted in subsistence agriculture and fishing (Chijioke, 2022). The fertile
land and abundant waterways of the Niger Delta made these activities viable. Farming was
largely focused on crops suited to the wet, tropical climate, including yams, cassava, and
plantains (Adeleke, 2020; Chijioke, 2022). Fishing was particularly important due to the
proximity to numerous rivers and creeks, providing a vital source of food and a modest income

from local trade.
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The Town of Oloibiri, Bayelsa State i | Y
Eastern Niger Delta Region, Nigeria A :

Figure 1: Location map of the Town of Oloibiri. (Source: Author, 2024)

Socially and culturally, Oloibiri exhibited the characteristics of a close-knit rural
community. The social structure was tightly woven with strong familial ties and communal
practices that governed land use, resource management, and everyday interactions. Cultural and
social life was rich with festivals and events linked to the agricultural and fishing cycles,
reflecting the community's deep connection to their natural surroundings. Back then, this place
was called Bioforoama, nicknamed “Eastern Congo,” due to its booming social life (LequteMan,
2016; Oyadongha & Idio, 2016). Infrastructure in Oloibiri before the oil era was minimal,
reflecting the general state of rural Nigerian communities at the time (Adeleke, 2020). There was
little to no modern amenities such as electricity, paved roads, or medical facilities. Life in
Oloibiri was predominantly governed by natural and seasonal cycles, with whatever

infrastructure present being primarily aimed at supporting the agricultural and fishing needs of
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the community (Edeh, 2017). Interaction with external commercial interests or the colonial

government was also minimal until the mid-twentieth century (Willie, 2019; Adeleke, 2020).

Like the gold rush of California in nineteenth century America, the town of Oloibiri came
into limelight in the second half of the twentieth century when workers of Shell D’arcy
converged on the town in search of the “black gold” (Agbu, 2004; Shotonwa et al, 2018). The
discovery of oil in Oloibiri in June 1956 was a pivotal moment that brought about significant

economic benefits to the local economy (Watts, 2004; Osusu & Larry, 2020; Enyia, 1991).

Figure 2: Oloibiri Oil Well 1 Sign and Well (Source: Willi, 2023; Chidolue & Igbal, 2023)

This landmark event also marked the beginning of Nigeria's oil industry, providing a new
source of wealth and economic activity. The immediate positive impacts included infrastructure
development and increased employment opportunities, as Shell, the oil company that made the

discovery, set up operations in the area (Anifowose, 2008; Onuoha, 2008; Kadafa, 2012; Steyn,
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2009; Ipingbemi, 2009). Subsequently, more foreign oil companies, including Mobil, Tenneco
Inc., and Azienda Generale Italiana Petrol (AGIP), intensified their exploration efforts
(Achunike, 2020). By late 1957, oil production was in full swing, leading to the first shipment to
Europe in 1958 (Okonmah, 1997). This influx of activity led to improvements in local income
levels and stimulated other service-oriented businesses to cater to the growing population and its
needs. The oil operations necessitated the development of local infrastructure such as roads and

transport systems, which not only served the oil industry but also benefited the residents.

Additionally, the increased economic activity led to the rise of local markets and
businesses that provided goods and services needed by the oil workers and the broader
community. The direct and indirect employment generated by the oil industry helped raise the
standard of living for many residents during this initial phase. The presence of the oil industries
in Oloibiri attracted more attention to the region, potentially leading to further investments and
development projects aimed at supporting the booming oil sector. This period of economic
optimism, fueled by the newfound oil wealth, was marked by a bustling economy and a vibrant
community, significantly transforming Oloibiri from a quiet fishing village into a bustling hub of

oil production activity (Oyadongha & Idio, 2016).

While the discovery of oil in Oloibiri catalyzed an economic transformation, turning a
once quiet fishing village into a bustling hub of industry and prosperity. It is also important to
recall the era preceding this shift in Nigeria, when the nation’s economy was predominantly
agricultural. Prior to the discovery of oil in 1956 by Shell D'Arcy at Oloibiri in the Niger Delta,
Nigeria's economy was heavily reliant on agriculture (Okotie, 2018). This sector was the
mainstay, renowned globally for producing and exporting cash crops such as rubber from Delta

State, groundnuts, hides, and skins from the northern region, cocoa and coffee from the western
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region, and palm oil and kernels from the eastern region (Okotie, 2018). In the 1960s, agriculture
not only provided employment for about 30% of the populace but also accounted for more than
80% of Nigerian export earnings, 65% of GDP output, and about 50% of government revenue

(Central Bank of Nigeria, 2010; National Bureau of Statistics, 2010).

Nigeria underwent transformative economic changes that significantly reshaped its
economic landscape in the period immediately following the discovery. By the end of the Biafra
War in the late 1960s, Nigeria had emerged as a major oil producer in Africa (Mohammed and
Osinbajo, 2016). This development marked the beginning of a shift in the country's economic
structure, especially during the oil boom era of the 1970s (Asekunowo & Olaiya, 2012). During
this period, Nigeria enjoyed vast revenues from oil due to rising global oil prices, establishing
itself as the wealthiest African nation (Ogbonna et al, 2020; Okotie, 2018). By the 1970s, oil
revenue had become a major component of the national GDP, accounting for a substantial

portion of the government's budget (see figure 3).
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Figure 3: Contribution of Petroleum to Nigeria's Total Revenue (1958-1989) (Source: NNPC,
1992)
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This economic boon facilitated increased public sector spending on infrastructure and
development projects across the country, and the oil industry itself created numerous jobs,
boosting employment and stimulating growth in related sectors such as construction and services
(Sanusi, 2010; Asekunowo & Olaiya, 2012; Akinlo, 2012; Games, 2021). These developments
laid the foundation for future economic expansions as well as challenges related to economic
diversification. The oil wealth also enabled Nigeria to increase its geopolitical influence,
becoming the 11th member of the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC)
on 12 July 1971 (Barkindo, 2021). This membership helped Nigeria to play a significant role in
global oil pricing and production discussions, further enhancing its international profile (Arinze,

2011).

As Nigeria's economy grew increasingly dependent on oil, this sector became central to
its fiscal strategy, influencing policy decisions and economic planning (World Trade
Organization, 2017; BTI Project, 2024; Olayungbo, 2019; Okotie, 2018). The focus on oil led to
vast investments in the sector, aiming to maximize returns from this lucrative resource. The oil
boom of the 1970s, fueled by high global oil prices, further entrenched the role of petroleum in
Nigeria's economic landscape, leading to significant increases in government revenue
(International Monetary Fund. African Dept., 2022; African Development Bank, 2014;
UNCTAD, 2019). However, this era also marked the beginning of challenges related to
economic diversification, as the reliance on oil made the economy vulnerable to global oil price
fluctuations (Yao & Yang, 2021). Efforts to manage and leverage this oil wealth have shaped
Nigeria's economic policies and development initiatives to this day. The economy's dependence
on oil has only intensified, with government revenues from oil increasing from 10% of GDP in

the 1960s to 30% in the 1980s, bolstered by higher production and oil prices (see table 1)
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(NNPC. 1992). Today, more than 90% of Nigeria’s GDP comes from crude oil revenues, which

contribute over 90% of aggregate foreign exchange earnings and 80% of federal government

revenue (Odularu, 2008).
Share of Share of
Fed. Govt. Revenue from petroleum in Fed. Govt. Revenue from petroleum in
Fiscal total revenue petroleum total revenue  Fiscal total revenue petroleum total revenue
year  (USS) (USS) (%) year  (USS) (Uss) (%)
1958 154,632 122 0.08 1975 5,177,370 463,816 8.96
1959 177,648 1776 1.00 1976 5,861,600 4,611,700 78.68
1960 223,700 2452 1.10 1977 7,070,400 5,965,500 84.37
1961 228,962 17,070 7.46 1978 8358400 5,965,500 71.37
1962 231,638 16936 7.31 1979 7252400 4,809,200 66.31
1963 249,152 10,060 4.04 1980 12,273,400 10,100,400 82.30
1964 299,132 16,084 5.38 1981 15,813,100 4,936,900 31.22
1966 321,870 29,175 9.06 1982 10,143,900 8,847,800 8§7.22
1967 339,196 44,976 13.26 1983 10,811,400 7,253,000 67.09
1968 300,176 41,884 13.95 1984 11,738,500 8,209,700 69.94
1969 299,986 29,582 9.86 1985 15,041,800 10,975,100 72.96
1970 435,908 75,444 17.31 1986 12,302,000 8,107,300 65.90
1971 755,605 196,390 2599 1987 25,099,800 19,027,000 75.81
1972 1,410,811 720,185 51.05 1988 27,310,800 20,933,800 76.65
1973 1,389,911 576,151 4145 1989 50,272,100 41,334,400 82.22
1974 2,171,370 1,549,383 71.36 1990 4,765,700 4,624,400 97.04

Table 1: Contribution of the Petroleum Sector to the Nigerian Economy (1958-1990) (Source:
Okotie, 2018)

The economic boom did not translate into long-term prosperity for the residents of

Oloibiri. When the oil industry in Oloibiri shut down in the late 1970s, the economic impact on

the town and its residents was profound and largely negative (Willie, 2019; Adeleke, 2020). The

closure of the oil fields led to a significant reduction in economic activity that had been buoyed

by the operations of the oil industry. One of the most immediate effects was the loss of jobs.

With the cessation of oil production, many residents who had found employment directly or

indirectly through the oil industry were left unemployed (Adeleke, 2020). The decline in
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employment was not just limited to those working directly in oil extraction; it also affected local
businesses and services that had grown around the oil economy (Aadhityan, 2021). These
businesses, ranging from local suppliers to hospitality services, saw a drastic reduction in

clientele and income as the economic ecosystem deflated.

With the departure of the oil companies, the infrastructure that had been developed to
support the oil industry began to deteriorate. Roads, transport systems, and maintenance services
that were primarily geared towards supporting oil operations received less attention and funding,
leading to gradual decay. This lack of infrastructure maintenance further hampered the potential
for other economic activities to take root or expand in the post-oil era (Stakeholder Democracy
Network, 2021). This once-promising town, renowned for its forest resources, fishing, and snail
farming, and celebrated as the birthplace of Nigeria's oil industry, now stands as a forgotten
symbol of national economic growth. As depicted in Figure 1, a signpost bearing the words,
“This is Oloibiri, the Goose that lays the Golden Egg. You are welcome,” the entrance of the
town serves as a poignant reminder of the town’s historical and economic significance in
Nigeria's oil industry (Staff reporter, 1995; Gandu, 2014). This sign is a symbolic representation

of Oloibiri's historical and economic significance in Nigeria's oil industry (figure 4).
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Figure 4: Entrance sign to Oloibiri Town, Bayelsa State (Source: Author, 2017)

The town also experienced profound social changes as the effects of the oil boom faded.
As jobs disappeared with the closure of the oil fields, many residents of Oloibiri were forced to
leave in search of employment elsewhere. This migration led to a breakdown of traditional
community structures and a loss of cultural cohesion. Families were often split, with some
members moving to urban centers or other areas with better job prospects, altering the
demographic makeup of the town (Adeleke, 2020). The oil production had left behind
environmental degradation, which significantly impacted the health of the population. Pollution
from oil spills and inadequate waste management led to contaminated water sources and
agricultural land, resulting in increased health problems within the community (figure 5) (Craig,
2022). Diseases related to water pollution and a lack of proper sanitation became more prevalent,

burdening an already strained healthcare system.

The initial influx of the oil industry had brought some improvements in education and
skills training in Oloibiri, as the industry required a certain level of technical expertise (Adeleke,

2020). However, with the industry's decline, educational and training opportunities diminished

52



(Abraham, 2011). The younger generation faced limited access to education and vocational
training, which would have been crucial in diversifying their employment opportunities beyond
the oil sector (Deebom & Zite, 2020). The rapid economic changes led to increased social

stratification and tensions within the community (Odoemene, 2011).

Those who had benefited economically from the oil boom were contrasted sharply
against a growing number of impoverished residents, leading to social divides and increased
instances of crime and social unrest (Ukeje, 2001; Inyang, 2018; Watts, 2007; Afinotan &
Ojakorotu, 2009). The loss of a stable income for many families also led to increased stress and
strains on family dynamics, contributing to social fragmentation. As illustrated in Figure 5, the
community has taken steps to address some of these challenges through initiatives aimed at
discouraging drug use and cultism, reflecting a commitment to rebuilding and stabilizing the

social fabric of Oloibiri.

Figure 5: Community sign in Oloibiri emphasizing anti-drug and anti-cultism messages (Source:
Author, 2017)
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Despite these profound challenges within Oloibiri itself, the focus of the oil industry
shifted to other regions, notably the Niger Delta and offshore fields, which began to play more
significant roles in national oil production (Stakeholder Democracy Network, 2021; Adeleke,
2020). This transition helped mitigate the immediate economic impact on the national economy

but also emphasized the volatility associated with heavy reliance on a single resource.

Following the oil field shutdown in the late 1970s, there were no significant efforts by the
Nigerian government to revitalize the economy of Oloibiri. The town experienced considerable
abandonment in terms of economic development, which has continued over the decades. The
region faced considerable challenges, including environmental degradation and lack of basic
infrastructure, which further complicated any potential economic recovery. The residents, faced
with the collapse of their primary economic driver, had to adapt and diversify their sources of
income. Many turned to small-scale farming and fishing, traditional livelihoods that predated the
oil boom (Oyadongha & Idio, 2016; Adeleke, 2020; Enyia, 1991). Another significant shift was
towards informal or "shadow" economies, including the artisanal refining of oil, known locally
as "kpo-fire." This practice became a way for many in the region to eke out a living by illegally
refining oil stolen from pipelines (Oduma, 2024). These activities, while providing some
immediate financial relief, did not offer the same economic stability or potential for growth as

the previous oil industry operations.

Amid these challenges, the local infrastructure in Oloibiri remained underdeveloped. The
community has a government school founded in 1973 and a state-funded maternity health center,
both suffering from long-term neglect. The area is not connected to the national electricity grid,
leaving residents dependent on large diesel generators for power—a situation slightly alleviated

by donations, including a generator plant gifted in 1970 by Melford Okilo, then governor of
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River State, and a 350-KVA generator from a former local government chairman. To address
these power issues, the federal government inaugurated solar hybrid mini-grids in Oloibiri in
June 2020 under the World Bank-funded Nigeria Electrification Project (NEP). This project
aimed to provide clean, reliable electricity and included solar panels, battery storage, and backup
diesel generators (Adeleke, 2020; Willie, 2019). Despite these efforts, the transition to solar
energy has been challenging for some residents who found the costs of meters and energy
subscriptions unaffordable, leading them to opt out of the new system. This has dampened the
initial optimism about finally overcoming the community's long standing electricity issues. Thus,
while the installation of the solar hybrid mini-grid was a significant step towards improving
living standards, the actual benefit to all community members remains constrained by economic

factors (Oduma, 2024; Onuoha, 2016; Adeleke, 2020; Willie, 2019).

Support for Oloibiri has also come from non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and
development agencies that have been active in the region, focusing on community health and
social issues rather than large-scale economic development (Edeh, 2017; Samuel, 2022).
Meédecins Sans Frontiéres (MSF), for example, has been involved in providing essential
healthcare services, reflecting a focus on primary health needs rather than economic
revitalization (Edeh, 2017). Additionally, the Oloibiri Health Programme, initiated by Shell in
partnership with local and international stakeholders, aimed to address health care deficiencies
but also did not directly tackle the broader economic challenges faced by the community
(Samuel, 2022). While there are no specific records of direct involvement from UNESCO,
WHO, or UNICEF in Oloibiri, such international organizations typically engage in broader

national or regional initiatives that might indirectly benefit areas like Oloibiri. Their efforts are
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generally geared towards improving education, health, and child welfare, complementing the

work of NGOs and local initiatives in addressing community-specific needs.

The broader economic recovery efforts for Oloibiri, post-oil industry decline, have been
minimal and overshadowed by national policies prioritizing larger scale economic recovery and
diversification. Although Nigeria has initiated policies aimed at reducing dependency on oil by
diversifying the economy into agriculture, solid minerals, and manufacturing, these strategies
have largely bypassed Oloibiri (Oyadongha & Idio, 2016). The focus remains on stabilizing the
national economy against the volatility of oil prices, with less attention to the specific needs of
communities historically dependent on oil (Asdegboyo, Keji & Fasina, 2021; Chinery & George-

Ikoli, 2022; Osinbajo, 2019; Akintunde, 2020).

Since the 1970s, successive Nigerian governments have launched various agricultural
initiatives to reduce the country's dependency on the oil and gas sector. Notable programs
include "Operation Feed the Nation," initiated by General Olusegun Obasanjo in the late 1970s,
Alhaji Shehu Shagari's "Green Revolution" in the early 1980s, and President Goodluck
Jonathan's "Agriculture Transformation Agenda" in the early 2000s. More recently, President
Muhammadu Buhari has continued these efforts with several programs aimed at enhancing the
agricultural sector. Although these national initiatives have not been specifically designed to
address the unique post-oil economic conditions of Oloibiri or the particular challenges faced by
its residents, they offer indirect potential benefits. Given Oloibiri's traditional dependence on
fishing and agriculture, these programs could help revitalize these critical sectors and, by

extension, support the local economy.
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Local political leaders in Oloibiri have mainly concentrated on addressing the immediate
aftermath of the oil industry's decline. While there have been efforts to manage environmental
damage and establish secure legal frameworks for compensation following oil spills, broader
economic revitalization has not been as prominent. Additionally, regional political leaders have
often been caught up in broader national issues, limiting their ability to focus solely on Oloibiri's
redevelopment (Mbachu, 2023). In recent years, the Nigerian government has made efforts to
address some longstanding issues in Oloibiri, notably through heritage projects such as the
Oloibiri Oil and Gas Research Centre and Museum (Oyadongha & Idio, 2016). This project,
which was first discussed in 1995 and saw renewed commitment in March 2001 when the
foundation stone was laid by former President Olusegun Obasanjo, aims to preserve the history
of oil in Nigeria and potentially attract tourism, which could help the local economy. However,
the project has seen numerous delays and is still under development, as reported by Ekiye

(2023).

As this discussion progresses into the next chapter, it will delve into the lived experiences
of Oloibiri’s residents as they navigate their post-oil reality. This examination will not only
recount personal stories but also derive crucial lessons from these narratives that can guide
community engagement and socio-economic recovery. By scrutinizing how individuals and the
community collectively navigate their challenges, this analysis aims to distill insights into
resilience and adaptive strategies that other communities in similar transitions might employ.
The focus will be on elucidating the lessons learned from the residents' responses to economic
downturns and social changes, underscoring the role of lived experiences in crafting effective

and sustainable community development strategies. These narratives will highlight the
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transformative power of lived experiences in shaping approaches that address the needs and

aspirations of communities grappling with the similar issues of resource dependency.

The Town of Atikokan

The Town of Atikokan, established in 1900 by railway entrepreneurs Sir William Mackenzie and
Sir Donald Mann, served as a Divisional Point on the Canadian Northern Railway, which later
became the Canadian National Railway (CNR), between Thunder Bay and Winnipeg (Bartsch,
1983; Ontario Museum Association, 2024). During this era, rail divisional points were essential
for resupplying locomotives with water and coal (Dampier et al, 2014). These points played a
significant role in establishing small communities across Canada by providing local railway jobs
(Lucas, 1971; Dampier et al, 2014). The name 'Atikokan' originates from the Ojibwe language,
meaning 'caribou bones' or ‘caribou crossing’, reflecting the local indigenous heritage and the
region's reliance on natural resources (Visit Atikokan, 2024; Ontario Museum Association, 2024;
Michels, 1981). The town of Atikokan is situated approximately 225 kilometers west of Thunder
Bay, 150 kilometers east of Fort Frances and 200 kilometers north of Dryden. Adding to the
sense of isolation, the community is not serviced by passenger flights or passenger rail and only
has bus service run by Ontario Northland. It is surrounded by the Canadian Shield and features a

landscape of boreal forests and freshwater lakes (AEDC, 1996) (figure 6).

The geographical area of Atikokan was historically inhabited by the Anishinaabe people,
primarily the Ojibwe tribe. This region is part of the traditional Anishinaabe territory, governed
by Treaty #3, established in 1873, with an adhesion to the treaty by the Métis in 1875

(Daugherty, 1986). Now, 117 years old, the town of Atikokan exemplifies the resilience and
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adaptability of communities reliant on natural resources as it continues to diversify its economy

beyond traditional industries (figure 7).

The Town of Atikokan, Rainy River District R
Northwestern Ontario, Canada

Figure 7: Aerial Photo of the Town of Atikokan (Source: Sivakumaran, 2024)
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Atikokan's early growth stemmed directly from the natural resources that drew railway
workers, lumbermen, fur traders, and their families to the area (Madau, 1982; Michel, 1981).
These pioneers established a resilient community skilled in overcoming the difficulties of their
remote environment (Nault & Girard, 1999). During the early twentieth century, Atikokan's
population was approximately 250 to 300 people (O Boland, unpublished document), and train
transportation was the sole means of accessing the community. The construction of the road to
Port Arthur (now Thunder Bay) in 1954 and the road to Fort Frances in 1967 further highlights
the community's isolation for nearly half of its existence (O Boland, unpublished document).
Prior to the discovery of iron ore, the local economy was primarily based on subsistence
activities such as hunting, fishing, and gathering, similar to other pre-industrial Indigenous
communities and frontier settlements. Historically, Atikokan has maintained a strong tradition of

self-sufficiency (Michels, 1981).

The discovery of a substantial iron ore deposit under Steep Rock Lake in 1938 represented a
pivotal moment for the region (Brown, 1984) (figure 8). Situated about 70 km north of the
Canadian-American border, this deposit was the largest and richest undeveloped iron ore body in
North America at the time (Cowan & Duncan, 1957). The urgency of the Second World War,
which created a critical shortage of iron ore for North American steel mills, accelerated the
development of this deposit (Montagnes, 1940). Julian Cross was credited with the discovery of
Steep Rock and this presented significant challenges during extraction due to the deposits being

located at the bottom of the lake (Michel, 1981).
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Figure 8: Map showing the location of Steep Rock Lake (Sowa, 2003)

To extract the ore, it was necessary to drain Steep Rock Lake, a task that required
intricate and extensive engineering. The process included diverting the Seine River, constructing
dams and tunnels, creating additional water diversion structures, and large quantities of lake
bottom sediments were dredged to expose the ore deposits (figure 9). This engineering
achievement, executed between 1943 and 1945, opened new mining pits that exposed high-grade
iron ore (Taylor, 1978; Godwin, 1976; Mikkelsen, 2012; Michel, 1981). At the time, it was the
largest project of its kind in Canada (Sowa, 2003). The total cost was approximately $18 million,
funded through a combination of sources: contributions from the federal and provincial
governments, a $5,000,000 loan at 4% interest from the United States Reconstruction Finance
Corporation to support the allied war effort, public stock sales, and financial backing from
Cleveland financier Cyrus Eaton after initial hesitance from Canadian investors (7ime Magazine,

1944; Michel, 1981; Andra-Warner, 2021).
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GENERAL VIEW OF STEEP ROCK OPEN PIT
Figure 9: General view of Steep Rock Open Pit (Source: Atikokan History, 2002)

The Steep Rock Iron Mines commenced production in 1944, with Caland Mines
following in 1960, continuing until the late 1970s (Figure 10 & 11). Together, these mines
extracted a total of 79 million tons of iron ore over their operational lifespan (Sowa, 2003;
Michels, 1981; History of Steep Rock Iron Mines, 1960). At its peak, Steep Rock Iron Mines
employed over 1,800 workers, and along with Caland Mines, positioned Atikokan as one of
Canada's leading mining centers (Michels, 1981). The iron ore from these mines was vital to

Canada's wartime and postwar economies.
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Figure 11: One of the first cars of iron ore being loaded at Steep Rock Iron Mines, 1945
(Source: Atikokan History, 2002)

As the mining industry flourished, Atikokan experienced significant development and
rapid population growth (Cowan & Duncan, 1957; Deller & Schreiber, 2012; Cranstone, 2002).

The promise of employment and economic opportunities drew many newcomers, transforming
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the town from a small, close-knit community to a bustling, diverse population (Wightman and
Wightman, 1997; Michels, 1981; Bartsch, 1983). Most residents were transient, reflecting the
ephemeral nature typical of mining towns with a constant cycle of workers arriving, staying
briefly, and then moving on. Miners, often seen as modern nomads, usually had minimal
engagement with the communities they briefly inhabited (Michels, 1981). By the 1970s,
Atikokan boasted the highest per capita income and birth rate in Canada (Sivakumaran, 2024).
The population peaked at about 7,600, leading to expanded local infrastructure, including new
housing, schools, and other essential services (Michel, 1981; Bartsch, 1983). These changes

significantly altered Atikokan's physical, cultural, and social landscape (figure 12).

T hese two photographs were tak-
en a few years apart but ot the
same location. The inlersection
of Main amnd ©O'Brien certainly
wnderwent a change and neither
phote, of course, can compare
with its presenl apprearance.

Figure 12: Steep Rock Echo, "Before & After" Photos, September 1959 (Source: Atikokan
History, 2002)

The town of Atikokan embraced a new identity as a thriving mining hub, enriched by a
diverse mix of cultural backgrounds. The economic upsurge brought both challenges and

opportunities, necessitating strong leadership to guide the town’s growth (Knowles, 1996). Key
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figures included M.S. 'Pop' Fotheringham, president of Steep Rock Iron Mines (SRIM), his
successor Neil Edmonstone, and S.G. (Syd) Hancock, who served 21 years on the Atikokan
council and 12 as Reeve (Michels, 1981). These leaders believed deeply in the potential of the
mines and the town’s future (Paulson, 1993). Cliff McIntosh, President of Quetico Centre,
echoed Fotheringham’s vision, stating, 'He believed that for Atikokan to thrive, its residents must
lead community development, with the mine in a supporting role, not controlling the town'
(Michels, 1981). Fotheringham championed the 'seed money approach,' where SRIM would
provide initial funding for community projects without bearing the full cost, encouraging self-
responsibility and the continuation of local traditions. He envisioned a future where, post-
mining, the town’s leadership would successfully pivot to a new economic base (Hancock,
1982). While no alternative economic strategies were initially evident, discussions about future

possibilities had already begun.

SRIM (Steep Rock Iron Mines) leadership strongly emphasized community involvement,
expecting its senior staff to actively engage in town life and contribute to its improvement
(Paulson, 1993). This commitment allowed the mine’s activities and personnel to become
integrated into Atikokan's social fabric without overwhelming the existing community. A key
initiative by SRIM was advocating for the inclusion of the Steep Rock range and their mining
operations within the municipal boundaries (Michels, 1981). This move was crucial in
transitioning Atikokan from an improvement district to an established town government,
ensuring that subsequent developments, like those by Caland, were also incorporated within
these boundaries. This approach cultivated a culture of self-sufficiency and autonomy within

Atikokan, evidencing the community’s long-standing commitment to managing its own affairs,
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confronting its challenges, and upholding accountability in its decisions. This self-reliance has

significantly influenced Atikokan’s identity and resilience, as documented by Paulson (1993).

During its peak mining years, Atikokan showcased exceptional financial management.
Instead of relying solely on taxes, the town received special grants from the provincial
government, which were funded by taxes collected from productive mines across Ontario
(Michels, 1981). This arrangement allowed Atikokan to enjoy consistent and substantial
provincial funding without being dependent on the financial contributions from the mines. The
Town Council adopted a prudent, pay-as-you-go financial policy, minimizing the need for long-
term loans, which were swiftly repaid when necessary. In the early 1970s, as Atikokan
transitioned from these provincial grants to direct municipal taxation, the town doubled its
revenue in one year, strategically reserving the excess for future needs (Michels, 1981). The
foresight and financial strategies of the 1960s not only ensured stability during prosperous times
but also bolstered Atikokan’s resilience, preparing it to effectively manage future economic

challenges.

While mining significantly boosted employment and the local economy in Atikokan, it
also created a high dependency on the volatile mining sector. This reliance made the town
vulnerable to fluctuations in global commodity prices and shifts in mining technologies. The
rapid development driven by mining activities raised concerns about the sustainability and the
long-term health of the local ecosystem. Despite these challenges, Atikokan adapted, striving to
balance economic gains with environmental stewardship and community well-being. Though
both mining companies initially planned for long-term development of up to 100 years, the
emergence of taconite—a new ore processing technology—made the extraction of local red

hematite ore less economical (Ross, 2012; Michels, 1981; Sunset Country, n.d).
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Pre-Closure Efforts

Atikokan is a town that wants to stay alive and thrive. The residents of Atikokan like
living there and they want to continue to live there. They are willing to work hard to keep
the town going (Atikokan & Quetico Centre, 1974).

In 1972, Caland announced its plans to cease operations by 1976, although the local
economy in Atikokan was robust at that time. Despite this closure announcement, Caland
extended its operations beyond the intended date to maximize ore extraction, which included
expanding stripping operations to access more ore reserves (Thunder Bay Museum Archives,
n.d.). This advance notice and subsequent four-year extension allowed the company to continue
contributing to the local economy and gave Atikokan time to seek alternative economic paths
and mobilize resources for survival. However, Steep Rock Iron Mines shut down in 1979,
followed by Caland Mines in 1980, due to depleted resources and economic shifts, resulting in a
loss of 1,800 jobs and marking the start of Atikokan’s shift away from a mining-dependent
economy (figure 15, 16 & 17) (Michels, 1981; Bartsch, 1983). Workers who had believed
promises from the 1940s of 'ore for 100 years!' felt betrayed by the abrupt closures. Following
these events, the town’s population plummeted to about 5,000 within 18 months (figure 14). This
decline continued, leading to a 50% reduction in population, and by 2021, Atikokan’s population

had dwindled to 1,929 residents (Statistics Canada, 2021; Sivakumaran, 2024).
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Figure 13: Population of Atikokan (1971 - 1996) (Source: AEDC, 1999)

A broom mounted in the final
load of ore has rraditionally marked
the closing of a mine. It signifies a
clean sweep - a particularly apt
analogy considering how Caland’s

hurd, was d. In the
background (left) is the ore
improvement plant. Pictured in
Jront of the rail car is one of the
[final shifts. (Siarting lefi, back row)
Maurice DeVulder, Jake Splawski,
Claude Bedard, Steve Hummel,
Ernie Toffan, (unknown),
(unknown), Jerry Blanchard, Bruce
Staines, Joan Snider, Dave Snider,
Bill Polnick, Richard Zillman;
(front row) Tom Adamcewicz,
Ernie S1. Pierre, Barry Hummel,
Moses Sheppard, and Ed
Fredrickson.

Figure 14: Final load of ore with a broom mounted (Source: Bartsch, 1983)
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Ed Fredrickson (right) and Ernie
St. Pierre (left) make a clean sweep
as the last load of ore is dumped
into a rail car for transport to
Inland Steel smelters near Chicago.
Co-operation marked the final days
of Caland’s open pit iron ore mine.
Staff and hourly employees worked
roward an excellent shutdown in
interdeparimental workteams
designed 1o ensure that no closure
details slipped berween the cracks
of responsibility.

Figure 15: Workers dumping last load for transport (Source: Bartsch, 1983)

Figure 16: Abandoned shovels at the site, 1978 (Source: Atikokan History, 2002)
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In 1973, following the announced closure of Caland Ore, Councillor Murray Goodwin
and Reeve Hancock led initiatives that resulted in the Atikokan Town Council establishing the
Atikokan Industrial Development Committee (AID). Tasked with advising on industrial
development policies, AID aimed to encourage the growth of secondary industries, revitalize the
community’s economic base, and shield it from the vulnerabilities of being a single-industry
town. Simultaneously, the Council launched several development projects, including a sewage
treatment plant, a new hospital, senior citizen housing, a road link to Ignace, and various

recreational facilities.

The AID Committee became a focal point for community efforts, pooling knowledge and
strategizing on industrial development. They actively consulted with government officials about
the mine closures and quickly engaged with Ontario Hydro to discuss relocating a new electric
generating station to Atikokan. This engagement led to a favorable Kates, Peats, Marwick and
Company (KPM) cost/benefit study in October 1973, the establishment of the Ministry of
Northern Affairs in February 1977, and garnered strong community support through well-
attended public meetings (AIDC, 1978). AID’s efforts notably attracted significant projects such
as the Pluswood particleboard plant, the new hospital, and the Ministry of Natural Resources
Building, and influenced the decision to locate the Hydro Plant in Atikokan (AEDC, 1999;
AIDC, 1978). Despite the initial industrial focus, AID continued exploring various opportunities

to secure a diverse and stable economic future for Atikokan (McKay, 1982; Michels, 1981).

The collapse of the mining industry made forestry the only remaining major employer in
the post-mining era (Anonymous, 2009). The Pluswood manufacturing plant, later renamed
Proboard and then Fibratech, began operations in 1975, producing particle board and

significantly diversifying the local economy, leading to a minor economic boom (figure 18)
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(Michels, 1981; Visit Atikokan, 2024). Between 1975 and 1978, as the mining operations wound
down, some workers moved to pursue opportunities in new or expanding operations outside
Atikokan, while others sought to adapt locally, particularly at the Pluswood plant, exploring part-
time roles that could evolve into full-time positions (AEDC, 1999). This shift marked a broader
trend of workforce diversification in anticipation of the mine closures (Michels, 1981). On
February 1, 1976, a new hospital was officially opened, further bolstering local infrastructure. By
the early 2010s, the then-shuttered plant was repurposed by American owned Rentech Fuels to
manufacture wood pellets, indicating ongoing attempts to rejuvenate the industrial base (Visit

Atikokan, 2024).
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Figure 17: Stationary crane at Pluswood of Canada in Industrial Park in the west end of
Atikokan, 1975 (Source: Atikokan History, 2002)

However, the closure of the Fibratech plant in 2007, resulting in the loss of about 140

jobs, underscored the vulnerabilities of secondary industries in small, remote communities to
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market fluctuations, resource accessibility, and transportation costs (Dunick, 2011; CKDR 2007).
The experience highlighted the necessity for supportive policies, adequate infrastructure, and
stable markets to ensure the sustainability of new industries. In response, the “Atikokan retail
and service sector community gap analysis” report by Edward Hoshizaki Development
Consulting (2010) identified key local market gaps and opportunities, offering crucial insights
and recommendations that significantly influenced the town’s economic policies and strategies

during that period.

The opening of Resolute Forest Products' mill in 2014, now managed by Paper
Excellence, initially created 112 direct jobs, while Rentech's wood pellet mill, operational until
its closure in 2017, added another 40 jobs (Clutchey, 2022). Additionally, the town’s hospital is a
significant employer, providing over 100 jobs. Despite the ongoing challenges of economic
diversification and industrial closures, Atikokan has maintained a resilient job market. Local
government efforts and the support of political representatives have played crucial roles in
driving Atikokan’s economic development. The re-election of Bill Mauro in 2014 underscored a
continued commitment to policy approaches focused on economic diversification and

community support (Global News, 2014).

After receiving approval in 1977, Ontario Hydro began site preparation for a coal-fired
generating station at Atikokan, designed to utilize low sulfur lignite coal from Saskatchewan.
The Atikokan Generating Station, a 230 MW facility, was built in the early 1980s and

commenced operations in November 1985 (figure 19).
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Figure 18: Location map of the Atikokan Generating Station (Source: Author, 2024)

The station primarily used lignite coal, transported by rail from Saskatchewan, with
natural gas as the ignition fuel, contributing to the electricity needs of Northwestern Ontario. In
line with environmental and health concerns, Ontario committed in 2003 to eliminate coal-fired
electricity by 2014 and successfully achieved this goal, making it a significant climate initiative
in North America. By 2014, all coal-fired power plants in the province, including the Thunder
Bay Generating Station, had ceased using coal. This transition was celebrated as one of the
largest single climate change initiatives in North America, drastically reducing greenhouse gas

emissions (AEDC, 2024).

Atikokan, heavily reliant on the Atikokan Generating Station (AGS) and isolated
geographically, faced significant vulnerability due to the coal phase-out. AGS, a critical

economic pillar, employed about 90 people and indirectly supported approximately 200 local
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businesses through household spending (Rinne, 2021). Local leaders considered the potential
shutdown of AGS as potentially catastrophic, with projections indicating a CAD 5.3 million
($3.2 million) annual decline in local spending and broad economic repercussions. In response,
the provincial government allocated CAD 4 million ($3.5 million) in 2006 to explore cleaner
electricity generation options in northern Ontario. This funding helped establish the Atikokan
Bio-Energy Research Centre, which operated from 2007 to 2010 and sparked interest in
alternative fuels. By 2008, trials to convert AGS to use 100% biomass began, leveraging pellets
from local vendors, including one from Atikokan. This transition supported the local forest
products sector and increased community backing due to the town's forestry ties. After a two-
year conversion process, AGS reopened in 2014 as North America's largest 100% biomass-
burning power plant, significantly reducing its environmental impact and positioning Atikokan

as a leader in renewable energy (World Resources Institute, 2021).

In parallel to shifting towards a forest-industry-based economy following the closure of
the Steep-Rock Mine, Atikokan also embraced tourism as a key strategy for economic
diversification. Declared the ‘Canoeing Capital of Canada’ in 1982, the town has long attracted
visitors, a trend documented since the early 19th century (Jasen, 1995). Located near Quetico
Provincial Park, this picturesque town leverages its environmental assets and rich historical ties
to canoeing. The town's history includes its role in the original fur trade routes linking Montreal
to Western Canada and its early gold mining industry, where canoes were indispensable from
1890 to 1920. Today, Atikokan continues to honor this heritage and the natural beauty of
Northwestern Ontario. It has developed a thriving tourism sector, hosting events like the
Atikokan Bass Classic fishing tournament, which draws visitors from far and wide, enhancing

local businesses through increased bookings in accommodations, dining, and retail (Simpson,
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2009). These events bolster Atikokan's reputation as a prime destination for outdoor sports and
nature activities. Besides fishing, the town promotes various outdoor activities, including hiking
and wildlife viewing. Further cementing its connection to canoeing, Souris River Canoes, one of
Canada’s leading canoe manufacturers, relocated here in the early 1990s, producing hundreds of
canoes each year. The town's proximity to Quetico Provincial Park provides exceptional
opportunities for eco-tourism (Madau, 1982). The best way to experience the park’s expansive
landscape is by canoe, aligning with Atikokan's identity as the ‘Canoeing Capital of Canada.’
This focus on ecotourism not only helps diversify the local economy but also emphasizes the

importance of environmental conservation and sustainable tourism (North Shore Bureau, 2020).

Embracing these practices has rejuvenated Atikokan’s economic base and community
spirit (Ubriaco, 2002). The steady influx of tourists sustains local businesses, supports the
economy, and strengthens the town’s connection to the wilderness. As Mayor Brown articulated
in a 2024 interview with Sivakumaran, published in Business Elite Canada, 'Atikokan is a safe,
healthy community with a diverse economy, strong wilderness ties, and a creative spirit.'
Leveraging its natural and cultural resources, Atikokan excels as a leading destination for
outdoor enthusiasts and serves as a benchmark for sustainable tourism in Northwestern Ontario

(Ubriaco, 2002).

In recent years, Atikokan has actively pursued strategies to increase its population and
alleviate labor shortages. A significant initiative is its participation in the Rural and Northern
Immigration Pilot (RNIP), a community-driven program aimed at attracting skilled foreign
workers to smaller communities, offering them a pathway to permanent residence (Go to
Thunder, n.d.). As part of the Thunder Bay and Area RNIP, Atikokan benefits by addressing

local labor shortages through the integration of skilled workers. This program enables eligible
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Atikokan employers to extend full-time, permanent job offers to skilled foreign workers,
effectively filling essential roles and contributing to the community’s growth. According to
Garry McKinnon, Executive Director of the Atikokan Economic Development Corporation, the

town has seen a noticeable population increase over the last three to four years.

Atikokan is revitalizing its historical ties to mining with an innovative energy storage
project, transforming abandoned iron ore mines into a massive 1,200 to 1,300-megawatt battery
system. This energy project, in collaboration with First Nations partners, engineering firms, and
financial institutions, is estimated to cost up to $2 billion. Additionally, Canadian Malartic has
discovered 14 million ounces of gold at the Hammond Reef site and has invested approximately
$250 million in the venture, with expectations of profitability when gold prices rebound. Beyond
new industries, Atikokan's story is one of resilience and community loyalty. Mayor Brown and
Garry McKinnon, Executive Director of the Atikokan Economic Development Corporation,
highlight the town's creative and risk-taking spirit. Before being converted to burn wood pellets,
a local facility, previously a particleboard mill, was saved from demolition by municipal efforts
and later repurposed by Rentech, creating up to 70 jobs. On the infrastructure front, Mayor
Brown's current priorities include significant upgrades to the local arena and swimming pool,
built in the early 1970s. The town has raised $5.5 million for these projects, awaiting an
additional $1 million from FedNor. Remarkably, Atikokan residents themselves have contributed
nearly $600,000, a testament to the community's exceptional commitment and spirit, as
emphasized by McKinnon: 'Raising $600,000 from a community of 2,800 people is

unimaginable! (Sivakumaran, 2024).

The town's response to the mine closures was strategically shaped by Reeve Jack Pierce

and his councilors, who effectively communicated Atikokan's potential to key provincial

76



government figures. They conveyed two critical points: Atikokan could not only recover from
the mine closures but could also serve as a blueprint for other single-industry towns facing
similar economic challenges. Rather than seeking direct handouts, the council aimed to secure
recognition, respect, and support for Atikokan's future potential. This approach cultivated
goodwill and readiness among influential individuals to assist when necessary—whether in
overcoming barriers, providing support, or facilitating financial aid. The council promoted
Atikokan’s potential with relentless hope and optimism, maintaining diplomatic engagement
with government processes and avoiding confrontational politics. They understood that
government officials were ready to help, provided they were given clear, promising, and likely
successful solutions. This diplomatic and proactive approach played a crucial role in securing the
establishment of the Pluswood Plant, preserving the Hydro Plant project in Atikokan, and mine

clean-up (Stimpson, 2023).

In their quest for government support, Atikokan leaders argued that the decline of single-
resource-based communities was a recurring issue that would persist without innovative changes.
Reeve Pierce emphasized the success in building mutual respect with provincial politicians,
which ensured Atikokan easy access and favorable hearings. The council consistently presented
the town not just as another case but as an opportunity to test new strategies. They proposed that
Atikokan be used as a model for experimentation in economic recovery. The rationale was
straightforward: if the experimental approaches failed, the result would be no worse than past
failures or continued inaction. However, if successful, these strategies could serve as valuable
lessons for similar communities facing economic challenges. This proactive and innovative
approach prompted the adoption of various unprecedented strategies by government officials and

other stakeholders in response to Atikokan's unique situation.
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Atikokan continues to evolve, with significant developments including the expansion of
its modern hospital (Thunder Bay Chronicle Journal, 2017). This upgrade responds to the needs
of its aging population, prioritizing healthcare to ensure community well-being and make the
town more attractive to residents and potential newcomers. These enhancements in healthcare
facilities contribute to Atikokan’s long-term demographic stability and its appeal as a place to
live and work. Additionally, building on its reputation as a hub for outdoor recreation, Atikokan
is expanding its tourism offerings. The town has invested in upgrading its infrastructure to
improve the experience and safety of outdoor activities, such as enhancing hiking trails, adding

informative signage, and improving accessibility to natural areas.

These improvements not only enhance visitor enjoyment and safety but also help
preserve the natural environments they highlight. Atikokan has enriched its event calendar to
include cultural and historical celebrations that showcase the town’s rich heritage and the
diversity of its community. These events, including art exhibitions, historical tours, and cultural
festivals, cater to tourists seeking cultural experiences, thereby broadening the scope of tourism
beyond just outdoor sports and recreation. Furthermore, Atikokan has intensified its marketing
efforts to reach a wider audience. Collaborations with travel bloggers, targeted social media
campaigns, and partnerships with regional tourism boards are key strategies employed to
enhance its visibility on national and international tourism platforms. These initiatives ensure
that information about Atikokan’s varied attractions reaches potential visitors globally, fostering

a sustained increase in tourism.

Chapter 4 explores in more detail the lived experiences of Atikokan residents to better
understand their perspectives on the town’s path toward sustainability. This investigation will

assess whether the community is successfully advancing towards economic sustainability or

78



continues to face socio-economic challenges. This chapter aims to provide valuable insights for
other communities undergoing similar transitions, highlighting key lessons from Atikokan’s

experiences and offering practical approaches that can be adopted elsewhere.
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Chapter 3: Oloibiri: Lessons from the Lifecycle of a Single-Industry Town in Nigeria?
Introduction

The town of Oloibiri, located in Nigeria, serves as a case study of the socio-economic
consequences that can arise in a Resource-Based Community (RBC) following the decline of a
single industry, specifically oil. The situation in Oloibiri highlights the interplay of economic
dependency, environmental concerns, and the challenges that emerge following an industry's
decline. This pattern is not unique to Oloibiri but is also evident in RBCs globally, highlighting
the importance of understanding and managing such transitions. The primary aim of this study is
to explore and answer a pivotal question: What lessons can other resource towns learn from

Oloibiri's experience with resource development and economic transformation?

This research investigates the aftermath of the oil industry's closure, examining its broad
impact on Oloibiri's economic stability, demographic trends, environmental integrity, and social
fabric. It also considers the lived experiences and shared history of the community members.
These insights are vital for academic discourse, policy formulation, and community development
strategies, particularly in the global south. The study employs a combination of primary and
secondary sources, incorporating historical contextualization, structured interviews that capture
personal narratives, and case studies that reflect the communal journey. This multifaceted
approach, framed within contemporary theories of economic development and environmental
sustainability, provides a comprehensive understanding of the complexities in Oloibiri's
transition. It offers a lens to analyze and comprehend the community's shared experiences and

adaptive strategies.

2 Accepted for publication in the Journal of Rural and Community Development. This chapter is in
keeping with the journal’s formatting and style guide.
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The structure of the paper is outlined as follows: Following this introduction, the
subsequent section delineates the research questions and methodology. This section sets the stage
for the exploration of Oloibiri, detailing its historical engagement with the oil industry and the
origins of its current challenges. Following this, a literature review places the study within the
broader context of global South scholarship, paving the way for a discussion that engages with
and assesses existing academic contributions. The findings are then presented, shedding light on
the socio-economic impacts in Oloibiri, intertwined with lessons that can be extrapolated to
similar communities in the global South. The paper concludes with a discussion on policy

implications and development strategies, ultimately summarizing the study's key insights.

Research Questions and Methodology

This study aims to enrich the literature on RBCs, with a specific focus on the town of Oloibiri,
Nigeria. The central research question, "What lessons can other resource towns learn from
Oloibiri's resource development and subsequent economic shift?", seeks to uncover insights in
areas such as economic resilience, environmental stewardship, policy formulation, and
community development. These aspects are significant for understanding the broader
implications of resource dependency and economic transitions in RBCs. The research question is
framed within the context of changing global trends in resource management, which include
shifts in government policies, resource depletion, and technological advancements, as
highlighted by Kadafa (2012), Jike (2004), and Armitage (2005), and further examined by
Chapin III (2009), Southcott (2006), and High (2018). The research addresses a notable gap in
literature specific to Nigerian RBCs and contributes to the global discourse on sustainable

development and adaptive strategies for communities facing similar challenges, building on the
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foundations laid by Beaulieu (2013), High (2018), Kadafa (2012), Jike (2004), Teitelbaum et al.

(2019), and Smith (2001).

The research was conducted using a combination of primary and secondary data sources
to have a better understanding of the situation in the Niger Delta, specifically focusing on the
town of Oloibiri in the Ogbia local government area of Bayelsa State. Primary data were
collected through surveys, interviews, and direct observations, providing firsthand insights into
the current condition of the community and its residents. For secondary data, an extensive review
and analysis were conducted on a range of materials to provide historical context and depth. This
included government reports, books, articles, documentaries, academic journals, newspapers
(primarily THISDAY), and official documents issued from Shell and Amnesty International. The
focus on Shell is essential due to its role as the first company to discover oil in Oloibiri and the
Niger Delta. Shell owns and operates fifty percent of the oil wells in the Niger Delta region and
has been operational for over five decades (Shell Sustainability Report, 2009; Nigerian National
Petroleum Corporation, 2014). Amnesty International is an internationally recognized NGO that
has produced several reports on Niger Delta issues over the past two decades. THISDAY
Newspaper is a widely distributed national newspaper in Nigeria and provides a local perspective

with its extensive coverage of issues in the Niger Delta region.

The choice of Oloibiri as the focal point for this study is strategic, considering its
historical significance in oil exploration and its central role in the socio-economic and
environmental narrative of the Niger Delta. This historical perspective is crucial for
understanding the community's evolution and is supported by the scholarly works of Beaulieu

(2013), Elena (2010), Timothy (2012), Zald (1993), and Ventresca & Mohr (2017).
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A demographic breakdown of interview participants was designed to ensure that the
research captured a representative and diverse set of perspectives. The participant pool spanned
various age groups, including young adults (18-35 years old) to capture the adaptation of newer
entrants into the workforce, middle-aged adults (36-55 years old) to understand mid-career
adjustments and family dynamics, and seniors (56 years and older) for their long-term historical
understandings into the community's economic cycles. The occupational background of
participants varied significantly; it included former industry workers directly affected by the
closures, professionals from the service sector such as educators and healthcare workers to gauge
secondary economic impacts, and community leaders who offered insights into strategic

responses to economic challenges (see Table 1).

Table 1: Demographic and Occupational Distribution of Interview Participants

Age group Number  Specific roles Details

(years)

18-35 6 Student, entrepreneurs, Engaged in current economic
unemployed activities, adapting to new

economic realities

36-55 7 Business owners, unemployed, Experienced the transition
community leader, entrepreneur,  period of the oil industry, mid-
healthcare worker career adjustments

= 56 7 Former oil industry workers, Hold historical insights and
entrepreneur, community leaders, personal experiences from the
unemployed oil industry's active years

To ensure demographic diversity within the study's sample, the recruitment strategy
combined purposive and snowball sampling techniques. Purposive sampling was employed to
intentionally select individuals who met specific demographic criteria essential to the study’s

objectives, ensuring a diverse and relevant initial participant base. Snowball sampling was then
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used to expand this base, enabling access to additional participants from often underrepresented
or hard-to-access groups, thereby enhancing the study's overall demographic coverage as
discussed by Neuman & Robson (2014). However, this method introduces potential biases:
purposive sampling may not completely represent the broader population due to the subjective
selection of participants, while snowball sampling can perpetuate these biases by potentially
limiting the pool to similar or interconnected individuals. Acknowledging this limitation, efforts
were made to reach a varied sample by initiating contacts from multiple and diverse nodes within
the community, thereby reducing the potential for homogeneity and bias in the responses

gathered.

The interviews were conducted using a semi-structured format as recommended by Berg
(2004). The interviews lasted between 35 to 60 minutes. Data from interviews are coded and
transcribed using ATLAS.ti software, facilitating a systematic analysis to identify themes and
patterns in the qualitative data. For the quantitative aspect, particularly regarding demographic
changes in Oloibiri, census data from both Nigeria's colonial and post-colonial periods were
examined. However, specific census data for the town of Oloibiri was not available. To
compensate for this lack of comprehensive census information, descriptions and estimated
figures provided by interview participants were utilized to depict Oloibiri's population.
Interviews were conducted in English and pidgin, ensuring inclusivity and depth in participant

responses, thereby enhancing the richness of the data.

Ethical considerations were carefully observed throughout the research process.
Participants were provided with information about the purpose of the study, their rights, and the

confidentiality of their responses. Informed consent was obtained from all participants, and their
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personal identifiers were removed during data analysis and reporting. All data collected were

securely stored on the researcher’s computer.

Oloibiri and the genesis of an Industry

The town of Oloibiri was founded by Olei in the fifteenth century and has long been a melting
pot, inhabited by people of diverse origins. Olei, originally from Benin, first established Nembe,
a small town known for its involvement in the slave trade. He later founded the town of Oloibiri
within present-day Bayelsa State, Niger Delta, Nigeria, and his vassals set up settlements in what
is now known as Ogbia (Nwajiaku, 2005). Reflecting on this history, Participant 007, an elder
from Oloibiri, shared, 'The stories of Olei and his journeys have been passed down through
generations. They remind us of our diverse roots and the rich tapestry of cultures that shaped the
town of Oloibiri' (March 2022). The town of Oloibiri occupied a small area, typical of the many
scattered, rural settlements throughout the Niger delta. The area is characterized by its mangrove
forest and an intricate network of rivers and creeks essential for local transportation and
livelihoods (see figure 1). Participant 018, an elderly resident, recalls, 'Oloibiri was once a
tapestry of green and blue, a testament to nature's gifts,' reflecting on the town's natural beauty

(March 2022).
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The Town of Oloibiri, Bayelsa State
Eastern Niger Delta Region, Nigeria

Figure 1: Location map of the Town of Oloibiri (Author, 2024)

In its pre-oil era, the population was relatively small, likely numbering in the hundreds
and below a thousand. The residents primarily belonged to local ethnic groups such as the Ijaw.
The economy heavily relied on agriculture, fishing, and forestry, leveraging the area's rich
natural resources to create a sustainable system (Emah & Adebayo, 2022; Okotie, 2018).
Participant 015, a historian from the local community, noted, 'Our ancestors understood the land.
For them, agriculture was more than a job; it was part of our culture and identity' (March 2022).
Residents of Ogbia, including those in the town of Oloibiri, developed important trade
relationships with European traders in the Niger Delta, especially through the trans-Atlantic
slave trade and the palm oil trade (Doust & Omatsola, 1989). Participant 004, a descendant of a
trading family, shares, 'There are stories in my family about the bartering days when we
exchanged yams and plantains for fish with Nembe' (March 2022). During this period, the

expansion of palm products beyond domestic consumption was encouraged by the slave trade,
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colonial administration, and missionary culture (Okotie, 2018). Participant 018 adds, 'Being
geographically and culturally close to Nembe, the town of Oloibiri was like a sibling, learning
and growing alongside it' (March 2022). Fishing and agriculture, particularly the production of

oil palm, was a cornerstone of their subsistence and export economy.

Socially and culturally, Oloibiri exhibited the characteristics of a close-knit rural
community. The social structure was tightly woven with strong familial ties and communal
practices that governed land use, resource management, and everyday interactions. Cultural and
social life was rich with festivals and events linked to the agricultural and fishing cycles,
reflecting the community's deep connection to their natural surroundings. Participant 003, a long-
time resident, reflects, 'We grew up knowing everyone in our community, sharing in each other's
joys and sorrows. Our traditions were the soul of Oloibiri' (March 2022). Infrastructure in
Oloibiri before the oil era was minimal, reflecting the general state of rural Nigerian
communities at the time. There was little to no modern amenities such as electricity, paved roads,
or medical facilities. Life in Oloibiri was predominantly governed by natural and seasonal
cycles, with whatever infrastructure present being primarily aimed at supporting the agricultural
and fishing needs of the community. Interaction with external commercial interests or the

colonial government was also minimal until the mid-20th century.

While the community of Oloibiri had thrived on its traditional and communal practices,
largely undisturbed by external influences for most of its history, a significant shift was on the
horizon. This change was linked to the nation's pursuit of economic growth and set in motion by
broader geopolitical events. After the First World War, the Nigerian Bitumen Corporation, a
German entity, initiated oil exploration after discovering seepages in Araromi, now part of Ondo

State (Ipingbemi, 2009). The British colonial administration supported these efforts through the
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Mineral Oils Ordinance of 1914, aiming to regulate and capitalize on the region’s oil potential
(Steyn, 2009; Ipingbemi, 2009). However, progress was delayed by the Second World War,
stalling significant exploration activities until the late 1930s (Genova & Falola, 2003; Ipingbemi,
2009). Post-Second World War, Shell D'Arcy was granted an Oil Exploration License, marking a
renewed push for oil exploration along Nigeria's coast. Despite earlier interruptions, Shell
D’Arcy’s efforts culminated in the discovery of commercial oil reserves in Oloibiri in 1956
(figure 2), a pivotal moment that brought economic benefits to the locals and marked a

significant chapter in Nigeria’s history (Anifowose, 2008; Onuoha, 2008; Kadafa, 2012).

As recounted by Oyadongha & Idio (2016), the early days of oil exploration were fraught
with challenges that transcended technical hurdles. When Shell officials initially attempted to
sink their equipment into the terra firma of Oloibiri Oil Well 1, the earth resisted their efforts,
posing an unexpected conundrum that halted their progress. This conflict between human
ingenuity and the natural resistance of the terrain led to an innovative solution that was deeply
influenced by the cultural ethos of Oloibiri. The oracle, a venerated figure in local tradition, was
consulted, and it was divulged that the displeasure of the gods was the source of the impediment.
In an act that harmonized modern enterprise with ancestral customs, Shell officials extended
modest offerings to appease these deities. This gesture of respect for the local customs marked a
turning point, as the once unyielding ground now permitted the successful operation of the
drilling equipment. With the resolution of this cultural impasse, the activity at the creek that
connected Oloibiri to the vast Atlantic increased, transforming into a major hub of commerce
and industry. Residents of Oloibiri at the time expressed a blend of hope and anticipation for the

changes. Participant 007 recalled, "We welcomed them, believing it would bring growth and jobs'
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(March 2022). Participant 018 echoed this sentiment, "There was hope in the air, a sense of

impending prosperity' (March 2022).

Figure 2: The informational sign at Oloibiri Oil Well 1 in Ogbia LGA, and the actual Oloibiri

Oil Well 1 equipment, now abandoned and overgrown with vegetation (Willi, 2023; Chidolue &
Igbal, 2023)

it

The discovery of oil in Oloibiri marked the beginning of Nigeria's oil industry and
ushered in a new era of wealth and economic activity. The immediate benefits included
infrastructure development, road construction, and increased employment opportunities, as Shell
established operations in the area (Okonkwo & Madueke 2016; Chete et al. 2014; Anifowose,
2008; Onuoha, 2008; Kadafa, 2012; Steyn, 2009; Ipingbemi, 2009). Participant 003 reflected on
the immediate changes in the landscape: 'The arrival of Shell changed everything around here.
We saw roads being built where there were none' (March 2022). By late 1957, oil production
was in full swing, leading to the first European shipment in 1958 (Graham & Ovadia, 2019;
Okonmah, 1997). The licensing of The Nigerian Gulf Oil Company, a subsidiary of Gulf Oil
Corporation of America in 1961 alongside other international oil companies, such as Mobile Oil,

Tenneco Inc., Texaco, Occidental, Azienda Generale Italiana Petrol (AGIP), and Safrap (which
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later became Elf) further expanded the industry (Atsegbua 2002; Achunike, 2020) (figure 3). To
further illustrate the scale of this transformation, Participant 019 reminisced, 'Back then, this
place was called “Bioforoama”, nicknamed “Eastern Congo”, due to its active social
environment. At that time, all the ships of Shell workers used to anchor in Oloibiri. People from
far and near always converged here,' depicting the social dynamism and high activity level that
defined the era (April, 2022). This influx of activity improved local income levels and stimulated
growth in service-oriented businesses catering to the increasing population and their needs

(Uzonwanne, 2015).
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Sotres: NDRDMP. 2006
Figure 3: Niger Delta Showing the Distribution onshore and Offshore Fields

Building on the immediate economic surge, the community's lifestyle and expectations
underwent significant changes. Participant 010 shared, 'l remember how our community became
lively, with new faces and businesses emerging,' capturing the economic activity that
characterized this era (April 2022). The development of local infrastructure catered for the needs

of the oil industry and improved the living standards of the residents. Participant 013 noted, 'My
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father works long hours with the company, and we get good money when the company pays him.
So, we do not complain about him not spending time with us' (April 2022), highlighting the
economic benefits alongside the personal sacrifices made by families. Participant 16 echoed this
sentiment, 'It felt like a new era of prosperity was beginning for all of us' (March 2022). Adding
to this sense of optimism, Participant 007, an elder who experienced the boom recounted, "The
town was alive, day and night; we believed we were on the brink of something great' (March
2022). These testimonies reflect the residents' high hopes for enhanced healthcare, education,
and further infrastructure developments, underscoring the transformative impact of the newfound

oil wealth on Oloibiri's transition from a quiet fishing village to a dynamic economic hub.

Before the discovery of oil transformed its economy, Nigeria was primarily an
agricultural nation and was globally recognized for its exportation of cash crops like rubber from
Delta State, groundnuts, hides, and skins from the north, cocoa and coffee from the west, and
palm oil and kernels from the east (Okotie, 2018). In the 1960s, agriculture employed about 30%
of the population and contributed over 80% to export earnings, 65% to the GDP, and about 50%
to government revenue (Central Bank of Nigeria, 2010; National Bureau of Statistics, 2010).
However, the discovery of oil marked a significant shift. By the end of the Biafra War in the late
1960s, Nigeria had emerged as a major oil producer (Uwakonye et al., 2006). The oil boom of
the 1970s, driven by rising global oil prices solidified Nigeria as the wealthiest nation in Africa
and also increased the contribution of oil to the national GDP and government budget (figure 3)

(Okotie, 2018; Enyia, 1991).
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Figure 4: Contribution of Petroleum to Nigeria's Total Revenue (1958-1989) (Source: NNPC,
1992)

This economic transformation deepened Nigeria's dependence on oil, with revenues from
oil increasing from 10% of GDP in the 1960s to 30% in the 1980s (figure 4) (NNPC, 1992).
Currently, oil significantly dominates Nigeria’s economy, accounting for more than 90% of its
GDP, over 90% of foreign exchange earnings, and 80% of federal government revenue (Anaeto
et al. 2023; Odularu, 2008). Additionally, Nigeria's considerable oil wealth expanded its
geopolitical influence, leading to its membership in the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting

Countries (OPEC) as the 11th member on July 12, 1971 (NAN, 2021).
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Table 2: Contribution of the Petroleum Sector to the Nigerian Economy (1958-1990) (Source:
Okotie, 2018)

Share of Share of
Fed. Govt. Revenue from  petroleum in Fed. Govt. Revenue from  petroleum in

Fiscal total revenue petroleum total revenue  Fiscal total revenue petroleum total revenue
year (US8) (US3) (%) year (USS) (USS) (%)

1958 154,632 122 0.08 1975 5177370 463 816 8.96

1959 177648 1776 1.00 1976 5,861,600 4,611,700 78.68

1960 223,700 2452 1.10 1977 7,070,400 5,965,500 8437

1961 228962 17,070 746 1978  B358400 5,965,500 7137

1962 231,638 16936 731 1979 7252400 4,809,200 66,31

1963 249,152 10,060 4.04 1980  12,273.400 10,100,400 8230

1964 299,132 16,084 5.38 1981  15.813,100 4,936,900 a2

1966 321,870 29,175 9.06 1982 10,143,900 8,847 800 §7.22

1967 339,19 #4976 13.26 1983 10,811,400 7,253,000 67.09

1968 300,176 41,884 13.95 1984 11,738,500 8,209,700 £9.94

1969 200985 X9.582 9,86 1985 15,041,500 10,975,100 72.96

1970 435908 DAM 17.31 1986 12,302,000 8,107 300 £5.90

1971 755,605 196,390 2599 1957 25,009,800 19,027,000 7581

1972 1410811 720,185 51.05 1988 27,310,500 20,933,500 Th65

1973 1389911 576,151 41.45 1989 50,272,100 41,334,400 8222

1974 2171370 1,549,383 71.36 1990 4,765,700 4,624,400 9704

The methods of oil extraction in the Niger Delta prior to and during the late 1960s
contributed significantly to the Nigerian Civil War (6 July 1967 — 15 January 1970). This
conflict impacted the oil industry in the region. In the wake of the war, the government enacted
several significant legislative acts, reshaping the control over oil resources. Notably, these
included the Oil in Navigable Waters Act of 1968, the Petroleum Act/Decree of 1969, the
Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) Decree of 1979, and the Land Use Act of 1978. These decrees
centralized the control of oil resources with the federal government, as detailed in the works of
Ipingbemi (2009) and Obi (2010). The Land Use Act of 1978 was particularly impactful, as it

transferred all land ownership to the federal government (Achunike, 2020). Similarly, the
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Petroleum Act granted the federal government complete ownership and control over all
petroleum resources. This legislative framework left the communities in the Niger Delta without
any legal rights to the oil and gas extracted from their land (Achunike, 2020). Consequently,
these communities could not claim compensation for the environmental damages caused by the
activities of multinational oil companies, as highlighted by Obi (2010). The situation has been
especially burdensome for towns, where oil exploitation and production are prevalent (Achunike,

2020).

The discovery of oil initially brought economic prosperity to Oloibiri and Nigeria, yet the
benefits were transient and unevenly distributed. Despite the significant wealth generated by the
oil industry, the closure of the Oloibiri oilfield in 1978, after producing over 20 million barrels of
oil during its 20-year lifecycle, led to economic decline (Okonta & Douglas, 2003; Phia, 2009).
This unexpected shutdown significantly disrupted the local economy and marked a permanent
shift for Oloibiri. Once celebrated as the birthplace of Nigeria's oil industry and known for its
rich forest resources, fishing, and snail farming, the town has become a neglected emblem of
national economic aspirations, epitomized by a poignant signpost stating, "This is Oloibiri, the

Goose that lays the Golden Egg. You are welcome.' (Staff reporter, 1995; Gandu, 2014).
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Figure 5: Entrance sign to Oloibiri Town, Bayelsa State (Source: Author, 2017)

This sign stands as a symbolic representation of Oloibiri’s historical and economic
significance, underscoring how years of oil extraction have transformed it into a mere shadow of
its former self, crippling its traditional occupations (Enyia, 1991). Though these observations
were made decades ago, they continue to resonate as Oloibiri struggles with recovery. Participant
018 lamented: 'The closure hit us hard; it was like losing a part of our soul' (April 2022). The
town's plight was compounded by inadequate compensation for the environmental and social
damages caused by decades of oil extraction (Achunike, 2020; Eghosa, 2015). Furthermore, the
legal frameworks established by the Nigerian government, which monopolized resource
ownership, deprived Niger Delta communities of any potential benefits from these resources,
leaving them without legal rights to compensation for the resources extracted from their land
(Ejobowah, 2000; Ipingbemi, 2009; Obi, 2010; Achunike, 2020). These measures contributed to

a deteriorating environmental and political climate that has affected the residents' lives.
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Socio-Economic Impacts of Industrial Closure

The cessation of a dominant industry, as documented by Fashoyin (1990) and Lewis (1996),
often results in increased unemployment, reduced household income, and a decline in public
services due to dwindling fiscal resources. This effect is acutely felt in areas heavily reliant on a
single industrial sector, where closures can precipitate significant economic and social
challenges. In the case of Nigeria, a major economic boom was experienced in the 1960s and
1970s, driven by the burgeoning oil sector. However, this period of prosperity eventually gave
way to economic and social challenges in the 1980s. This shift was characterized by economic
mismanagement, an overreliance on oil revenues, and a neglect of the agricultural sector, which
had previously been a cornerstone of the economy (Guseh & Oritsejafor, 2007). Concurrently,
Nigeria faced a growing external debt crisis and internal issues of mismanagement and

corruption, contributing to economic instability.

In the Niger Delta, the impact of these national economic trends has been pronounced.
Post-Nigerian Civil War, the Federal Government significantly reduced petroleum revenue
allocation to the Niger Delta States from 50% in 1969 to 3% in 1999 (Ejobowah, 2000),
exacerbating the region's economic and infrastructural challenges and escalating poverty rates.
Recent reports from Oyadongha & Idio (2016) and Willie (2019) reveal challenges of abject
poverty and lack of basic amenities in the town of Oloibiri. The Niger Delta Human
Development Report indicates a Human Development Index (HDI) score of 0.564 for the region,
notably lower than countries with similar oil and gas reserves, such as Venezuela (0.772) and
Indonesia (0.697) (UNDP, 2006a). Despite its vast oil reserves, the region's Gross National

Product (GNP) per capita is below the national average of USD 280, prompting increased
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militancy among the populace, especially the youth, in their quest for resource control (Shell

Sustainability Report, 2011, 2012 & 2013; Eghosa, 2015).

The Nigerian economy's shift from agriculture to oil resulted in shifts in employment
from the agricultural sector, significantly reducing its contribution to employment from the
1960s to the 1980s (Siyongwana & Shabalala 2019; Lawrie et al. 2011; Hilson 2002; Burfitt and
Ferrari 2013). This transition has had a considerable social and economic impact on towns like
Oloibiri (Stanley, 1990). The cessation of oil operations in such towns often results in
community migration, loss of identity, and changes in family structures, issues that have been
observed across various communities in both the global south and north. However, unlike some
communities that have managed to diversify economically and build resilience after initial
difficulties, Oloibiri's response and adaptation strategies have been shaped by its historical
significance in Nigeria's oil narrative and the socio-political context of the Niger Delta region as

noted by Akpan (2005), Orogun (2010), and Tonwe et al. (2012).

Frynas (2001), Ifeka (2005), and Watts (2011) document the negative effects on the
environment, economy, politics, and social life in the region. Okoji (2002) notes that these
impacts extend to changes in the indigenous people's way of life, culture, economy, family, and
psychology. Cultural influences are substantial. Akhionbare and Osuji (2013) report that oil
company activities have led to the destruction of historical worship places and erosion of
traditional values. The influx of oil workers has altered community norms, increasing instances
of sexual pervasiveness and promiscuity (Okpako, 2014). Ochogba et al. (2017) observe that
traditional cultural elements like dress, food, festivals, and music are fading away in some

communities.
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The oil activities in the Niger Delta have also fueled local conflicts, as noted by
Akhionbare et al. (2013) and Fryan (2001). These conflicts often stem from the government and
oil companies' unresponsiveness to local demands, leading to peaceful protests turning violent
confrontations (Amnesty International, 2009, 2017). Watts (2011, 2004) highlights the
abandonment of Oloibiri and details how legislation like the Land Use Act of 1978 removed land
rights and royalty claims from communities, exacerbating tensions. The youth are also impacted.
Oluwaniyi (2010) describes them as key agents of social transformation, either peacefully or
violently, to counter exclusion and exploitation. Movements like the Supreme Egbesu Assembly,
the Movement for the Emancipation of the Niger Delta (MEND), Niger Delta Volunteer Force
(NDVF), Movement for the Survival of the Ogoni People (MOSOP) and the Kaiama Declaration
reflect youth-led resistance for resource control (Obumneme, 1998; Wiwa, 2014). These actions
stem from demands for improved living conditions, education, and employment opportunities,
which often escalate into militancy due to prolonged neglect and marginalization by oil
companies and the government (Obumneme, 1998). Militancy in these regions involves hostage-
taking, oil facility attacks, and an increase in weaponization, serving both as a form of protest
and a survival strategy (Shell Sustainability Report, 2018; Obumneme, 1998). Watts (2007)
reveals the role of politicians in fueling militancy and acknowledges oil thefts controlled by

militants as part of their struggle.

The government's response, primarily through the Joint Military Task Force (JTF), has
often only intensified the violence, leading to further insecurity and fear among the local
populations (Amnesty International, 2009). Participant 001, a young woman from Oloibiri,
described this environment: ‘We live in constant fear. The sound of boots and guns has become

our daily melody. Our sons, our fathers, are caught between the militants and the military’
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(March 2022). Adding to this, Participant 015 shared his perspective on the community's
resilience and the ongoing struggles: "Each day we strive to teach our children hope and
resilience in the face of adversity. It's disheartening to see the cycle of poverty and violence
perpetuated by a lack of meaningful support and opportunities" (April 2022). This sentiment
illustrates the community's determination to overcome its challenges while also highlighting the
need for external support. The mental health impacts are significant. Okonofua (2013) discusses
the 'triangulation' conflict strategy, which places youth at the center of political struggles and
affecting their mental health. Onyechi et al. (2016) highlight the prevalence of significant PTSD
issues among youth in oil-impacted communities, underscoring the psychological scars left by

these conflicts.

Environmental Degradation in Resource-rich Communities

The Niger Delta region, including Oloibiri, has experienced environmental damage due to
industrial activities, primarily from oil drilling. Studies by Uyigue and Agho (2007), and Edet
(2017) has documented significant impacts such as soil contamination, water pollution, and
biodiversity loss, which have long-term implications for community health and local ecosystem
sustainability. Reports by THISDAYLIVE (2020) and Adeleke (2020) emphasize the extensive
impact of pollution and the compounding effect of inadequate infrastructure, exacerbating the
area’s environmental challenges. While similar patterns of degradation are identified in other
regions by Kessey and Arko (2013), Kazindu et al. (2020), and Fayiga et al. (2018), the situation
in Oloibiri is distinguished by its scale and complexity. Fayiga et al. (2018), Dore (2000), and
McNeill & Vrtis (2017) note that communities across Africa, South America, and North America

have encountered comparable environmental challenges; however, Oloibiri’s situation is
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uniquely severe due to its intense industrial activity and the historical context of its

environmental degradation.

The persistent environmental impacts in the Niger Delta, including Oloibiri, have been
extensively documented by researchers such as Eweje (2006) and Kadafa (2012). Their findings
indicate that the degradation from oil spills and the disposal of industrial waste can persist for
decades, leading to significant socio-economic and ecological consequences. Amnesty
International (2011) corroborates these impacts, noting their long-term nature. The region,
heavily impacted by multinational oil companies, has been characterized as an ecological
disaster. Okeagu et al. (2006) specifically refer to it as an "environmental disaster zone,"
highlighting that between 1986 and 1996, approximately 2.5 million barrels of crude oil were
spilled, and around eight million cubic feet of natural gas were burnt daily. Additionally, the
transportation of oil via pipelines to refineries and export points often results in corrosion and the
bursting of pipes, further exacerbating the frequency and severity of oil spills on land and in

waterways (Amnesty International, 2015; Obumneme, 1998).

The environmental damage in the Niger Delta is also impactful, affecting various facets
of the ecosystem and community life. Oil contamination has damaged mangrove swamps,
wetlands, and land areas, with the contamination reaching several meters deep into the soil and
affecting groundwater across large regions. This widespread contamination has serious human
health implications, particularly concerning drinking water contamination. Studies by Kadafa
(2012), Obumneme (1998), and the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP, 2011)
document these impacts extensively. The resultant spills have forced some residents and
communities to relocate entirely, leading to the loss of ancestral homes, and have caused

freshwater pollution, destruction of forests and agricultural land, depletion of fishing grounds,
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and a reduction in fish production, which is a source of income in the region (Elum et al., 2016).
Participant 004 expressed his despair: ‘The waters are no longer blue but black with oil. Our nets
come up with more sludge than fish. It's devastating to see our way of life dissolve in front of our
eyes’ (March 2022). The network of creeks and rivers in the Niger Delta, which flow into the
Atlantic Ocean, increases the spread of oil spills to neighboring communities, turning the water
brackish and unsuitable for drinking and laundry purposes. Participant 009, living near the Delta,
shared her frustrations: ‘Every day is a battle for clean water. What used to be clear streams are
now toxic flows that endanger our health daily’ (March 2022). Amnesty International (2013a, b)
and the UNDP (2006) report similar findings across the region. Residents have had to source
drinking water from a river contaminated by oils. Participant 008, a mother of three, shared her
distress, saying, ‘Every day, we fetch water from the river that's been poisoned by oil. It's a risk
we are forced to take. Clean water, which should be our right, feels like a luxury’ (March 2022).
Despite prolonged protests, Shell, which has been operating in the region for over 40 years,
provided a borehole in 2004, although the company had access to basic and social facilities
within its camp, unlike the local inhabitants (Oluwaniyi, 2010). Okeagu et al. (2006) also
highlight the serious health issues stemming from land and groundwater pollution, including
continuous outbreaks of diarrhea, birth deformities, and soft tissue cancers. Despite these
alarming conditions, the Niger Delta remains one of the most polluted regions globally
(Obumneme, 1998). Amnesty International (2018) emphasized this, noting that significant
cleanup efforts are still required despite the United Nations Environmental Program's (UNEP
2006) recommendations. In response to these challenges, the community has not remained

passive.
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Community Development and Adaptation Strategies

The adaptation of communities in the global south to industrial changes has been a focal point in
development studies. Researchers such as Markusen (1988), Hlatshwayo (2017), and Cutler
(1999) have explored strategies employed by communities facing industrial decline or
transformation. These include economic diversification and the development of alternative

industries like tourism or agriculture to mitigate the impact of industrial closures.

Studies by Boschma (2017), Cutler (1999), Nedeljkovi¢ et al. (2019), and Sofield (2003)
highlight examples where communities successfully shifted to sustainable tourism or technology-
based industries after traditional industries waned. Success often depends on community
leadership, access to resources, and external support. However, studies by Osbahr et al. (2010),
Brown (2012), Bradbury & St-Martin (1983), and Tonts et al. (2012) reveal cases where
adaptation strategies failed due to a lack of alternative employment, insufficient skill
development, and limited government support, resulting in persistent unemployment and socio-

economic decline.

For Oloibiri, learning from global examples offers important insights. The town's
historical reliance on the oil industry presents unique challenges and opportunities for adaptation.
Alakwe & Okpara (2022) and Sen (2010) suggest that leveraging Oloibiri’s cultural and
historical background could enhance tourism development, while investment in education and

skills could foster economic diversification.

102



Lesson Learned

The socio-economic and environmental experiences of Oloibiri provide lessons for other RBCs
and inform broader resource management policies. This section synthesizes insights from
Oloibiri’s post-industrial decline, focusing on sustainable development and economic

diversification.

A key lesson from Oloibiri’s experience is the necessity of prioritizing citizen welfare.
Despite substantial oil revenues, Oloibiri's residents have seen little benefit. Essential
infrastructure such as reliable electricity, clean water, healthcare, and educational facilities
remain inadequate. This disparity is highlighted in Adeleke’s (2020) study, which details the
ongoing deprivation. Achunike (2020) critiques the misallocation of resources and governmental
failure to reinvest in community needs. The local infrastructure challenges include a government
school founded in 1973 and a state-funded maternity health center, both suffering from
underinvestment. The area is not connected to the national electricity grid, leaving residents
dependent on diesel generators for power. This situation was slightly alleviated by donations,
including a generator plant gifted in 1970 by Melford Okilo, then governor of River State, and a
350-KVA generator from a former local government chairman (Adeleke, 2020; Skar, 2023; Ige,
2023). In 2020, the federal government initiated the Nigeria Electrification Project (NEP) to
address these issues with solar hybrid mini-grids (Adeleke, 2020). Despite this, the transition to
solar energy has been difficult for some residents who found the costs of meters and energy
subscriptions unaffordable, leading them to opt out of the new system. Participant 018 expressed
the community's frustration: ‘Our wealth has been extracted, but look around, our homes remain
in darkness, our children learn in dilapidated schools. It’s as if the oil was a curse rather than a

blessing’ (March 2022). This situation illustrates significant mismanagement of resource wealth.
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Rather than catalyzing development, the extracted resources failed to improve the local quality of
life. Achunike (2020) emphasizes the need for transparent and accountable governance that
leverages natural wealth to enhance community infrastructure and living standards. Governance
in resource-rich regions must ensure that natural resource exploitation directly benefits local

socio-economic conditions.

The environmental damage has precipitated serious health challenges, including
increased respiratory issues and skin diseases. Participant 011, a local health worker, highlights
the struggle: ‘Managing these health issues is challenging due to our inadequate healthcare
facilities. Every day, we see patients suffering from conditions directly linked to environmental
contaminants, and our ability to help them is limited’ (April, 2022). This situation stresses the
need for multinational corporations to adhere strictly to ethical practices and environmental
regulations. The situation observed in Oloibiri serves as a reminder of the responsibilities that
corporations have to the communities in which they operate. Corporate responsibility extends
beyond profit-making; it involves ensuring the prosperity and health of the community,
safeguarding the environment, and contributing to the economic stability of the regions affected
by their operations. This lesson calls for robust enforcement of corporate accountability to
prevent exploitation and ensure a balance between resource utilization and community

development.

The environmental legacy of industrial activities in Oloibiri, characterized by severe
pollution and ecosystem disruption, highlights the urgent need for robust environmental policies.
Decades of oil extraction have resulted in significant contamination of land and water, degraded
air quality, and substantial biodiversity loss, as detailed in studies by Alike (2009), Opukri &

Ibaba (2008), and Elum et al. (2016). These environmental challenges have reshaped the natural
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landscape and undermined traditional livelihoods, particularly in agriculture and fishing, which
were once Oloibiri’s economic backbone. Participant 017, a local fisherman, described the
impact: ‘The waters we once fished are now slick with oil, and the fish have either died or
moved to cleaner waters. Our fishing heritage is fading away’ (March, 2022). The pollution has
also had profound public health implications, including increased respiratory problems, skin
diseases, and other health issues directly attributed to environmental degradation (Yahaya, 2020).
Participant 011 adds, ‘We're seeing more and more respiratory issues and skin conditions each
year. It's clear that the environment we live in is greatly affecting our health’ (April, 2022). This
situation underscores the link between environmental health and public welfare, demonstrating
how poor environmental management can trigger broad socio-economic and health crises.
Oloibiri’s experience provides a critical lesson for global policymakers: sustainable industrial
practices that balance ecological preservation with economic interests are essential. This calls for
immediate, stringent environmental regulations at both national and international levels to
compel industries to mitigate their impacts and help restore damaged ecosystems (Eregha &
Irughe, 2009). Oloibiri’s history mandates that policymakers integrate environmental
stewardship into industrial planning, ensuring a sustainable future. The lesson is clear: effective
environmental policies are indispensable and require immediate, sustained action to prevent the

kind of irreparable damage experienced by this community.

Oloibiri’s economic history illustrates the risks of dependence on a single industry.
Initially, the oil boom fostered substantial development and a deceptive sense of security.
However, as the sector declined, so did the economic stability of the community, exemplifying
the pitfalls of economic monoculture. Participant 003 metaphorically depicted this risk as putting

'all eggs in one basket,' emphasizing the precarious nature of such reliance (March, 2022).
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Economic resilience theory advocates for diversification during times of prosperity to buffer
against downturns, a strategy supported by Oloibiri’s experience. Communities that have
successfully diversified into sectors like technology, tourism, and agriculture illustrate this
approach’s efficacy. These sectors not only stabilize economies but also enable sustained growth,
even as primary industries experience fluctuations. Boschma’s (2017) research on regional

resilience provides empirical support for the benefits of diversification.

In addition to economic dependency, Oloibiri faces substantial educational and
vocational training gaps, hindering the community's capacity to diversify economically beyond
the oil sector. The lack of adequate educational facilities and vocational programs limits personal
and professional development of residents, perpetuating unemployment and ongoing poverty.
This situation underscores the need for investment in capacity building, which is fundamental to
sustainable development (Ako, Okonmah, & Ogunleye, 2009). Efforts to establish educational
institutions and training centers are crucial to addressing these gaps. Participant 020, a local
youth, shared, 'We have few opportunities for advanced training here. Most of us are ready to
work, but there are no jobs that match our basic skills, and no opportunities to learn more'
(March, 2022). This sentiment highlights the necessity of initiatives that include partnerships
with existing educational institutions and industries to better align training with job market needs
(Afinotan & Ojakorotu, 2009). Enhancing educational opportunities and creating targeted
employment prospects are essential for enabling Oloibiri to develop a skilled workforce capable
of supporting a diversified economy. Focused investment in education and vocational training is
key for navigating the fluctuations of the oil industry and achieving a dynamic and sustainable
economic environment (Adomokai & Sheate, 2004). Such strategic initiatives are essential for

breaking the cycle of dependency and establishing a foundation for long-term community
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resilience and prosperity. This approach will help convert temporary economic booms into

sustained growth (Akpomuvie & Orhioghene, 2011).

Activism, Community Response, and the Way Forward

The activism in Oloibiri, as documented by Usang & Ikpeme (2015) and Ako et al. (2009),
highlights the power of community mobilization. Residents have demonstrated remarkable
resilience through grassroots efforts and persistent advocacy, seeking justice and accountability
from multinational corporations and the government. Their fight for environmental remediation,
fair compensation, and ethical corporate practices serves as a model for communities facing

similar challenges (Mmadu, 2013).

Empowering local communities to actively participate in their development is crucial for
building resilience and shaping their long-term future. Oloibiri’s activism has reshaped the
narrative surrounding their community, transforming Oloibiri's identity from a victim of
industrial exploitation to a symbol of resistance and empowerment (Nwakunor, 2021). Local
voices are essential in decision-making and policy formulation, with their impact extended

through national and international alliances that amplify their message (Enyia, 1991).

The path to recovery for Oloibiri involves addressing environmental damages and
promoting economic diversification. Restoring polluted areas and expanding into sectors like
agriculture, technology, and tourism are vital for sustainable development. Collaborative efforts
among government, oil companies, civil society, and the local community are crucial for
implementing effective solutions that meet the community's needs (Kadafa, 2012). In addition,
education and awareness programs focusing on environmental preservation, sustainable

practices, and legal rights are crucial for empowering the community. An informed and engaged
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community is better equipped to participate in its development and hold responsible parties
accountable. This approach addresses the immediate needs and lays the groundwork for long-

term prosperity and environmental health.

Conclusion

The tale of Oloibiri is a call to action and a reminder of the resilience inherent in human
communities. Oloibiri, initially buoyed by the prospects of prosperity through oil, has
experienced a trajectory marked by shattered promises, environmental ruin, and socio-economic
hardship. Yet, within this narrative lies an essential lesson about the necessity for transformative
change. The oversight Oloibiri has faced illustrates the consequences that can arise when
communities are marginalized in the rush for economic gain, underscoring the need for
sustainable development approaches that prioritize community well-being alongside

environmental stewardship.

Healing the scars left by decades of exploitation in Oloibiri requires a multifaceted
approach: addressing the environmental damage, fostering sustainable economic development,
and, crucially, empowering the local populace. The path forward for Oloibiri must be paved
through collaboration and a commitment to accountability and justice. This involves the Nigerian
government, oil corporations, broader international community and, importantly, the residents.
By working collectively, there is an opportunity to transform Oloibiri from a symbol of

exploitation to one of resilience and sustainable development.

The story of Oloibiri should serve as a catalyst for positive change, a clarion call that
resonates beyond its borders, inspiring other resource-rich communities to navigate the

challenges of exploitation thoughtfully and effectively. Learning from Oloibiri’s past opens the
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potential to forge a future where resource extraction is not only an economic transaction but a
process that benefits and uplifts communities, conserves the environment, and lays the
foundation for sustainable, equitable development. In essence, the legacy of Oloibiri should not
be viewed solely as a tragic chapter in history but as a compelling motivator for change and
progress. It stands as a testament to the strength and determination of its people and serves as a
beacon for similar communities worldwide, illuminating a path toward a more just, sustainable,

and prosperous future.
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Chapter 4: Lessons from Atikokan: Adapting and Thriving Through Change?

Introduction

The Town of Atikokan, established in 1900 by railway entrepreneurs Sir William Mackenzie and
Sir Donald Mann, served as a Divisional Point on the Canadian Northern Railway, which later
became the Canadian National Railway (CNR), between Thunder Bay and Winnipeg (Bartsch,
1983; Ontario Museum Association, 2024). During this era, rail divisional points were essential
for resupplying locomotives with water and coal (Dampier et al, 2014). These points played a
significant role in establishing small communities across Canada by providing local railway jobs
(Lucas, 1971; Dampier et al, 2014).

The name 'Atikokan' originates from the Ojibwe language, meaning 'caribou bones' or
‘caribou crossing’, reflecting the local indigenous heritage and the region's reliance on natural
resources (Visit Atikokan, 2024; Ontario Museum Association, 2024; Michels, 1981). The town
of Atikokan is situated approximately 225 kilometers west of Thunder Bay, 150 kilometers east
of Fort Frances and 200 kilometers north of Dryden. Adding to the sense of isolation, the
community is not serviced by passenger flights or passenger rail and only has bus service run by
Ontario Northland. It is surrounded by the Canadian Shield and features a landscape of boreal
forests and freshwater lakes (AEDC, 1996) (figure 1). This region is part of the traditional
Anishinaabe territory, governed by Treaty #3, established in 1873, with an adhesion to the treaty
by the Métis in 1875 (Daugherty, 1986).

More than a century since its founding, Atikokan has exemplified resilience and

adaptability and continuously diversifying its economy beyond its traditional industries (figure

3 Submitted to Journal of Rural Studies. This chapter is in keeping with the journal’s formatting and style
guide.
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2). This study explores Atikokan's transition over the past century, particularly focusing on its
strategic navigation through economic reliance on natural resources towards a sustainable
community framework from 1990 to 2021. Through this exploration, the research aims to
provide insights into the processes and strategies that have enabled Atikokan not only to survive
but to thrive, offering lessons and practical approaches that may benefit other similar
communities grappling with challenges of economic transitions. It also contributes to a broader
understanding of how resilience and adaptability can drive community sustainability.

The structure of this paper is organized as follows: Following this introduction, the paper
begins with a review of literature, framing the study within the broader discourse on economic
resilience, transition, and sustainability in single-industry towns. Subsequent sections detail the
research questions and methodology employed. The "Findings and Discussion" section provides
a historical overview of Atikokan, tracing its evolution from a railroad hub to a mining town, and
eventually into a community grappling with the challenges of industry closure and economic
transition. This section also explores the socio-economic impacts on Atikokan, emphasizing the
community's adaptive strategies to overcome these challenges. The paper concludes by reflecting
on the lessons gleaned from Atikokan's experience, discussing their broader implications for
similar communities worldwide, and proposing recommendations for future research aimed at

fostering economic resilience and sustainable development in analogous situations.
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The Town of Atikokan, Rainy River District }'1 : 2

MNorthwestern Ontario, Canada

Figure 1: Location Map of the Town of Atikokan (Author, 2024)

Figure 2: Aerial Photo of the Town of Atikokan (Sivakumaran, 2024)

Literature Review

The effects of industry closures on towns, especially those heavily reliant on a single industry,
have been a significant academic research focus due to the socio-economic and environmental
impacts that such closures bring (High and Lewis, 2007; High, 2018; Lucas, 1971; Siemens,

1976; Gill, 1989; Bowles, 1992; Randall and Ironside, 1996). Kryukova et al. (2015) explored
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how the closure of primary industries escalated unemployment rates in mono-industry towns.
Their research illustrated that these towns experienced immediate and secondary job losses
resulting from decreased local spending, known as the multiplier effect. This effect on local
economies can trigger increases in unemployment and underemployment rates. Moreover,
industry closure often results in a significant drop in income levels, as documented by Ellis et al.
(2003) and Clemenson (1992). Their studies showed that median income levels could drop
considerably following closure, and recovery to pre-closure levels can take years or even
decades, highlighting prolonged financial distress for individuals and families.

Industry closures can significantly alter the demographic and economic landscapes of
affected communities. According to Southcott (2006), younger workers often relocate in search
of better education and employment opportunities following these closures, leaving a
disproportionate number of older individuals, typically retirees. This demographic change
reduces the active workforce, further straining local economies. Compounding these economic
and demographic shifts are severe impacts on the physical and mental health of remaining
residents. Studies by Shandro et al. (2011), Browning & Heinesen (2012), and Eliason & Storrie
(2009) have documented increases in depression and stress-related disorders in these
populations, emphasizing the urgent need for enhanced social and mental health services to
mitigate the health impacts of such economic disruptions. Despite these substantial challenges,
some communities have successfully leveraged industry closures as catalysts for transformation.
Research by Veiga et al. (2001), Andrews-Speed et al. (2005), Nel et al. (2003), and Haggerty et
al. (2018) demonstrates that these closures have spurred some towns to innovate and diversify
economically. This proactive shift has sometimes resulted in the creation of new industries and

employment opportunities, suggesting a potential pathway for community resilience and
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economic revitalization post-closure. By turning adversity into opportunity, these communities
exemplify how strategic planning and adaptability can lead to sustainable development.

Building on the discussion of community transformations following industry closures, the
concepts of resilience and vulnerability are pivotal in understanding how communities respond to
significant socio-economic changes. These terms have become central to community studies,
offering insight into a community's capacity to adapt and recover from shocks, as well as its
susceptibility to harm. Haggard et al. (2019) contributed a robust socio-ecological model that
defines resilience as the ability of a community to absorb shocks while maintaining functionality,
self-organize, and adapt to new conditions. Conversely, vulnerability refers to the extent to
which a community is susceptible to, and unable to cope with, adverse changes. This model
emphasizes that social, economic, and environmental factors collectively influence both
resilience and vulnerability.

Martin-Breen and Anderies (2011) expand on this by describing resilience in socio-
economic systems as manifesting in three distinct forms: the resilience of people (their capacity
to withstand shocks), the resilience of place (the sustainability of key characteristics that make a
location viable), and the resilience of community (the collective ability to respond to changes). It
is crucial to recognize, as Wilson (2012) notes, that resilience is not uniformly experienced
within a community. Certain groups may face a disproportionate share of challenges and possess
less capacity to adapt, which indicates differentiated resilience. Understanding these disparities is
essential for assessing a community’s overall resilience and for planning effective interventions.

In contrast, vulnerability, as defined by Cutter et al. (2003), encompasses exposure to
stresses, perturbations, or shocks; the sensitivity of the system to these impacts; and the capacity

to anticipate, cope with, resist, and recover from the impact of a hazard. In the context of
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industry closures, a community's vulnerability might be heightened by its reliance on a single
industry, a workforce lacking diversified skills, or inadequate social support systems. Nelson et
al. (2010) suggest that vulnerability can be mitigated by factors such as robust social networks,
government support, and economic diversification, which are essential for building a resilient
community. Building on this understanding, Linkov et al. (2018) provides a more nuanced view
of resilience and vulnerability. They argue that resilience is not merely about "bouncing back" to
a former state but also about "bouncing forward," which involves adapting and transforming in
response to challenges. This perspective is particularly relevant in the wake of industry closures,
where the ability to adapt and innovate can define a community’s future trajectory. Furthermore,
Linkov et al. emphasize that vulnerability is a dynamic process, evolving over time and varying
across different contexts, highlighting the need for tailored approaches in community planning
and development.

Transition and adaptation are critical processes in understanding how communities
respond to the closure of dominant industries. Joseph & Krishnaswamy (2010) examined several
communities that experienced industry closures and found that successful transitions often
hinged on the ability to diversify economies and pursue alternative employment sectors. Their
study highlighted the significant role of community engagement in facilitating these transitions,
demonstrating that collective efforts often yield more sustainable solutions than individual
initiatives. Johnson et al. (2020) delved deeper into these transition processes, identifying
specific adaptation elements such as seeking new industries, upskilling or reskilling workers, and
reconfiguring local infrastructure. These efforts typically require substantial investment and
strategic planning, underscoring the critical role of local government and external funding

sources in supporting community adaptation. Despite these proactive measures, the adaptation
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process often faces significant hurdles. As Ellis et al. (2003) noted, communities transitioning
from a single industry may struggle with limited resources, insufficient knowledge or skills, and
resistance from certain population segments, necessitating careful management and robust
stakeholder engagement. Yu et al. (2016) and Gwosdz (2020) emphasized the importance of
local context in the success of these strategies, pointing out that factors like geographical
location, pre-existing community skills, local leadership, and community spirit can significantly
influence outcomes.

A historical parallel can be seen in the transition from traditional factories to mass
production in the United States, as described by Geels (2006). This transition involved a series of
both small and large component changes, leading to architectural reconfigurations that
culminated in mass production. Influenced by external landscape developments such as the
emergence of a national market, population growth, economic expansion, and increasing
purchasing power, the shift to mass production was propelled not by a single innovation but
through a sequence of multiple component innovations. Despite the insights provided by this
body of literature, there remains a clear need for further research to explore how these processes
unfold in specific contexts, especially considering the contemporary challenges and opportunities
faced by transitioning communities.

Research Question and Methodology

This study aims to enrich the literature on single-industry towns by focusing on the economic
transition and resilience of Atikokan, Ontario. The central research question is, "What lessons
can other resource-dependent towns learn from Atikokan’s economic transition and resilience?"
This question explores critical areas such as economic adaptation, local leadership, policy

formulation, and community development, against a backdrop of global shifts in resource
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management, government policies, and technological advancements, as discussed by High and
Lewis (2007), Beaulieu (2013), Sowa (2003), Bartsch (1983), and Michels (1981). The research
contributes to the global discourse on sustainable development and adaptive strategies for
communities facing similar challenges. By building on the foundations laid by previous scholars
and integrating new information from Atikokan, this study expands on our understanding of how
single-industry towns can navigate and thrive post-industry closure, drawing lessons that are
applicable globally.

Data Collection

To achieve these objectives, a mixed-method research design combining quantitative and
qualitative methodologies was employed (Schneider, 2007). This approach allows for an
understanding of the town's transition progress. Primary data were collected through surveys,
interviews, and direct observations, providing firsthand insights into the current state of the
community and its residents. In addition, archival materials and secondary data, including
government reports, books, newspapers, articles, Statistics Canada data, the Lakehead University
Library Archive, Archives of Ontario, Atikokan Library and Museum resources, documentaries,
and journals, were reviewed and analyzed to establish a solid foundation and theoretical
framework for the study.

Case Study: Atikokan

The town of Atikokan experienced rapid economic growth in the early twentieth century
following the discovery of iron ore. The Steep Rock Iron Mines commenced production in 1944,
with Caland Mines following in 1960, continuing until the late 1970s (Bartsch, 1983). Together,
these mines extracted a total of 79 million tons of iron ore over their operational lifespan (Sowa,

2003; Michels, 1981). At its peak, Steep Rock Iron Mines employed over 1,800 workers, and
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along with Caland Mines, positioned Atikokan as one of Canada's leading mining centers
(Michels, 1981). The iron ore from these mines was vital to Canada's wartime and postwar
economies. In 1972, Caland announced its plans to cease operations by 1976. Steep Rock Iron
Mines shut down in 1979, followed by Caland Mines in 1980. These shifts necessitated
economic diversification and adaptation by the local community (Wightman and Wightman,
1997).

Atikokan represents a unique case in this study. It benefited from an early warning about
the impending closure of the Steep Rock Iron Mines and Caland Ore Company mines, which
facilitated pre-emptive strategic planning. This early alert enabled Atikokan to demonstrate
remarkable resilience and adapt to the significant economic shift brought about by the mine
closures. Unlike many single-industry towns that follow a predefined model for managing
economic decline, Atikokan’s response offers an instructive example of adaptability without
such a model. The community’s proactive approaches provide valuable insights into economic
resilience and diversification, offering lessons that can be applied to similar communities facing
analogous challenges.

Sampling and Interview

To capture a representative and diverse set of perspectives on the resilience and adaptability of
Atikokan, a demographic breakdown of interview participants was designed. The sample
included various age groups: 18-35 years old, 36-55 years old, and 56 years and older.
Participants also varied in their occupational backgrounds, ranging from former industry workers
affected by closures to professionals in service industries and community leaders who offered

insights into strategic responses to economic challenges.

118



The study employed purposive and snowball sampling techniques to ensure demographic
diversity. Purposive sampling targeted individuals fitting specific demographic criteria aligned
with the study’s objectives. To broaden the participant base, snowball sampling was then used to
access hard-to-reach groups, as discussed by Neuman & Robson (2014). While these methods
enhanced the demographic coverage, they introduced potential biases in the sense that purposive
sampling might not fully represent the wider population, and snowball sampling could limit
diversity. Efforts were made to initiate contacts from multiple diverse nodes within the
community to mitigate these biases.

Interviews were conducted using a semi-structured format recommended by Berg (2004)
and lasted between 35 to 60 minutes. The data were coded and transcribed using ATLAS.ti
software. Throughout the research process, ethical guidelines were strictly followed. Approval
was obtained from Lakehead University’s Research Ethics Board (approval number, Romeo
#1468961), and adherence to Canada’s Tri-Council Policy Statement (TPCS) on ethical conduct
was ensured. Participants were informed about the study’s purpose, their rights, and the
confidentiality of their responses. Informed consent was obtained from all individuals, and
personal identifiers were removed during data analysis and reporting. All collected data were
securely stored on the researcher’s computer.

This research focused on the experiences of residents in the Town of Atikokan and may
not fully represent the diversity of challenges faced by other single-industry towns. In addition,
the reliance on self-reported data through interviews and surveys may have introduced response
bias. The research was conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic, which may have also
influenced the availability of participants and the nature of responses due to the unprecedented

challenges and stressors associated with the pandemic. Despite these limitations, this research
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provides valuable insights into the closure and transition experience of Atikokan, contributing to
the broader understanding of community resilience and vulnerability.
Findings and Discussion: From Frontier to Forefront: The Rise of Industry in Atikokan
Atikokan's early growth was catalyzed by the natural resources that drew railway workers,
lumbermen, fur traders, and their families to the area in the late 19th and early 20th century
(Madau, 1982; Visit Atikokan, 2024; Michel, 1981). These early settlers established a resilient
community skilled in overcoming the difficulties of their remote environment (Nault & Girard,
1999). Prior to the discovery of iron ore, the local economy was primarily based on subsistence
activities such as hunting, fishing, and gathering, similar to other pre-industrial indigenous
communities and frontier settlements (Beaulieu, 2013). As described by one interviewee, “Our
forefathers relied on the land for survival, engaging in hunting, fishing, and gathering to meet
their needs” (Participant 040, April 2023).

The discovery of a substantial iron ore deposit under Steep Rock Lake in 1938 by Julian
Cross brought the region to limelight and represented a pivotal moment for the town of
Atikokan, transitioning it from a subsistence-based community to a burgeoning industrial hub
(Michel, 1981; Brown, 1984) (figure 3). Situated about 70 km north of the Canadian-American
border, this deposit was noted as the largest and richest undeveloped iron ore body in North
America at the time (Cowan & Duncan, 1957). As another participant noted, “The discovery of
iron ore was a game-changer for Atikokan, transforming it from a subsistence-based community
to an industrial hub” (Participant 026, April 2023). Reflecting on this period, a long-time resident
shared, “The iron ore discovery brought jobs and prosperity, drawing more families and

businesses to our town” (Participant 027, April 2023).
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Figure 3: Map showing the location of Steep Rock lake (Sowa, 2003)

The urgency of the Second World War, which led to a shortage of iron ore needed by
North American steel mills, accelerated the development of the ore deposit at Steep Rock Lake
(Montagnes, 1940). As described by one interviewee, "The war created a massive demand for
iron ore, pushing the project forward at a pace no one had anticipated" (Participant 028, April
2023). Addressing this demand necessitated draining Steep Rock Lake, a complex engineering
feat that involved several major undertakings. The project, conducted between 1943 and 1945,
included diverting the Seine River, constructing dams and tunnels, building additional water
diversion structures, and dredging large quantities of sediment from the lake bottom to expose
the ore deposits, as shown in figure 4. This engineering effort resulted in the opening of new
mining pits that provided access to high-grade iron ore (Taylor, 1978; Godwin, 1976; Mikkelsen,
2012; Michel, 1981). At the time, this project was the largest of its kind in Canada with a total
cost of approximately $18 million (Sowa, 2003). Funding for this project came from a mix of

sources, including contributions from the Dominion and Ontario Governments (now Government
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of Canada and Government of Ontario), a $5,000,000 loan at 4% interest from the U.S.
Reconstruction Finance Corporation aimed at supporting the allied war effort, public stock sales,
and financial backing from Cleveland financier Cyrus Eaton, who stepped in after initial
reluctance from Canadian investors (Time Magazine, 1944). Reflecting on the engineering
challenges, another participant noted, "Draining Steep Rock Lake was an incredible

achievement, involving coordination and resources on a scale not seen before in the region

(Participant 30, April 2023).

Figure 4: General view of Steep Rock Open Pit (Atikokan History, 2002)

The Steep Rock Iron Mines (SRIM) commenced production in 1944, with Caland Mines
starting production sixteen years later in 1960, continuing until the late 1970s (Figure 5 & 6).
These two mining operations continued to be productive until the late 1970s (Figure 5 & 6).
Over the course of their operational lifetimes, Steep Rock and Caland Mines collectively
extracted a total of 79 million tons of iron ore (Sowa, 2003; Michels, 1981; History of Steep

Rock Iron Mines, 1960). As one participant recalled, "The mines were the heartbeat of Atikokan,
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providing jobs and economic stability for decades" (Participant 031, April 2023). At the height
of their productivity, SRIM alone employed over 1,800 workers, and together with Caland
Mines, established Atikokan as one of Canada's foremost mining centers (Michels, 1981). The
iron ore from these mines was vital to Canada's wartime efforts in the Second World War and
postwar economies. This era marked a time of prosperity and community cohesion that was felt
throughout Atikokan. Reflecting on this era, another interviewee noted, "Our town flourished

during the peak mining years; the sense of community and prosperity was unparalleled"

(Participant 037, April 2023).

i e fo
LOADING ROCK IN THE STEEF ROCK OPEN PIT

Figure 5: Steep Rock Open-pit (Atikokan History, 2002)
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Figure 6: One of the first cars of iron ore being loaded at Steep Rock Iron Mines, 1945
(Atikokan History, 2002)

The Mining Years

As the mining industry flourished, Atikokan experienced substantial development and rapid
population growth (Cowan & Duncan, 1957; Deller & Schreiber, 2012; Cranstone, 2002). The
promise of employment and economic opportunities drew many newcomers, transforming the
town from a small, close-knit community to a bustling, diverse population (Wightman &
Wightman, 1997; Michels, 1981; Bartsch, 1983). "The influx of new workers and their families
changed the dynamic of our town almost overnight," noted a long-time resident (Participant 021,
April 2023). Most residents were transient, reflecting the ephemeral nature typical of mining
towns with a constant cycle of workers arriving, staying briefly, and then moving on (High,
2018; Southcott, 2016). By the 1970s, Atikokan boasted the highest per capita income and birth
rate in Canada (Sivakumaran, 2024). The population peaked at about 7,600, leading to expanded
local infrastructure, including new housing, schools, and other essential services (Michel, 1981;
Bartsch, 1983). "We saw a need to build quickly to accommodate the growing population, which

brought its own set of challenges," remarked a member of the town council (Participant 022,

124



April 2023). These changes necessitated adaptations in community planning and policies to
maintain cohesion and manage growth effectively (Jewel, 1983; Bartsch, 1983). As one
community leader put it, "Adapting to this new reality was crucial for us to maintain cohesion
and continue to grow as a community" (Participant 023, April 2023). These changes significantly

altered Atikokan's physical, cultural, and social landscape (figure 7).
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Figure 7: Steep Rock Echo, "Before & After" Photos, September 1959 (Atikokan History, 2002)
This dynamic period required robust leadership to steer the town through its growth and
transformation. Central to this leadership were key figures such as M.S. 'Pop' Fotheringham,
president of SRIM, and his successors, Neil Edmonstone and S.G. (Syd) Hancock (Michels,
1981). These leaders were deeply committed to the town’s future and the potential of its mines,
believing strongly in nurturing the town’s self-sufficiency (Paulson, 1993). Echoing this
sentiment, Cliff McIntosh, President of Quetico Centre, summarized Fotheringham’s approach:
"He believed that for Atikokan to thrive, its residents must lead community development, with
the mine playing a supportive, not a controlling role" (Michels, 1981). Reflecting on this

philosophy, a former town administrator remarked, “Pop’s vision was instrumental in fostering a
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sense of agency among residents, helping them feel they could shape their future” (Participant
024, April 2023). Fotheringham was known for advocating the 'seed money approach,' where
SRIM provided initial funding for community projects without covering the full costs,
encouraging self-responsibility and the continuation of local traditions. Another community
leader noted, “This approach not only built infrastructure but also built resilience and a proactive
community spirit” (Participant 025, April 2023). These leaders envisioned a future where, post-
mining, the town’s leadership would successfully shift to a new economic base (Hancock, 1982).
While no alternative economic strategies were initially evident, the groundwork for discussing
future possibilities had already been set, creating a proactive atmosphere for eventual economic
transition.

Building on their foundational leadership, the executives at SRIM placed a high emphasis
on community involvement, expecting their senior staff to actively enhance town life (Paulson,
1993). This commitment ensured that the mine's operations and its employees became woven
into Atikokan's social fabric, enriching the community without dominating it. One of the key
initiatives by SRIM was to advocate for the inclusion of the Steep Rock range and their mining
operations within the municipal boundaries (Michels, 1981). This strategic move was
instrumental in transitioning Atikokan from an improvement district to an established town
government, a change that improved local governance and facilitated the integration of
subsequent developments, such as those undertaken by Caland Mines, into the town’s
jurisdiction. This proactive approach fostered a strong sense of self-sufficiency and autonomy
within the community, showcasing Atikokan’s enduring commitment to self-governance, facing
its challenges head-on, and maintaining accountability in decision-making. A community leader

shared, "Our approach to self-governance has always been about facing challenges with our own
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hands, which has made us resilient and deeply independent" (Participant 029, April 2023). Such
a culture of self-reliance has deeply influenced Atikokan’s identity and resilience, underpinning
the town’s capacity to manage its affairs independently (Paulson, 1993).

During its peak mining years, Atikokan distinguished itself through exemplary financial
management. Rather than depending solely on local taxes, the town benefited from special grants
provided by the provincial government. These grants were sourced from taxes collected from
productive mines throughout Ontario (Michels, 1981). This funding strategy enabled Atikokan to
enjoy consistent and substantial financial support from the province without direct dependency
on revenues from its own mining operations. Adopting a conservative financial approach, the
Town Council implemented a pay-as-you-go policy, which curtailed the need for accruing long-
term debt and ensured that any loans were promptly repaid. This fiscal prudence became
particularly beneficial in the early 1970s when Atikokan transitioned from relying on provincial
grants to boosting its own revenues through direct municipal taxation. Remarkably, this shift
allowed the town to double its revenue within a single year, enabling strategic reserves to be set
aside for future needs (Michels, 1981). The foresight and financial strategies of the 1960s
ensured stability during prosperous times and bolstered Atikokan’s resilience, preparing it to
effectively manage future economic challenges.

While the mining sector significantly boosted employment and the local economy in
Atikokan, it also fostered a high dependency on this volatile industry. Such reliance exposed the
town to global commodity price fluctuations and technological shifts in mining—factors that
have destabilized other single-industry towns (High & Lewis, 2007; High, 2018). The rapid pace
of development spurred by mining activities also raised pressing environmental concerns

regarding the sustainability and long-term health of the local ecosystem. Despite these
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challenges, Atikokan demonstrated a remarkable capacity to adapt. As described by one
interviewee, “We've seen the ups and downs that come with depending on one industry. It's
tough, but our town has always found a way to get through it by looking out for each other and
exploring new opportunities” (Participant 034, March 2022). Another local leader noted, "The
resilience of our community is evident in how we manage to reinvent ourselves whenever the
market shifts" (Participant 033, April 2023). The community worked diligently to strike a
balance between economic gains and environmental stewardship, continuously seeking ways to
ensure the well-being of its residents. This endeavor involved not only mitigating the immediate
impacts of mining but also planning for sustainable future growth. However, the landscape of the
mining industry began to change with the advent of taconite, a new ore processing technology.
Though both mining companies initially planned for long-term development of up to 100 years,
taconite made the extraction of Atikokan’s local red hematite ore less economical, altering the
economic calculus that had supported the town’s mining operations (Ross, 2012; Michels, 1981;
Sunset Country, n.d). This technological shift underscored the fragility of relying too heavily on
a single resource and prompted further diversification efforts in Atikokan’s economy, steering
the community towards new industries and opportunities that could provide a more stable
economic foundation.

As the 1970s dawned and with the recognition of potential economic instability on the
horizon, local leaders in Atikokan initiated strategic planning and extensive community
consultations to mitigate the risk of an economic downturn linked to mining. These efforts aimed
to decrease reliance on the mining sector and foster a more diversified and resilient local
economy (Bartsch, 1983; Michels, 1981). This proactive approach was soon put to the test as

signs of the mines' potential closures emerged in the early 1970s. Reflecting on this period, one
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resident noted, "Right after we received the notice from SRIM, we realized our future couldn't
solely depend on mining. It was a tough lesson, but it also pushed us to think ahead and prepare
for any changes" (Participant 032, March 2022). In response, the community began engaging
more actively with different economic sectors, exploring opportunities for growth in areas such
as technology startups, tourism, and small-scale manufacturing. Another community leader
added, “We started engaging more with different sectors, looking for opportunities and even
startups” (Participant 035, April 2023). This period of transition challenged the community to
diversify quickly and effectively. A resident remarked, “The impending closure of the mines
accelerated our efforts in strategic planning. We had to envision a new future for Atikokan that
wasn’t tied to the boom and bust of mining. We have learnt our lesson” (Participant 036, April
2023).
Pre-Closure Efforts

Atikokan is a town that wants to stay alive and thrive. The residents of Atikokan like

living there and they want to continue to live there. They are willing to work hard to keep
the town going (Atikokan & Quetico Centre, 1974).

In 1972, amidst a period of economic prosperity, SRIM & Caland announced its plans to cease
operations by 1976. Despite this closure announcement, Caland extended its operations beyond
the intended date to maximize ore extraction, which included expanding stripping operations to
access more ore reserves (Thunder Bay Museum Archives, n.d.). This advance notice and
subsequent four-year extension provided a buffer for Atikokan, allowing the town to continue
benefiting economically from the mines while also granting time to explore alternative economic
avenues and mobilize resources for the future. However, the respite was short-lived as Steep
Rock Iron Mines shut down in 1979, followed by Caland Mines in 1980 (figure 9, 10 & 11).

These closures marked a turning point for Atikokan, signaling the beginning of a transition away
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from a mining-dependent economy (Michels, 1981; Bartsch, 1983). The impact was profound;
workers who had once been assured of 'ore for 100 years!' during the optimistic 1940s felt deeply
betrayed by the abrupt end to mining activities. "The closure was a massive shock, not just
economically but emotionally for everyone involved," recounted a former miner (Participant
038, April 2023). Following these events, 1,800 jobs were lost, the town’s population plummeted
to about 5,000 within 18 months (figure 8). This decline continued, leading to a 50% reduction in
population, and by 2021, Atikokan’s population had dwindled to 1,929 residents (Statistics
Canada, 2021; Sivakumaran, 2024). "It was a challenging time, but it forced us to rethink and

reshape our future," added another community member (Participant 039, April 2023).
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Figure 8: Atikokan Population Trend, 1991 - 2021 (Author, 2022)
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A broom mounted in the final
foad af ore has traditiomally marked
the cloving of @ mine. It signifies a
clean sweep - a particularly apr
analogy contidering how Caland’s
shuidown was managed. In the
background (Tefi) iv the ore
improvement plant. Pictured in
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Jimal shifts. (Fiarsing lofi, back row)
Maurice DeVulder, Jake Splawski,
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Bill Polmick, Richard Zillman;
(fromt row) Tom Adamerwics,
Ernie 51. Pierre, Barry Hummal,
Moges Sheppard. and Ed
Fredrickson.

Ed Fredrickson (right) and Ermie
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Inland Steel smelters near Chicago.
Co-operation marked rhe fimal dayy
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foward an ¢xcrllens shutdown in
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derails slipped bereeen the cracks
of reaponsibilicy,

Figure 10: Workers dumping last load for transport (Bartsch, 1983)
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In response to the announced closure of Caland Ore in 1972, the Atikokan Town Council
took a proactive measure to mitigate potential economic impact and established the Atikokan
Industrial Development Committee (AID) in February 1973 to guide the town through its
economic transition, following initiatives by Councillor Murray Goodwin and Reeve Hancock.
Tasked with advising on industrial development policies, AID aimed to encourage the growth of
secondary industries, revitalize the community’s economic base, and shield it from the
vulnerabilities of being a single-industry town (Michel, 1981; Bartsch, 1983). In parallel to
setting up the AID, the Council launched several development projects, including a sewage
treatment plant, a new hospital, senior citizen housing, a road link to Ignace, and various
recreational facilities aimed at enhancing community resilience. The AID Committee became a
focal point for community efforts, pooling knowledge and strategizing on industrial
development. They actively consulted with government officials about the mine closures and
engaged with Ontario Hydro to discuss relocating a new electric generating station to Atikokan.
This engagement led to a favorable Kates, Peats, Marwick and Company (KPM) cost/benefit
study in October 1973, the establishment of the Ministry of Northern Affairs in February 1977,
and garnered strong community support through well-attended public meetings (AIDC, 1978).
AID’s efforts notably attracted significant projects such as the Pluswood particleboard plant, the
new hospital, and the Ministry of Natural Resources Building, and influenced the decision to
locate the Hydro Plant in Atikokan (AEDC, 1999; AIDC, 1978). Despite the initial industrial
focus, AID continued to ensure a diversified and stable economic future for Atikokan (McKay,
1982; Michels, 1981).

The Pluswood manufacturing plant, later renamed Proboard and then Fibratech, began

operations in 1975, producing particle board and significantly diversifying the local economy,
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leading to a minor economic boom (figure 12) (Michels, 1981; Visit Atikokan, 2024). During
this period of transition, from 1975 to 1978, the workforce began to adapt to the gradual decline
of the mining industry. Many workers seized opportunities in burgeoning or expanding
operations beyond Atikokan, while others found new possibilities locally, particularly at the
Pluswood plant, taking on part-time roles that often developed into full-time employment
(AEDC, 1999). This shift marked a broader trend of workforce diversification in anticipation of
the mine closures (Michels, 1981). The opening of a new hospital on February 1 of the following
year further strengthened Atikokan’s infrastructure, enhancing the town’s appeal as a stable
place to live and work. By the early 2010s, the then-shuttered plant was repurposed by US-
owned Rentech Fuels to manufacture wood pellets, indicating ongoing attempts to rejuvenate the

industrial base (Visit Atikokan, 2024).

Figure 11: Stationary crane at Pluswood of Canada in Industrial Park in the west end of

Atikokan, 1975 (Atikokan History, 2002)
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Post-closure efforts

The closure of the Fibratech plant in 2007, resulting in the loss of about 140 jobs, underscored
the vulnerabilities of secondary industries in small, remote communities to market fluctuations,
resource accessibility, and transportation costs (Dunick, 2011; CKDR 2007). The experience
highlighted the necessity for supportive policies, adequate infrastructure, and stable markets to
ensure the sustainability of new industries. In the wake of this setback, Atikokan took proactive
measures to reassess and revitalize its economic landscape. In 2010, the Edward Hoshizaki
Development Consulting firm conducted a comprehensive 'Atikokan retail and service sector
community gap analysis.' This report was pivotal, as it identified gaps in the local market and
outlined opportunities for economic development. The insights and recommendations from this
analysis were instrumental in shaping Atikokan's economic policies and strategies. It guided the
town in better aligning its resources with the needs of its community and seizing potential market
opportunities. Subsequent initiatives, influenced by the gap analysis, focused on enhancing local
retail and service sectors, and investing in infrastructure projects that would support a diversified
economic base.

The opening of Resolute Forest Products' mill in 2014, now managed by Paper
Excellence, initially created 112 direct jobs, while Rentech's wood pellet mill, operational until
its closure in 2017, added another 40 jobs (Clutchey, 2022). Additionally, the town’s hospital is a
significant employer, providing over 100 jobs. Despite the ongoing challenges of economic
diversification and industrial closures, Atikokan has maintained a resilient job market. This
resilience is largely attributed to the proactive efforts of local government and the support of
political representatives who have been instrumental in driving economic development forward.

The re-election of Bill Mauro in 2014 was particularly significant, reinforcing a political
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commitment to policies that focus on economic diversification and robust community support
(Global News, 2014).

After receiving approval in 1977, Ontario Hydro began the groundwork for a coal-fired
generating station at Atikokan, designed to utilize low sulfur lignite coal from Saskatchewan.
The construction of the 230 MW facility was completed in the early 1980s, and the station began
operations in November 1985, primarily using lignite coal transported by rail from
Saskatchewan, with natural gas as the ignition fuel. This facility played a role in addressing the
electricity needs of Northwestern Ontario, integrating Atikokan into the regional energy

framework (figure 13).

Figure 12: Location map of the Atikokan Generating Station (Author, 2024)
In response to growing environmental and health concerns, the province of Ontario
committed in 2003 to phasing out coal-fired electricity by 2014. By 2014, all coal-fired power

plants in the province, including the Thunder Bay Generating Station, had ceased using coal.
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This transition was celebrated as one of the largest single climate change initiatives in North
America, drastically reducing greenhouse gas emissions (AEDC, 2024). The coal phase-out
posed a substantial risk to Atikokan, given the town's significant reliance on the Atikokan
Generating Station (AGS) for economic stability. AGS, serving as a fulcrum in the local
economy, employed about 90 individuals and indirectly supported around 200 local businesses
through household spending (Rinne, 2021). Local leaders were acutely aware of the
consequences a potential shutdown of AGS could have, with projections suggesting an annual
decline of CAD 5.3 million ($3.2 million) in local spending, which would ripple across the
town's economy. In a proactive move to mitigate these potential economic shocks, the provincial
government allocated CAD 4 million ($3.5 million) in 2006 to research and develop cleaner
electricity generation options in northern Ontario. This strategic investment led to the
establishment of the Atikokan Bio-Energy Research Centre, operational from 2007 to 2010,
which played a pivotal role in fostering interest in alternative fuels and sustainable energy
solutions. By 2008, efforts to convert the AGS to utilize 100% biomass were underway, with
trials using pellets sourced from local vendors, including those from Atikokan. This transition
not only supported the local forest products sector but also increased community backing due to
the town's forestry ties. After a two-year conversion process, AGS reopened in 2014 as North
America's largest 100% biomass-burning power plant, significantly reducing its environmental
impact and positioning Atikokan as a leader in renewable energy (World Resources Institute,
2021).

In parallel to shifting towards a forest-industry-based economy following the closure of
the Steep-Rock Mine, Atikokan also embraced tourism as a key strategy for economic

diversification. Declared the ‘Canoeing Capital of Canada’ in 1982, the town has long attracted
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visitors, a trend documented since the early 19th century (Jasen, 1995). Located near Quetico
Provincial Park, this picturesque town leverages its environmental assets and rich historical ties
to canoeing. The town's history includes its role in the original fur trade routes linking Montreal
to Western Canada and its early gold mining industry, where canoes were indispensable from
1890 to 1920. Today, Atikokan continues to honor this heritage and the natural beauty of
Northwestern Ontario. It has developed a thriving tourism sector, hosting events like the
Atikokan Bass Classic fishing tournament, which draws visitors from far and wide, enhancing
local businesses through increased bookings in accommodations, dining, and retail. These events
bolster Atikokan's reputation as a prime destination for outdoor sports and nature activities.
Besides fishing, the town promotes various outdoor activities, including hiking and wildlife
viewing. Further cementing its connection to canoeing, Souris River Canoes, one of Canada’s
leading canoe manufacturers, relocated here in the early 1990s, producing hundreds of canoes
each year. The town's proximity to Quetico Provincial Park provides exceptional opportunities
for eco-tourism (Madau, 1982). The best way to experience the park’s expansive landscape is by
canoe, aligning with Atikokan's identity as the ‘Canoeing Capital of Canada.” This focus on
ecotourism not only helps diversify the local economy but also emphasizes the importance of
environmental conservation and sustainable tourism (North Shore Bureau, 2020).

Embracing these practices has rejuvenated Atikokan’s economic base and community
spirit (Ubriaco, 2002). The steady influx of tourists sustains local businesses, supports the
economy, and bolsters the town’s connection to the wilderness. As Mayor Brown stated,
Atikokan is a ‘safe, healthy community with a diverse economy, strong wilderness ties, and a

creative spirit.” Leveraging its natural and cultural resources, Atikokan excels as a leading
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destination for outdoor enthusiasts and serves as a benchmark for sustainable tourism in
Northwestern Ontario (Ubriaco, 2002).

In recent years, Atikokan has actively pursued strategies to increase its population and
address labor shortages. A significant strategy is its participation in the Rural and Northern
Immigration Pilot (RNIP), a community-driven program aimed at attracting skilled foreign
workers to smaller communities, offering them a pathway to permanent residence (Go to
Thunder, n.d.). As part of the Thunder Bay and Area RNIP, Atikokan benefits by addressing
local labor shortages through the integration of skilled workers. This program enables eligible
Atikokan employers to extend full-time, permanent job offers to skilled foreign workers,
effectively filling essential roles and contributing to the community’s growth. According to
Garry McKinnon, Executive Director of the Atikokan Economic Development Corporation, the
town has seen a noticeable population increase over the last three years.

Atikokan is revitalizing its historical ties to mining with an innovative energy storage
project, transforming abandoned iron ore mines into a massive 1,200 to 1,300-megawatt battery
system. This energy project, in collaboration with First Nations partners, engineering firms, and
financial institutions, is estimated to cost up to $2 billion. Additionally, Canadian Malartic has
discovered 14 million ounces of gold at the Hammond Reef site and has invested approximately
$250 million in the venture, with expectations of profitability when gold prices rebound. Beyond
new industries, Atikokan's story is one of resilience and community loyalty. Mayor Brown and
Garry McKinnon, Executive Director of the Atikokan Economic Development Corporation,
highlight the town's creative and risk-taking spirit. Before being converted to burn wood pellets,
a local facility, previously a particleboard mill, was saved from demolition by municipal efforts

and later repurposed by Rentech, creating up to 70 jobs. On the infrastructure front, Mayor

138



Brown's current priorities include significant upgrades to the local arena and swimming pool,
built in the early 1970s. The town has raised $5.5 million for these projects, awaiting an
additional $1 million from FedNor. Remarkably, Atikokan residents themselves have contributed
nearly $600,000, a testament to the community's exceptional commitment and spirit, as
emphasized by McKinnon: 'Raising $600,000 from a community of 2,800 people is
unimaginable! (Sivakumaran, 2024).

The town's response to the mine closures was strategically shaped by Reeve Jack Pierce
and his councilors, who effectively communicated Atikokan's potential to key provincial
government figures. They conveyed two critical points: Atikokan could not only recover from
the mine closures but could also serve as a blueprint for other single-industry towns facing
similar economic challenges. Rather than seeking direct handouts, the council aimed to secure
recognition, respect, and support for Atikokan's future potential. This approach cultivated
goodwill and readiness among influential individuals to assist when necessary—whether in
overcoming barriers, providing support, or facilitating financial aid. The council promoted
Atikokan’s potential with relentless hope and optimism, maintaining diplomatic engagement
with government processes and avoiding confrontational politics. They understood that
government officials were ready to help, provided they were given clear, promising, and likely
successful solutions. This diplomatic and proactive approach played a crucial role in securing the
establishment of the Pluswood Plant, preserving the Hydro Plant project in Atikokan, and mine
clean-up (Stimpson, 2023).

In their quest for government support, Atikokan leaders argued that the decline of single-
resource-based communities was a recurring issue that would persist without innovative changes.

Reeve Pierce emphasized the success in building mutual respect with provincial politicians,
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which ensured Atikokan easy access and favorable hearings. The council consistently presented
the town not just as another case but as an opportunity to test new strategies. They proposed that
Atikokan be used as a model for experimentation in economic recovery. The rationale was
straightforward: if the experimental approaches failed, the result would be no worse than past
failures or continued inaction. However, if successful, these strategies could serve as valuable
lessons for similar communities facing economic challenges. This proactive and innovative
approach prompted the adoption of various unprecedented strategies by government officials and
other stakeholders in response to Atikokan's unique situation.

Atikokan continues to evolve, with significant developments including the expansion of
its modern hospital (The Chronicle Journal, 2017; Fleury, 2023; Thompson, 2015; Ontario
Ministry of Health, 2015). This upgrade responds to the needs of its aging population,
prioritizing healthcare to ensure community well-being and make the town more attractive to
residents and potential newcomers. These enhancements in healthcare facilities contribute to
Atikokan’s long-term demographic stability and its appeal as a place to live and work.
Additionally, building on its reputation as a hub for outdoor recreation, Atikokan is expanding its
tourism offerings. The town has invested in upgrading its infrastructure to improve the
experience and safety of outdoor activities, such as enhancing hiking trails, adding informative
signage, and improving accessibility to natural areas. These improvements not only enhance
visitor enjoyment and safety but also help preserve the natural environments they highlight.
Atikokan has enriched its event calendar to include cultural and historical celebrations that
showcase the town’s rich heritage and the diversity of its community. These events, including art
exhibitions, historical tours, and cultural festivals, cater to tourists seeking cultural experiences,

thereby broadening the scope of tourism beyond just outdoor sports and recreation. Furthermore,
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Atikokan has intensified its marketing efforts to reach a wider audience. Collaborations with
travel bloggers, targeted social media campaigns, and partnerships with regional tourism boards
are key strategies employed to enhance its visibility on national and international tourism
platforms. These initiatives ensure that information about Atikokan’s varied attractions reaches
potential visitors globally, fostering a sustained increase in tourism.

Lessons for Similar Communities

Atikokan's experience with economic transition offers lessons for other single-industry towns
facing similar challenges. This section outlines strategies from Atikokan’s approach to manage
change and sustain community vitality following industry closures.

One of the key aspects of Atikokan's successful transition is the early warning it received
about the mine closure, which provided ample time for planning and implementation of
alternative economic strategies. This strategic pivot from a mining-centric economy to sectors
like tourism and renewable energy highlights the importance of economic diversification. High
and Lewis (2007) describe diversification not just as a survival tactic, but as a proactive measure
for economic resilience, a sentiment echoed by Pike, Dawley, and Tomaney (2010) who discuss
the adaptability of regions to economic changes. Communities with similar vulnerabilities might
consider Atikokan’s approach of identifying and developing alternative industries early,
supported by Bosworth and Atterton (2012) who examine the mitigative effects of diversification
in rural mining areas. This strategy reduces dependence on a single sector and, according to High
(2018), can alleviate economic shocks, promoting a more stable environment before crises arise,
an idea supported by Hassink (2010) in his exploration of regional resilience.

Equally important has been the proactive engagement of the Atikokan community in

these strategic shifts. The involvement of Atikokan residents in the transition process has
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bolstered the town's resilience. High and Lewis (2007) note the significance of community
engagement in generating a range of ideas and building consensus, which ensures that residents
feel genuinely invested in new initiatives. Ross (2012) supports this, pointing out that inclusive
decision-making processes lead to sustained community support and success. Additionally,
Joseph & Krishnaswamy (2010) highlight the crucial role of community engagement in
facilitating successful economic transitions, showing that collective efforts often lead to more
sustainable outcomes than individual ones. Other towns could benefit from adopting Atikokan's
method of transparent communication and engaging community members in decision-making,
thereby improving the effectiveness and reception of economic transformations. Johnson et al.
(2020) also emphasize that the granularity of the transition process, involving community
members at various stages, is key to overcoming resistance and enhancing local capacity for
adaptation.

Building on this foundation of community engagement, Atikokan's leaders also
demonstrated foresight by anticipating and proactively addressing potential challenges. They
formed committees and secured funding for new projects before the full effects of the mine
closures were realized. Such strategic planning and adaptability are underscored in the literature
as vital for community resilience. Johnson et al. (2020) discusses how specific adaptation
elements, such as strategic planning and securing funding, often involve community-wide efforts
and are crucial for successful transitions in the face of industry closures. Other communities
should similarly utilize both local and external expertise to prepare for potential economic shifts,
adopting strategies that enhance flexibility and preparedness.

In addition, Atikokan effectively utilized its natural beauty and historical significance to pivot

towards a tourism-based economy. This approach aligns with the findings of Yu et al. (2016),
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who emphasize the importance of leveraging local assets for economic diversification. Haggerty
et al. (2018) further illustrate how industry closures can be leveraged as opportunities for
innovation and entrepreneurship, leading to new industries such as tourism. Additionally, Veiga
et al. (2001) discuss how communities can use environmental improvements as a catalyst for
developing sustainable tourism, which fosters local development. By leveraging these intrinsic
assets, towns can cultivate new industries that not only stimulate economic growth but also
strengthen community identity and cohesion.

Moreover, the effectiveness of these was supported by favorable policies and significant
infrastructure investments, which facilitated the emergence of new industries and aided
economic diversification. This approach aligns with Nelson et al. (2010), who emphasize the
importance of supportive government policies and infrastructure in boosting economic resilience.
Policymakers in similar communities should ensure that supportive frameworks are established,
which include investing in essential physical and digital infrastructure, adapting zoning laws to
new industry needs, and crafting economic incentives that promote investment and business
development.

However, not all efforts in Atikokan were successful; some projects failed to meet
expectations. This observation aligns with Geels (2006), who notes that innovation and transition
processes often require trial and error, with learning from these experiences being vital.
Communities should implement robust feedback mechanisms to monitor the results of economic
development initiatives. By evaluating both successes and failures, communities can fine-tune
their strategies over time, thereby enhancing their ability to manage transitions effectively. This
iterative approach promotes a culture of continuous improvement and resilience, essential for

sustained success.
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Finally, Atikokan's experience underscores the importance of community spirit and
collective resilience. The role of social capital in enhancing community resilience is well
recognized, as evidenced by Southcott (2006). Other towns should strive to foster a sense of
pride and optimism among their residents. Initiatives that unite the community, celebrate local
achievements, and strengthen communal identity can bolster the community’s capacity to
withstand and surmount challenges. This not only supports economic recovery but also improves
the overall well-being of the community, making it more cohesive and resilient against future
adversities.

Future Research

The study of Atikokan’s economic transition lays a foundation for future research aimed at
deepening our understanding of how communities, particularly those in single-industry towns
reliant on resource exploitation, respond to economic shifts. Future studies could benefit from a
comparative analysis of towns affected by closures in various industries, potentially using
longitudinal or mixed-methods approaches to capture dynamic changes over time. This can be
further enhanced by incorporating international case studies to enrich our understanding by
offering a global perspective on adaptive strategies and outcomes, potentially identifying
universally applicable successful initiatives and policies, as well as those that are context-
specific. Further exploration could also examine the specific impacts of emerging industries like
renewable energy or tourism on economic stability and community development in towns
previously dependent on single resource-based industries. This sector-specific analysis would
help identify which industries provide the most sustainable and beneficial outcomes for post-

industrial towns.
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Conclusion

Atikokan's journey through economic transitions offers a unique lens into the resilience and
adaptability required to navigate industry changes. The town's strategic responses to the closure
of its mining operations — encompassing both pre-closure foresight and post-closure innovation
— have been vital in not only preserving but enhancing its economic landscape. This study has
been further enriched by incorporating the lived experiences of its residents, providing a better
understanding of the community's path toward sustainability. The investigations into these lived
experiences have revealed how the community perceives and interacts with the economic
strategies implemented by local leadership. By examining whether Atikokan is moving towards
true economic sustainability or if it is still vulnerable, this research provides insights into the
effectiveness of the town's diversification efforts. The findings underscore the realities of
transitioning economies, from the initial shock of industry closure to the gradual acceptance and
adaptation to new economic foundations.

Atikokan's experience highlights the importance of early and ongoing community involvement,
the need for strong and visionary local leadership, and the benefits of strategically leveraging
both natural and cultural resources for economic diversification. As other communities look to
Atikokan's story, they can draw practical approaches from its successes and setbacks. Atikokan
demonstrates that with a concerted effort and cohesive strategy, communities can reinvent their
economic landscapes to be more resilient and sustainable. The town’s story is a testament to its
own enduring spirit and a blueprint for other towns aiming to navigate the dynamics of socio and

economic sustainability.
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Chapter 5: Two Tales of Transformation: A Comparative Study of the Towns of Atikokan

and Oloibiri*

Introduction

In the global tapestry of industrial and economic narratives, certain towns emerge as symbols of
burgeoning prosperity due to the bounty of natural resources beneath their soil (Lawrie et al.,
2011). However, over time as the chronicles of many such towns reveal, a subset of these
archetypal towns face the inherent challenges that come with the depletion of resources
(Beaulieu, 2013; Halseth, 2005; Hayter, 2017). The stories of the towns of Atikokan in Canada
and Oloibiri in Nigeria, although set against disparate cultural and geographical backdrops, share
similar trajectories of rapid growth and subsequent challenges after the depletion of their
defining resources.

In the Niger Delta of Nigeria, the Town of Oloibiri transformed from a quiet agricultural
community to a bustling oil hub with the discovery of oil in 1956 by Shell D'Arcy, heralding an
era of potential prosperity as Nigeria approached independence (Nwajiaku-Dahou, 2012).
Parallelly, in Northwestern Ontario, the Town of Atikokan, located within the traditional
territory of the Anishinaabe people, transitioned from a divisional point on the Canadian
National Railway (CNR) to an industrial center following the discovery of iron ore deposits in

1937, leading to the establishment of Steep Rock Iron Mines (SRIM) (Michels, 1981).

The flourishing industries brought economic growth and attracted a diverse population,
yet they also introduced vulnerabilities—namely, susceptibility to global market fluctuations and

resource depletion. The closure of Oloibiri's first oil well in 1978 and the downturn in Atikokan's

* Submitted to Community, Work & Family Journal.
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iron ore production during the 1970s highlighted the ephemeral nature of such prosperity. These
events did more than trigger economic downturns; they disrupted the social and ecological
balance, posing significant challenges to the communities. Oloibiri grappled with ecological
damage from oil extraction, and Atikokan faced the environmental toll of mining. Both towns
embarked on challenging paths toward post-industrial reinvention. As John Loxley notes,
addressing the multifaceted issues in resource-dependent communities requires understanding
both local contexts and international forces (Loxley, 2010). This study explores the parallel
transformations of Atikokan and Oloibiri, illustrating the global pattern of resource dependency,
which cycles between economic booms and declines, contributing insights into sustainable

transitions post-resource extraction.

Methodology

Building on John Loxley's framework, this research adopts a mixed-methods approach that
combines quantitative and qualitative techniques to explore the socio-economic transitions in the
towns of Oloibiri, Nigeria, and Atikokan, Canada, in line with Schneider's (2007)
recommendations. The quantitative data provided a broad overview, while the qualitative
insights - particularly from interviews, captured the lived experiences of residents as employed

by Berg (2004).

This study was conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic, which significantly
influenced the methodology and execution of the research. The challenges posed by the
pandemic required adjustments in data collection methods and heightened attention to ethical
considerations, particularly regarding the safety of the researcher and the participants. In both
towns, primary data were collected through interviews and direct observations, offering firsthand

insights into the current states of the communities. Due to the constraints imposed by the
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pandemic, interviews were conducted using zoom video conferencing when face-to-face
interactions were not feasible. These interviews were conducted in English and in Oloibiri, also
in pidgin to ensure inclusivity and depth in participants responses, using a semi-structured format
recommended by Berg (2004) and varied between 35 to 60 minutes. The data were coded and
transcribed using ATLAS.ti software to identify themes and patterns in the qualitative data. The
demographic breakdown of participants in each town was designed to capture a diverse set of
perspectives, ensuring that the research encompassed views from different age groups,

occupational backgrounds, and socio-economic statuses.

For Oloibiri, secondary data included an extensive review of materials such as
government reports, books, articles, documentaries, academic journals, and newspapers
(primarily THISDAY - a leading national publication renowned for its coverage of the Niger
Delta issue). This review also focused on materials from Shell and Amnesty International to
reflect on the town's long history with oil extraction and its impacts. Due to the unavailability of
specific census data for the town, the study relied on descriptions and estimated figures provided
by interview participants to depict Oloibiri’s population. This approach helped compensate for
the lack of comprehensive census information, providing a realistic depiction of demographic
trends. In Atikokan, secondary data comprising Statistics Canada, government reports, local and
regional archives, including the Lakehead University Library Archive, Atikokan Library and
Museum resources, Archives of Ontario and other scholarly materials, were reviewed and

analyzed to understand the historical and economic transition phases of the town.

The study employed a combination of purposive and snowball sampling techniques in
both locations to ensure a representative and diverse participant pool as discussed by Neuman &

Robson (2014). However, this method introduces potential biases: purposive sampling may not
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completely represent the broader population due to the subjective selection of participants, while
snowball sampling can perpetuate these biases by potentially limiting the pool to similar or
interconnected individuals. Acknowledging this limitation, efforts were made to reach a varied
sample by initiating contacts from multiple and diverse nodes within the community, thereby

reducing the potential for homogeneity and bias in the responses gathered.

Ethical protocols were uniformly observed across both study locations. Participants were
informed about the study’s purpose, their rights, and the confidentiality of their responses.
Informed consent was obtained, and personal identifiers were removed during data analysis to
ensure privacy and ethical compliance. All data collected from both towns were securely stored

on the researcher’s computer.

In my study of Atikokan and Oloibiri, I acknowledge that the findings may not fully
represent all single-industry towns. The reliance on self-reported data introduces potential biases,
which I have tried to mitigate with rigorous methodology and varied data sources. The COVID-
19 pandemic required significant methodological adjustments. With many archives closed or
restricted, I relied more on digital resources to continue my research. I also adapted to social
distancing requirements by shifting from face-to-face interviews to virtual platforms like
telephone calls and Zoom, maintaining continuity and participant safety. These necessary
adjustments may have affected the depth and nuances of the data collected, as digital
communication cannot completely replicate in-person interactions. Despite these limitations, the
study makes valuable contributions to our understanding of community adaptation in scenarios

of resource transition.

Building upon the established research design, the analytical framework of this

comparative study is grounded in theories of economic resilience, sustainable development, and
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community adaptation. The analysis is structured around key thematic areas: economic decline
and recovery, social and community health, and demographic shifts. This structure enables a
better comparison between Atikokan and Oloibiri, aiming to examine the complex layers of each
town’s narrative. By examining the interplay between their unique challenges and the adaptive
strategies they have implemented, the study seeks to provide insights into how each community
responds to adversities. Drawing on the models of Simmie and Martin (2010), which focus on
economic resilience and adaptation, this framework provides a lens for identifying and
understanding the dynamics of resilience in Atikokan and Oloibiri. The application of this
theoretical approach reveals significant insights into the forces shaping each town’s ability to

withstand and recover from social, economic and environmental shocks.

Initial findings align with the socio-economic response patterns documented by Davidson
(2006) in post-boomtown scenarios, suggesting that despite their geographical and cultural
differences, Atikokan and Oloibiri, share common trajectories in the aftermath of resource
depletion. This comparative analysis echoes Nelson et al. (2013) findings on the influence of
location and culture on recovery strategies and also enhances understanding of how these
communities' strategies align with or diverge from established theories of economic development
and recovery post-extraction. Amidst this exploration of community resilience, the significance
of innovation and policy in shaping sustainable pathways cannot be overstated. The role of
innovation and policy in fostering sustainable development, as discussed by Beaulieu (2013) and
Dale et al (2010), is particularly relevant in examining how both towns have addressed the
sustainability of their responses and the extent to which these approaches mitigate long-term
social and environmental impacts. This comparison allows for a deeper exploration into

environmental legacies and community health, areas where Pepper et al (2014) have highlighted
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the need for more thorough research. Furthermore, the critical influence of governance in
facilitating economic and social recovery, a significant aspect of Paton et al (2014) and Falk and

Lobao (2003)’s work, emerges as a crucial variable in shaping their divergent paths post-crisis.

The following sections will detail the thematic analysis, integrating the scholarly
perspectives mentioned with the findings from our study. This will underscore the responses of
Atikokan and Oloibiri to their economic downturns, presenting a comprehensive view of the
convergent and divergent paths these communities have navigated in the wake of their resource
declines. As we reflect on the insights gleaned from this comparative analysis, it is critical to
recognize the methodological integrity and ethical diligence that underpinned this research. With
the findings poised to contribute to the understanding of post-extraction community adaptation,

we must also acknowledge the parameters within which this study was conducted.

Social Disintegration and Community Health

The shuttering of Atikokan's iron mines and the quieting of Oloibiri's oil fields extended beyond
economic loss, permeating the social fabric and community health of these once-bustling towns.
Southcott (2006), for example, has documented similar patterns in resource-dependent
communities in the north and these findings resonate with the towns of Atikokan and Oloibiri
experiences. The closures not only led to a spike in unemployment but also triggered a cascade
of social challenges that compounded the communities' suffering. In Atikokan, the sudden loss of
the mines' unifying presence was felt across generations. As one school counselor noted: "We've
seen a spike in absenteeism and behavioral issues. Anxiety among students is palpable; they're
internalizing the stress at home" (Personal Communication, April 2023). These observations are
supported by the study of Harper & Jones (2011), Mistry et al (2002) and Harper et al (2011),

indicating that economic decline can significantly affect children's emotional and educational
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well-being. The impact on community health in the town of Oloibiri was similarly profound. One
local nurse commented, "Since the oil stopped, we've had more people coming in with stress-
related ailments; hypertension and diabetes are on the rise" (Personal Communication, April
2023). Studies have shown that economic downturns correlate strongly with adverse health
outcomes, often due to stress, a decline in health services, and altered health behaviors (Stuckler

et al., 2009).

Over time, the social cohesion that had once been a hallmark of these towns began to
unravel. In Atikokan, a former miner-turned-community organizer observed a decline in
community engagement: 'Community events are less frequent, and when they do happen, the
attendance is low' (Personal Communication, April 2023). Similarly, in Oloibiri, a local teacher
noted a shift in family structures: 'Families are more fragmented now. Many have members who
left for jobs elsewhere, leaving behind a sense of disconnection' (Personal Communication, April
2023). This trend is supported by literature on post-industrial communities, which often points to
a decline in social capital and civic engagement following economic shocks (Cameron, 2021).
Moreover, the healthcare infrastructure in both towns, once bolstered by economic prosperity,
faced new challenges. Reduced funding and increased demand for physical and mental health
services created what scholars describe as a "perfect storm (Barnes, 2022).' Personal testimonies
from Oloibiri also highlight the social impact of these economic changes. A former oil field
technician shared, '"The closure left a void filled by alcohol for some; it's an open secret'
(Personal Communication, April 2023). This experience mirrors findings that economic distress
can lead to a rise in substance abuse as people seek escape from prevailing hardships (McLoyd,

1990; Barnes, 2022).
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In Atikokan and Oloibiri, the decline in the primary industries — iron ore and oil,
respectively — had profound effects beyond just economic downturns. The social and health
infrastructure, previously robust and taken for granted, was pushed to its limits,
disproportionately impacting the most vulnerable groups. This mirrors the findings of United
Nations (2020) that the closure of key industries often leads to the erosion of community
structures and support systems. The challenges faced by these towns in rebuilding their social
fabric, as noted by David DesBrisay (1994), are indicative of the complex interplay between
industry, economy, social cohesion, and community health. This necessitates a holistic approach
to recovery, one that considers mental health and social bonds as crucial as physical health and
economic stability, a concept supported by Stephenson & Wray (2005) study on post-industrial
community revitalization. The resilience and hope in the personal stories from residents of
Atikokan and Oloibiri, like the trader who declared, 'We may be down, but we're stitching a new
tapestry of life, thread by thread' (Personal Communication, P6, April 2023), are emblematic of
the socio-economic impacts and the adaptive spirit required to navigate post-industrial
landscapes. These narratives resonate with the findings of East (2016) and Fabbricatti (2018),
who emphasizes the importance of community-led initiatives in fostering resilience and

rebuilding in the aftermath of industrial decline.

Psychological Impact and Community Morale

The cessation of mining in Atikokan and the end of oil extraction in Oloibiri did more than
disrupt economic stability; they dealt a profound blow to the psychological well-being and
morale of these communities. Residents in Atikokan faced not only the stark new reality of
unemployment and the loss of their primary industry but also a dramatic shift in the collective

psyche. "It wasn't just jobs we lost; it was our sense of pride and purpose," a former miner
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expressed, his voice a blend of grief and resilience (Personal Communication, April 2023). This
sentiment echoes findings in psychological and health literatures, which link unemployment with
increased rates of depression and anxiety (Romans et al., 2011). The community's morale, once
buoyed by the steady rhythm of mining operations, began to fray in the silence that followed the
closures. In Oloibiri, the psychological impact was similarly devastating. The end of oil drilling
left a void that was felt not just in pockets but in spirits. "We were once united by the oil beneath
our feet; now, it feels like we are divided by its absence," commented a former oil worker,
reflecting the social fragmentation that often accompanies economic downturns (Personal
Communication, April 2023). Studies on post-traumatic stress in post-boom towns support these
observations, suggesting a long-lasting impact on community mental health (Kinnear et al.,

2013).

The narratives of despair, however, are countered by stories of resilience. Community
initiatives aimed at mental health support have sprung up, led by local health professionals and
supported by international Non-Governmental Organizations. "Our focus is on building a strong
support network, fostering a sense of hope and solidarity," a local counselor reported,
emphasizing the importance of community-based interventions in restoring morale (Personal
Communication, April 2023). Moreover, researchers have observed that shared adversity can
sometimes strengthen community bonds, leading to a collective determination to rebuild and
revitalize (Kirmayer et al., 2009; Saul, 2022). In Atikokan and Oloibiri, this has translated into
community-led events, from job fairs focusing on new industries to mental health workshops,
designed to foster both individual coping skills and communal resilience. Yet, the challenge of

lifting community morale remains significant.
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The enduring symbols of economic prosperity, now dormant mines and silent derricks,
serve as constant reminders of what was lost. The psychological toll of this landscape of
abandonment can perpetuate a sense of collective melancholy, as noted by Harper and Snowden
(2017). Ultimately, the stories from the towns of Atikokan and Oloibiri paint a vivid picture of
the psychological aftermath of economic decline. They underscore the need for continued mental
health resources and the value of community solidarity in facing the long road to recovery. These
personal and communal narratives serve as critical qualitative data that complement quantitative
studies on the psychological effects of economic change, providing a holistic understanding of

the impacts on community morale.

Demographic Shifts and Migration Patterns

These profound psychological impacts and altered community morale have inevitably influenced
demographic shifts and migration patterns in both towns. The economic downturns following the
mine closures in Atikokan and the depletion of oil in Oloibiri have precipitated notable changes
in the population dynamics. In Atikokan, the end of iron mining marked the beginning of a
demographic shift. A local real estate agent captured the sentiment: "Houses that once echoed
with the laughter of children are now up for sale, as young families move out in search of new
opportunities" (Personal Communication, April 2023). This outmigration, particularly of the
younger demographic, is a trend documented in the broader context of post-industrial towns
facing economic hardship (Kloep et al., 2003). The migration patterns in the town of Oloibiri tell
a similar story. The town, which had swelled with the influx of workers and their families during
the oil boom, began to see a reverse trend. "It's a mass exodus," a school principal stated, "Each

year, we see our classrooms thinning out as our young people leave" (Personal Communication,
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April 2023). This exodus can lead to a skewed age distribution in the population, often leaving

behind an older demographic, which presents its own set of socioeconomic challenges.

These demographic shifts in the towns of Atikokan and Oloibiri are further compounded
by the 'brain drain' effect, where the outflow is not just in numbers but also in the skill and
potential of the population. As a resident in Atikokan explains, "When a town loses its primary
industry, it doesn't just lose people, it loses human capital — the very skills and innovation
potential that could drive future economic development" (Personal Communication, April 2023).
The resulting demographic changes have profound implications for the towns' futures. In
Oloibiri, a community leader reflected, "The departure of the young is like watching the town's
future slip through our fingers" (Personal Communication, April 2023). While in Atikokan, a
former miner lamented, "With the young ones leaving, who's left to carry the town's legacy?"

(Personal Communication, April 2023).

The impact on public services is equally significant. Shrinking populations can lead to
reduced funding for schools and public services, creating a vicious cycle of decline that can be
difficult to reverse (Lehtonen, 2021). As the towns of Atikokan and Oloibiri contend with the
migration of their populations, the strategic planning for demographic adaptation becomes
crucial. Policymakers and community leaders are tasked with not only stemming the tide of
outmigration but also finding innovative ways to attract and retain populations that could lead to
a demographic revitalization (Marré, 2020). These demographic shifts highlight the need for a
multi-faceted approach in dealing with the aftermath of industrial closures. Strategies must be
devised not just to address the immediate economic fallout, but also to manage the longer-term
demographic implications that can define the character and resilience of a community for

generations to come.
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Educational and Skill Displacement

Closely tied to these demographic shifts is the displacement of educational pathways and skill
sets, intricately woven into the fabric of these industries. In Atikokan, generations trained for
careers in mining found themselves facing a stark new reality. "Our curriculum, once centered on
mining, is now struggling to adapt to new job markets," a school instructor shared (Personal
Communication, April 2023). This sentiment echoes the findings of Schollie et al (2020) who
note the challenges of educational re-alignment following industry-specific collapses. The town
of Oloibiri faced a parallel conundrum. The promise of oil had shaped the town’s educational
systems, with specialized training for the petroleum industry at the forefront. "Our schools were
once pipelines to the oil fields. Today, they’re pipelines to nowhere," a local educator expressed,
her dismay mirroring the community’s sense of betrayal (Personal Communication, April 2023).
The dissonance between existing educational programs and current economic realities illustrates
a form of skill displacement that research suggests can hinder the adaptability of a workforce and
exacerbate unemployment (Restrepo, 2015). The implications of such educational and skill
displacement are profound. Not only do they affect individual livelihoods, but they also have the
potential to stall the socio-economic rebound of the entire community. "We're seeing a rise in
underemployment," observed a resident of Atikokan, "people with mining skills in jobs that don't
use them or pay much" (Personal Communication, April 2023). Similarly, a town planner in
Oloibiri noted, "There's a mismatch between the skills our people have and what the market
demands" (Personal Communication, April 2023). The literature corroborates that skill
mismatches can have lingering effects on local economies, often leading to lower productivity

and economic growth (McGowan & Andrews, 2015).

158



Both communities now face the challenge of reskilling and upskilling a workforce for
sectors that may be unfamiliar and, at times, inaccessible. "We need to rethink our approach to
education," suggested an Atikokan school board member, "and how it can be responsive to a
broader spectrum of economic opportunities" (Personal Communication, April 2023). This
strategic shift is not without precedent; case studies have highlighted successful community
transitions through educational reform and skill diversification (Gruenewald & Smith, 2014).
The educational and skill displacement experienced by the towns of Atikokan and Oloibiri serves
as a stark reminder of the critical role that education plays in economic resilience. It underscores
the need for agile educational systems that can adapt to shifting economic landscapes and
prepare individuals for a variety of vocational paths, thereby safeguarding communities against

the vulnerabilities of single-industry dependence.

Environmental and Infrastructural Legacy

The challenges for these towns extend beyond the reshaping of their workforce and educational
systems. The closures of the Atikokan mines and Oloibiri oil wells have also left a lasting
environmental and infrastructural legacy that continues to impact these communities. In the wake
of the mining shutdown in Atikokan, the scars on the land are visible. Abandoned mines and
neglected processing plants have become part of the landscape. "The environmental cleanup is a
constant reminder of what was lost," said a former mine supervisor, pointing to the disused pits
now filled with stagnant water (Personal Communication, April 2023). Environmental legacies
like this pose ongoing challenges, as noted by scholars who have documented the long-term
ecological impacts of mining activities (Sengupta, 2021). Oloibiri's situation parallels this
legacy. The cessation of oil drilling left behind a town pockmarked with derelict oil structures

and polluted lands. "The contamination of our farmlands has made the post-oil era even more

159



punishing," a community environmental advocate lamented (Personal Communication, April
2023). Research into post-extraction economies highlights the enduring environmental

degradation that can compromise future land use and economic recovery (Ingram et al., 2006).

Beyond environmental concerns, the infrastructure developed to support these industries
presents its own set of problems. The Town of Atikokan's roads and lakes, once humming with
the transport of iron ore, now see sparse use. "Our town's infrastructure, built for the mines, feels
oversized and underutilized," observed a local engineer (Personal Communication, April 2023).
The town of Oloibiri's infrastructure, tailored to the needs of the oil industry, similarly suffers
from underuse and decay. The infrastructural remnants of these industries are not just physical,
they're emblematic of a period of prosperity that is no longer within reach. "The empty docks,
where tankers once loaded, stand as monuments to a more prosperous time," remarked a former
oil field manager in the town of Oloibiri (Personal Communication, April 2023). The literature
on post-industrial landscapes discusses the psychological impact of such infrastructural relics,

often referred to as “ruin porn,” which can affect community morale (Beck, 2020).

The task of repurposing or revitalizing such infrastructures is daunting but not
impossible. Adaptive reuse projects have shown potential in other contexts, transforming old
industrial sites into public spaces, business hubs, or cultural centers (Whitehouse, 2018). "There's
potential in these old structures, opportunities for new industries," an Atikokan entrepreneur
suggested optimistically (Personal Communication, April 2023). As both Atikokan and Oloibiri
confront their environmental and infrastructural legacies, they join a multitude of former
industrial towns facing similar predicaments. The path forward requires careful planning,
investment, and often, a reimagining of the community’s identity and land use. As these towns

pivot from their industrial pasts, the dual challenges of environmental remediation and
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infrastructural repurposing are critical in shaping their recovery trajectories and sustainable

futures.

Policy Responses and Economic Recovery Efforts

Confronted with these multifaceted challenges, the towns of Atikokan and Oloibiri have seen
policy makers initiate varied responses aimed at catalyzing economic recovery. In Atikokan,
policy responses have taken a multipronged approach. "We've introduced tax incentives for new
businesses and are lobbying for federal grants to support retraining programs," outlined a local
government official (Personal Communication, April 2023). Alongside these tax incentives, the
town also benefited from financial incentives through programs such as the Regional Relief and
Recovery Funds (RRRF), which provided grants and loans to attract new businesses and to
stimulate local entrepreneurs. A government official added, "Our strategy was holistic. We
aimed to not only provide immediate relief but also to lay down the infrastructure for sustainable

growth" (Personal Communication, April 2023).

Such a holistic approach included infrastructural projects green-lit to enhance the town's
allure to potential investors and new residents. Notably, the Rural and Northern Immigration
Program (RNIP) was designed and implemented to attract new immigrants to the town, further
diversifying the local economy and community. Such initiatives are reflective of policy
recommendations in literature that emphasize the importance of government intervention in
economic restructuring (Falk & Lobao, 2003). Similarly, Oloibiri has seen a range of policy-
driven efforts. "First, there’s a push for investment in alternative energy projects to utilize our
existing infrastructure, and second, there is also an ongoing effort to use the oil site as a potential
tourism spot" shared a member of the local economic development committee (Personal

Communication, April 2023). This diversification strategy is supported by research indicating
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that regions with varied economic activities are more resilient to industry-specific downturns

(Ormerod, 2010; Martin et al., 2016).

Both towns have also explored partnerships with educational institutions to realign local
training programs with emerging industries, an approach supported by workforce development
theory (Arbo & Benneworth, 2007). "Collaboration with technical colleges is key to ensuring our
workforce adapts to new economic realities," a resident in Atikokan noted (Personal
Communication, April 2023). In the quest for rejuvenation and self-renewal, Atikokan found
powerful allies in both Confederation College and Lakehead University. Their synergistic efforts
played an instrumental role in reshaping the town's socio-economic landscape, particularly in the
sphere of education and skill development. Confederation College, with its history of providing
vocational training and applied learning, sought to directly address the region’s immediate needs
by introducing bespoke programs tailored to the emerging opportunities in the North, aimed at
quickly bridging the skill gap. "Our mission extended beyond just imparting education, it was
about rekindling hope and fuelling the North’s economic engine," a representative from the
college mentioned (Personal Communication, April 2023). Parallelly, Lakehead University
extended its academic prowess by facilitating more research-driven and specialized programs.
"Our engagement in the region was twofold: addressing the present while building a foundation
for a sustainable future. By offering specialized programs, we aimed to transform the region into
a hub of innovation and enterprise," a faculty member from Lakehead University noted (Personal

Communication, April 2023).

In the town of Oloibiri, efforts to rebuild the local economy included forging partnerships
with educational institutions. These initiatives aimed to re-skill the workforce for new industries,

with a particular focus on the environmental and alternative energy sectors, reflecting the
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community's shift away from oil dependency. "Aligning our educational programs to match the
skills required by alternative industries is a top priority," remarked an education coordinator
from Oloibiri (Personal Communication, April 2023). Furthermore, natives from the broader
Niger Delta region, which includes the town of Oloibiri, have been given access to numerous
scholarships, such Niger Delta Development Commission (NDDC) Scholarships and Presidential
Amnesty Programme (PAP), allowing eligible students to study specialized courses abroad. This
opportunity not only diversifies their skills but also brings global expertise back to the local

community, thereby enhancing the potential for innovation and growth.

The collaborations between these educational giants and local industries in both regions
were nothing short of transformative, ensuring that the curricula remained dynamic, industry-
relevant, and adaptable to changing market demands. This tripartite partnership between
academia, local government, and industry began to pay dividends, with graduates in the towns of
Atikokan and Oloibiri seamlessly transitioning into the workforce, many even venturing into

entrepreneurial endeavours.

The efforts extend to infrastructural investment as well. The town of Atikokan has
benefited from governmental infrastructure spending aimed at revitalizing transport links to
make them suitable for new industries. In tandem with improving physical connectivity,
infrastructural projects were green lit with a broader vision in mind, aiming to enhance the
town's allure to potential investors. A government official provided insight: "Our strategy was
holistic. We aimed to not only provide immediate relief but also to lay down the infrastructure
for sustainable growth" (Personal Communication, April 2023). Among these initiatives, the
Rural and Northern Immigration Program (RNIP) was designed and implemented specifically to

attract new immigrants to the Northwestern Ontario, the town of Atikokan inclusive, enriching
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the local workforce with diverse talents and skills necessary for a burgeoning economy. The
town of Oloibiri, on the other hand, faces more complex challenges due to environmental
degradation, which requires policy intervention for remediation—a topic that has been

extensively explored in environmental economics (Jike, 2004).

Efforts in Oloibiri have also included infrastructural considerations, though with a focus
on environmental repair and the establishment of new industries that align with sustainable
development goals. However, policy responses are not without criticism. "The recovery plans are
robust on paper, but the pace of change is slow," an Atikokan resident, highlighting a sentiment
that is echoed in scholarly debates over the efficacy of policy implementation (Van Meter & Van
Horn, 1975; Kamara & Rabie, 2021). In Oloibiri, there's a sense of urgency for policies that
address immediate needs. "Long-term plans are vital, but people are struggling now," insisted a
health worker, underscoring the need for policies that provide short-term relief as well as long-
term infrastructure development to support economic diversification and community resilience
(Personal Communication, April 2023). The implementation of these policies has also prompted
academic inquiry into the role of community engagement in economic recovery. Studies suggest
that policies have a higher chance of success when they are informed by community input (Irvin
& Stansbury, 2004). Overall, the policy responses and economic recovery efforts in Atikokan
and Oloibiri reveal a complex interplay between government action, community needs, and
economic resilience. As both towns navigate the post-closure landscape, their experiences
contribute to a broader understanding of the dynamics involved in recovering from industrial
decline. The ongoing monitoring of these policies and their outcomes will not only inform future
efforts in these towns but also serve as case studies for other communities facing similar

challenges.
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Conclusion

These case studies illuminate crucial lessons for communities at risk of over-reliance on single-
resource economies. Foremost is the importance of foresight in planning, essential for timely
economic transformation before the decline of a primary industry. Economic diversification is
also critical, advocating for a mixed economy where no single industry dominates. Additionally,
the establishment of institutional frameworks, like the Atikokan Economic Development
Corporation, is crucial in managing economic transitions. Collaborative governance, involving
all stakeholders, is key to a broad-based, inclusive approach to economic redevelopment.
Oloibiri's experience particularly highlights the need for stringent environmental stewardship and
robust regulatory frameworks to protect against exploitation and mitigate environmental risks.
Lastly, empowering and actively engaging the community in these processes aligns economic
development with the population's well-being.

The contrasting experiences of Atikokan and Oloibiri offer a profound narrative,
illuminating the complex challenges and opportunities faced by resource-dependent communities
worldwide. Their divergent outcomes underscore the intricate relationship between economic
vitality, socio-cultural resilience, and environmental stewardship in resource management and
community development. Atikokan's success story, rooted in sustainable practices, timely
diversification, and strong community bonds, stands as a beacon of hope and a model for pre-
emptive planning and robust local engagement. Meanwhile, the trajectory of Oloibiri unfolds
differently, offering a cautionary tale. The town's struggles remind us of the risks associated with

delayed action and the neglect of environmental considerations.

These narratives extend beyond their historical contexts, providing a dynamic roadmap

for the future. They emphasize the need to strike a delicate balance between harnessing
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immediate economic benefits and ensuring long-term communal and ecological health. The
resilience and adaptability demonstrated by these towns not only offer practical guidance but
also inspire optimism. They affirm that while natural resources are finite, with innovative and
forward-thinking leadership, the prospects for sustainable and inclusive development are

boundless.

The insights derived from the journeys of Atikokan and Oloibiri are invaluable. They
highlight the importance of ongoing research into the enduring impacts of resource depletion and
the effectiveness of various adaptation strategies. Future research should broaden its scope to
encompass a more diverse range of resource-dependent communities and include longitudinal
studies to track their evolution over time. Investigating the influence of different governance
models on economic and social rejuvenation will add depth to our understanding, enabling us to
better support communities navigating the complexities of economic downturns due to resource

depletion.

As we look to the future, this study serves as a call to action for policymakers,
community leaders, and other stakeholders. It invites them to integrate these learnings into their
strategic planning, fostering proactive, inclusive, and environmentally conscious approaches. By
embracing the lessons of Atikokan and Oloibiri, communities around the globe can ignite a

journey towards sustainable and prosperous futures.
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Chapter 6: Summary, Conclusion, Recommendations, and Future Research

In this dissertation, I explored the socio-economic transformations in Atikokan, Canada, and
Oloibiri, Nigeria, focusing on their historical reliance on extractive industries. This qualitative
inquiry examined community perceptions, resident responses, and the pursuit of sustainable,
diversified economic alternatives to extractive dependency. The research was driven by a need to
understand how communities navigate the aftermath of industrial decline, emphasizing the roles
of government, residents, community-led initiatives, and policy reform in promoting economic
diversification and environmental stewardship. It is crucial to note that this research was
undertaken during and in the shadow of the COVID-19 pandemic, which not only posed unique

challenges but also shaped the context and responses of the communities involved.

From Oloibiri, the findings reveal a community deeply affected by the consequences of
oil extraction. This case study highlighted the profound socio-economic and environmental
impacts of relying on a single resource, which has led to systemic neglect, economic instability,
and environmental degradation. Amidst these challenges, however, a resilient spirit of activism
has emerged, propelling the community's pursuit of justice and sustainable development. The
story of Oloibiri is a testament to the complexities of resource dependency and underscores the

role of community-led initiatives in advocating for transformative change and sustainability.

Atikokan's narrative offers a compelling contrast, showcasing the community's proactive
shift towards sustainability after the decline of its primary industries. This strategic
transformation involved diversifying the local economy to include clean energy and other
sectors, thereby serving as a viable model of economic resilience. Atikokan's experience
highlights the role of good leadership, diversification, innovative policy interventions, and

community adaptability in successfully navigating economic transitions. This approach not only
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mitigates the risks associated with dependency on single industries but also fosters a framework

for sustained economic health.

The comparative analysis of Atikokan and Oloibiri within this dissertation sheds light on
the divergent outcomes of their post-industrial transformations. This research underscores the
role of local decisions, global economic forces, and individual agency in shaping the trajectories
of these towns. It demonstrates how varied approaches to economic challenges, policy responses,
and community engagement can result in different outcomes. These findings deepen our
understanding of post-industrial community dynamics and stress the necessity of a holistic
approach to addressing the challenges faced by such communities. This approach should
integrate strategies for economic diversification, environmental sustainability, and social
resilience. This study also underscores the importance of proactive, inclusive, and
environmentally conscious planning in steering similar communities globally towards resilience
and sustainability. By dissecting the factors contributing to the varied trajectories of these towns,
my study offers lessons on the complexities of transitioning from extractive economies and

highlights the potential for more sustainable community development practices.

Through this investigation, my dissertation not only contributes to academic discourse
but also provides practical recommendations for fostering community resilience and
sustainability in post-industrial settings. The findings underline the significance of embracing a
holistic approach to community planning, informed by the successes and challenges experienced
by the residents of Atikokan and Oloibiri. The main findings and conclusions are presented in the
following sections in relation to the stated research objectives. Subsequent sections present
implications of the research in relation to theory and objectives, as well as recommendations

based on the findings. The final section presents considerations for future research.
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Historical Dependence and Socio-economic Impacts

The primary focus of this study was to examine and compare the socio-economic impacts of the
decline in extractive industries in Atikokan, Canada, and Oloibiri, Nigeria. This research aimed
to explore how historical dependence on these industries had shaped the economic landscapes
and social fabric of both towns, providing insights into the challenges and adaptive responses
unique to each location. Grounded in the theoretical underpinnings of community resilience and
sustainable development, this inquiry revealed a significant transformation in the economic
landscapes and social dynamics of both communities. Despite the challenges posed by the
cessation of extractive operations, there emerged a strong community recognition in both
Atikokan and Oloibiri of the need to diversify economically and to foster environmental

sustainability as critical pillars for future prosperity.

The investigation into Atikokan and Oloibiri's past reliance on mining and oil extraction,
respectively, underscored the vulnerability inherent in mono-economies, particularly those
tethered to the fluctuating fortunes of global commodity markets. However, it also illuminated
the resilience and adaptability of these communities and their attempts to use innovative
strategies to navigate their post-industrial realities. This shift, while fraught with challenges, has
opened avenues for reimagining community identities and forging pathways towards sustainable
economic structures. These new structures aim to reduce dependency on external market forces

and are more deeply rooted in local capacities and a commitment to environmental stewardship.

By documenting the lived experiences of the residents and analyzing their transitions, my
study contributes significantly to the academic discourse on the socio-economic transformations
of resource-dependent communities. Moreover, it offers practical insights applicable to similar

towns globally. This research underscores the importance of embracing change, leveraging local
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strengths, and fostering inclusive governance mechanisms. These strategies prioritize long-term
sustainability and community well-being, advocating for a shift from short-term economic gains

to enduring prosperity.

Adaptive Strategies for Post-Industrial Socio-Economic Conditions

My research critically examined the adaptive strategies employed by Atikokan, Canada, and
Oloibiri, Nigeria, in response to the socio-economic conditions following the decline of their
main industries. Both communities showcased innovative approaches to economic
diversification, community mobilization, and environmental sustainability. Atikokan's journey
toward economic diversification reveals a strategic shift towards renewable energy sectors and
eco-tourism, highlighting the importance of community engagement and proactive planning.
Oloibiri's experience underscores the challenges and opportunities in advocating for

environmental remediation and seeking alternative livelihoods beyond oil extraction.

The analysis reveals that successful adaptation requires a multifaceted approach,
integrating local initiatives with supportive governance structures. These cases contribute
valuable insights into fostering resilience and sustainable development in post-extractive industry
communities, emphasizing the critical role of inclusive governance and community participation.
My research underlines the need for comprehensive strategies that address economic,
environmental, and social dimensions to ensure the long-term prosperity of communities

transitioning from extractive industries.

My research underscored the complexity of governance structures and their profound
impact on facilitating or constraining the transition towards sustainable development post-
industrial decline. In Atikokan, proactive local governance and policy support played a crucial

role in steering the community towards diversification and sustainability, demonstrating the
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power of effective leadership and strategic vision in navigating post-industrial challenges.
Conversely, in Oloibiri, the findings highlight a lack of cohesive and supportive governance,
which exacerbated the socio-economic and environmental aftermath of the oil industry's decline.
The stark differences in governance approaches between the two towns provided insights into the
critical need for governance systems that are responsive, inclusive, and forward-thinking. This
analysis offers understanding of how governance at various levels influences the capacity of
communities to reinvent and sustain themselves in the wake of industrial downturns. It
emphasizes the necessity of integrated governance approaches that prioritize community
involvement, sustainable economic practices, and environmental stewardship to ensure resilient

post-industrial transitions.

Comparative Insights and Global Pathways

My dissertation's third objective sought to distill the comparative experiences of Atikokan,
Canada, and Oloibiri, Nigeria, to elucidate universal lessons on resilience and sustainable
development for similarly positioned post-industrial communities. Through this lens, Atikokan's
strategic embrace of economic diversification and environmental sustainability starkly contrasts
with Oloibiri's enduring challenges of economic instability and environmental degradation. Yet,
both towns illustrate the critical importance of proactive governance, community engagement,
and the integration of sustainable practices in navigating the socio-economic aftermath of

industrial decline.

The comparative analysis underscores a shared need for communities to transcend their
historical economic dependencies through innovative, locally-driven strategies that prioritize
long-term resilience over short-term gains. It highlights how governance structures, policy

frameworks, and community initiatives can either facilitate or hinder sustainable transformation.
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Drawing from Atikokan and Oloibiri's journeys, my research contributes to a broader discourse
on sustainable community development, offering insights into the mechanisms that enable
resilience in the face of economic transition. It advocates for a holistic approach that combines
economic diversification, environmental stewardship, and inclusive governance as foundational

pillars for post-industrial community renewal.

Given the comprehensive exploration of Atikokan and Oloibiri transitions from extractive
dependencies to seeking sustainable socio-economic pathways, my study significantly
contributes to the discourse on community resilience and sustainable development. It highlights
the necessity of diversified economic strategies, robust community engagement, and
environmental stewardship in fostering resilient communities. By integrating these findings into
the broader academic and practical understanding of post-industrial transformations, this
research offers valuable insights for policymakers, community leaders, and scholars. It not only
enriches existing theories on resilience and sustainability but also sets a directive for future
research in similar socio-economic landscapes, advocating for a holistic approach to sustainable

community development.

Theoretical Contributions

This dissertation offers a conceptual contribution to understanding economic resilience and
community adaptation within the realms of different disciplines. In line with Imperiale &
Vanclay’s (2016) emphasis, my study recognizes the critical importance of community resilience
in enabling collective strategies for wellbeing and navigating change in post-industrial settings.
Scholars such as Sanchez-Zamora et al. (2014) have extensively investigated the factors that

underpin resilience, particularly highlighting the variations in resilience levels across different
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communities, a theme further explored in the works of Glass et al. (2022) and Markantoni et al.

(2019).

From the collected interview data, the research emphasizes the crucial role of economic
diversification in enhancing community resilience in post-industrial towns. The approach differs
from traditional perspectives that focus on factors like leadership or community capacity.
Economic diversification, in such settings, is understood in a manner similar to the complexity
highlighted by Schwarz et al. (2011) - not just by its existence, but through its multi-dimensional
impact on resilience. The study suggests that economic diversification sometimes not only boosts
resilience but also amplifies other resilience-supportive elements such as social capital,
community capacity, and collaborative efficacy, aligning with the insights provided by

McAreavey (2022) and Wilson (2012) about the contextual dependency of these factors.

My theoretical contributions through this research are manifold. Firstly, I adopt a
'bottom-up' approach, resonating with the perspectives of Akpomuvie (2010) and Fraser et al.
(2006), where I focus on community-level analysis to directly elicit insights into economic
diversification strategies. My approach, contrasting with broader-scale studies, offers an
understanding of localized economic transitions, supporting and extending Frazier et al. (2013)'s
findings on the importance of community-scale analysis. Secondly, my study acknowledges the
intricate relationship between past economic practices and future community planning,
challenging the linear progression assumption prevalent in existing literature. The complex
interplay, in line with insights from Hu & Hassink (2020) and Haldon et al. (2020), led me to a

consideration of how historical economic contexts influence future resilience strategies.

By integrating the concept of past economic identity with future resilience planning, the

research addresses a gap in future research identified by Haldon et al. (2020). The hypothesis is
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that a community’s historical economic background can either constrain or expand the
possibilities for envisioning sustainable futures, thus influencing the community's capacity to
develop effective and collaborative future strategies. In essence, my dissertation not only
contributes to the theoretical discourse but also provides a foundational framework for future

research in understanding and supporting post-industrial community transformations.

Practical Implications

The findings from the study of Oloibiri and Atikokan hold considerable practical implications,
particularly in shaping policy making, fostering community development, and guiding
sustainable resource management. These insights serve as valuable recommendations for other
post-industrial communities navigating similar transitions. The contrasting experiences of
Oloibiri and Atikokan underscore the need for targeted and effective policy interventions.
Oloibiri's challenges highlight the necessity for policies that not only address environmental
remediation but also focus on economic diversification, aligning with Elfithri et al (2019)
advocacy for sustainable resource management. The success seen in the town of Atikokan
illustrates the effectiveness of policies that stimulate new industry development, innovation, and
retraining programs, as suggested in the work of Farla (2015). These approaches demonstrate
how thoughtful policy-making can significantly impact the economic and environmental health

of post-industrial communities.

The adaptability and resilience displayed by the town of Atikokan provide a blueprint for
similar towns. Strategies such as actively pursuing new economic opportunities, fostering
entrepreneurship, and building strong community networks are crucial. The approach resonates
with Henfrey et al (2023) and Foley & Martin (2000) emphasis on the importance of community-

led initiatives and local engagement in driving revitalization. The role of education and training
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in equipping residents for new industries emerges as a key strategy for community development,

offering a practical pathway for economic transition and growth.

The environmental degradation experienced in the town of Oloibiri brings to light the
critical importance of sustainable resource management. This necessitates implementing
environmental regulations, responsible resource extraction practices, and investment in
environmental restoration, as highlighted in De Groot et al (2013) research. Atikokan's shift
towards sustainability and clean energy practices can serve as a model for other communities

looking to integrate environmental considerations into their economic redevelopment plans.

Building on these insights, a set of recommendations for post-industrial communities
clearly emerges from the study. It is advisable for these communities to diversify their economic
bases, invest in human capital through education and training, strengthen community bonds, and
prioritize environmental sustainability. Policymaking should be contextually driven, responsive
to the unique needs of each community, and incorporate community input, echoing the principles
outlined by Saul et al. (2013) and Helling et al. (2005). My research offers practical implications
that serve as a framework for post-industrial communities and policymakers. It provides insights
into strategies that promote economic resilience, community well-being, and sustainable
development. Through my in-depth study of Oloibiri and Atikokan, I've uncovered valuable
lessons that can guide similar communities towards successful economic and environmental

transformations.

Recommendations
This section presents recommendations for a range of actions that could be undertaken to better
enable the practice of sustainable development and resilience building in post-industrial

communities like Atikokan and Oloibiri. These recommended actions are specifically designed

175



to tackle the socio-economic and environmental challenges that have been identified through this
research, while also capitalizing on the unique strengths of each community to support

comprehensive and inclusive development efforts.

In addressing the socio-economic challenges faced by Atikokan and Oloibiri, my research
emphasizes the critical need for developing and implementing well-rounded economic
diversification plans. Such plans should commence with an extensive evaluation of each
community's distinctive assets, engaging local stakeholders to ensure a multifaceted
understanding of potential diversification avenues. Priority should be given to sectors showing
significant potential for growth and sustainability, including renewable energy, eco-tourism, and
digital technology initiatives. Facilitating these initiatives through supportive policy frameworks
such as tax incentives for startups and investment in local workforce training and fostering
public-private partnerships can significantly bolster diversification efforts. Establish partnerships
with local and regional educational institutions and leverage regional and national funding
opportunities. Regularly evaluate and adapt these strategies to ensure they meet the community's
evolving needs and contribute to sustainable economic resilience. This approach underscores the
importance of adaptability and community engagement in cultivating sustainable economic
resilience, thereby offering a strategic blueprint for post-industrial communities navigating

similar transitions.

To ensure development strategies in Atikokan and Oloibiri are inclusive and community-
driven, it's recommended to enhance community participation in governance and decision-
making processes. This can be achieved by establishing regular town hall meetings, creating
community advisory boards that include representatives from diverse groups, and leveraging

digital platforms for broader engagement. Tailoring these forums to each town's unique cultural
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and socio-economic context will ensure that all voices are heard, fostering a sense of ownership
among residents and aligning development projects with the community's actual needs and

aspirations.

Incorporating Indigenous knowledge and practices into environmental and economic
planning is crucial. This recommendation urges the integration of traditional wisdom from local
indigenous communities, recognizing their invaluable insights into sustainable resource
management and ecological stewardship. Engaging with indigenous leaders and community
members to co-create development strategies can foster culturally sensitive and environmentally
sustainable approaches, ensuring that development initiatives are not only effective but also
respect and preserve local heritage and biodiversity. This collaborative process enriches planning
efforts with diverse perspectives, promoting resilience and sustainability in post-extractive

industry communities.

To invest in environmental restoration and sustainable resource management practices,
communities like Atikokan and Oloibiri should prioritize the remediation of landscapes affected
by extractive activities. This involves identifying critical areas for conservation, implementing
reforestation projects, and adopting sustainable agricultural practices. Additionally, establishing
partnerships with environmental organizations can provide access to expertise and funding.
Engaging local communities, environmental experts, and policymakers in collaborative projects
is crucial to ensuring that these efforts are both comprehensive and culturally sensitive. By
adopting this approach, the goal is to mitigate environmental degradation, enhance community
health and well-being, and establish a foundation for sustainable economic activities that
safeguard the ability of future generations to meet their needs. Such a recommendation advocates

for a shift towards practices that not only remedy immediate environmental damages but also
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foster long-term ecological balance and resource sustainability. These are vital for bolstering

community resilience and supporting efforts towards economic diversification.

To further advance sustainable development, it is imperative to strengthen local
governance frameworks to enhance support for sustainable development initiatives, focusing on
building capacities within local institutions to manage and spearhead community-led projects
effectively. This involves not only the enhancement of regulatory and policy environments but
also the empowerment of local bodies through training and resource allocation. By fostering a
governance structure that is responsive, transparent, and inclusive, communities like Atikokan
and Oloibiri can better navigate the challenges of post-industrial adaptation, ensuring that
development efforts are both sustainable and aligned with the community's long-term vision and

goals.

In response to the challenges and opportunities identified for small business owners in the
post-industrial contexts of Atikokan and Oloibiri, targeted support mechanisms are essential to
ensure these entrepreneurs can thrive and contribute to the broader economic diversification and
sustainability of their communities. Financial assistance tailored specifically for small
businesses, including grants and low-interest loans, is crucial to mitigate the economic impacts
of industrial decline and encourage business expansion and innovation. Complementing financial
support with robust business development programs offering training in digital marketing, e-
commerce, and sustainable practices will equip business owners with the skills necessary to
adapt and grow in a rapidly changing economic landscape. Furthermore, programs designed to
facilitate market access and product diversification will enable these businesses to reach broader
audiences and explore new revenue streams, leveraging the unique cultural and environmental

heritage of their regions.
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Creating a supportive ecosystem for small business owners also involves fostering
networks for peer support, shared resources, and collective advocacy. Such networks can amplify
the voices of small business owners in policy discussions, ensuring their needs and contributions
are recognized in community economic development plans. Additionally, advocating for policies
that reduce bureaucratic hurdles and provide tax incentives for small businesses will create a
more conducive environment for their growth. The establishment of online platforms and
participation in trade fairs can further enhance market access, showcasing the unique offerings of
Atikokan and Oloibiri on a wider scale. By implementing these targeted support measures, small
business owners in post-extractive industry communities can play a pivotal role in driving
sustainable economic development, enhancing community resilience, and shaping a prosperous

future for Atikokan and Oloibiri.

To combat youth emigration in Atikokan and Oloibiri, targeted interventions designed to
enhance local economic prospects and community engagement are essential. Addressing the root
causes of youth departure—primarily the search for education and employment opportunities—
requires a multifaceted strategy that includes the creation of local employment opportunities.
Initiatives should focus on sectors with growth potential, such as sustainable tourism,
technology, and creative industries, supported by small business incubation and entrepreneurship
programs. Furthermore, the development of educational and vocational training tailored to these
emerging sectors will equip local youth with the necessary skills for meaningful employment
within their communities. Such efforts aim to not only stem the tide of youth emigration but also
to foster a vibrant, dynamic local economy that leverages the unique strengths and assets of these

towns.
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Moreover, fostering a sense of community and belonging among the youth through
engagement and leadership programs is critical for encouraging their active participation in
shaping the future of their towns. Policies that provide incentives for young professionals and
graduates to return or remain in their hometowns—such as housing subsidies, tax breaks, and
business startup grants—can further bolster efforts to retain this vital demographic. Additionally,
capitalizing on the growing trend of remote work by improving digital infrastructure and
establishing co-working spaces can attract and retain young individuals seeking a balance
between professional opportunities and quality of life. Implementing these strategies will not
only address the challenge of youth emigration but will also contribute to the sustainable
development and resilience of Atikokan and Oloibiri, ensuring a prosperous future for

generations to come.

To effectively address the challenges posed by the isolated distances of Atikokan and
Oloibiri from larger urban centers and each other, strategic initiatives aimed at enhancing
connectivity and accessibility are vital. Upgrading digital infrastructure to ensure high-speed
internet access emerges as a paramount strategy, enabling residents to engage in remote work,
access educational opportunities online, and expand local businesses into wider markets without
the need for physical relocation. This technological bridge can significantly mitigate the
disadvantages of geographical isolation, fostering economic development and educational
access. Furthermore, embracing digital platforms can facilitate virtual community spaces,
allowing for cultural exchange and community cohesion despite physical distances. Additionally,
enhancing physical transportation and logistics networks is critical for improving the
connectivity of Atikokan and Oloibiri with surrounding regions. Investments in road

improvements, the introduction of affordable and efficient public transportation options, and
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partnerships with logistics firms can drastically reduce the costs and time associated with travel
and shipping. Improved transportation infrastructure not only supports local businesses in
reaching beyond local markets but also attracts tourism and new residents by making these
communities more accessible. Together, these strategies offer a comprehensive approach to
overcoming the challenges of isolation, positioning Atikokan and Oloibiri for sustainable growth

and integration into broader economic and social networks.

Building on the momentum of enhancing physical infrastructure to bolster connectivity
and support economic growth, it's imperative to also establish a robust framework for monitoring
and evaluation. This involves setting clear, measurable objectives for each project, employing
both quantitative and qualitative methods to gather data, and conducting regular reviews to
assess outcomes against goals. Feedback from these evaluations should inform adaptive
management, allowing for the refinement of strategies to better meet community needs and
sustainability objectives. Engaging community members in this process ensures transparency,

builds trust, and enhances the relevance and effectiveness of development efforts.

Reflection on Methodological Approach Limitations and Areas for Future Research
Reflecting on the methodological approach of this dissertation, which employed a mixed-
methods strategy and the use of case studies, offers insights into both its strengths and
limitations. The mixed-methods approach, combining quantitative and qualitative techniques,
was instrumental in achieving a comprehensive understanding of the complex dynamics in the
towns of Oloibiri and Atikokan. The quantitative data provided a broad, measurable context of
the changes experienced by these communities, establishing a foundational understanding of

their socio-economic impacts. The qualitative insights, particularly gathered through interviews,
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added depth by capturing the lived experiences of residents to the ebbs and flows of resource

dependency.

The use of case studies as the primary method was a significant strength. This approach
enabled an in-depth exploration of each community, highlighting the unique challenges and
responses of the towns of Oloibiri and Atikokan to their respective economic transitions.
However, the study faced limitations in terms of data availability, especially for the town of
Oloibiri. Limited access to current and comprehensive data may have affected the depth of
analysis for this region. Additionally, while qualitative methods enriched the research with
detailed, personal narratives, they also introduced potential biases, subject to the respondents'

perceptions and memories.

Despite these limitations, the mixed-methods approach and the case study methodology
contributed significantly to the depth and validity of the findings. This combination provided a
balanced perspective, grounded in empirical evidence, and enriched with personal and contextual
depth. It facilitated a holistic exploration of not just the economic but also the social and
environmental dimensions of post-industrial transitions, offering a comprehensive view of the
phenomena under study. While this dissertation has provided valuable insights into the dynamics
of post-industrial communities through the case studies of Oloibiri and Atikokan, it is important
to acknowledge its limitations and the opportunities these present for future research. One
significant limitation of the study is the reliance on available data, particularly for Oloibiri. The
lack of current, comprehensive data might have affected the depth of analysis in this region. The
constraints imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic further highlighted the challenges of data
accessibility in research. Future research could address this by employing more extensive field

studies, gathering primary data directly from local sources, or utilizing more recent and diverse
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datasets to provide a fuller picture of the community's situation. Additionally, the pandemic
underscores the need for making information more accessible and adaptable to unexpected global

events, which could be a lesson for future research methodologies.

Another limitation is the potential for cultural bias. While efforts were made to
understand and accurately represent the unique contexts of both Oloibiri and Atikokan towns, the
interpretations may still be influenced by the researcher's cultural background and perspectives.
Future studies could involve researchers or collaborators from within these communities to offer

insider perspectives on the challenges and adaptations experienced by these towns.

The scope of the study, focusing primarily on two towns, limits the generalizability of the
findings. Expanding future research to include more post-industrial towns in varied geographic
and cultural settings could provide a broader understanding of the commonalities and differences
in community experiences across different post-industrial contexts. The study has also touched
upon the psychological and social impacts of economic transitions, but there is room for more

extensive exploration into how these transitions affect individuals and communities.

Future research should delve deeper into these aspects, examining the long-term effects
on community identity, mental health, and social cohesion. Incorporating interdisciplinary
approaches, integrating perspectives from psychology, sociology, and community health. The
role of technology and innovation in reshaping post-industrial economies is another area that
warrants further investigation. Future studies could explore how emerging technologies and new
economic sectors can provide alternative pathways for economic development in communities

transitioning away from traditional industries.
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Personal Reflections and Positionality

Reflecting on my journey as a researcher through the course of this dissertation has been an
enlightening experience, one that has shaped not only my understanding of post-industrial
community dynamics but also my personal and academic growth. My positionality as a
researcher, influenced by my cultural background, academic training, and personal experiences,

has undoubtedly played a role in shaping the research process and the findings.

Coming into this research, I carried my perspectives and preconceptions, which were challenged
and refined as I delved deeper into the stories of the towns of Oloibiri and Atikokan. Engaging
with these communities, each with its unique history and socio-economic context, expanded my
understanding of the multifaceted nature of economic transitions. It highlighted the importance
of approaching such studies with an open mind and a willingness to learn from the communities

themselves.

Throughout this process, I have learned the value of empathy and the importance of
giving voice to those affected by economic changes. Listening to the narratives of individuals in
these towns has been a humbling experience, providing insights that go beyond quantitative data
and theoretical models. It reinforced the idea that behind every statistic and policy discussion are

real people with real stories.

My positionality also influenced the interpretation of data and findings. I have strived to
remain conscious of my biases and continuously questioned how my background might shape
my understanding of the information. This reflexivity has been a crucial component of my

research process, ensuring that the conclusions drawn are as objective and balanced as possible.
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This journey has also been one of personal growth. The resilience and adaptability
witnessed in both Oloibiri and Atikokan towns, despite their challenges, have been inspiring. It
has instilled a deeper appreciation for the complexities involved in managing economic
transitions and the role researchers can play in contributing to this understanding. It has also
highlighted the impact that thoughtful and well-informed research can have on policy and

community development.

Closing thoughts

As this dissertation draws to a close, it is essential to reflect on the journey and the broader
implications of this research. The exploration of Oloibiri and Atikokan has provided a unique
lens through which to view the complex and multifaceted nature of post-industrial community
transitions. This study has not only contributed to the academic discourse on economic
geography, community psychology, and environmental sustainability but has also offered

practical insights that can inform policy and community development strategies.

The essence of this research lies in its demonstration of how communities respond
differently to similar economic challenges based on their unique socio-economic and cultural
contexts. Oloibiri's experience of environmental degradation and economic instability, contrasted
with Atikokan's proactive adaptation through economic diversification and sustainability
initiatives, provides a rich tapestry of resilience and adaptability. These case studies highlight the
critical role of local decision-making, community engagement, and policy interventions in

shaping the trajectories of post-industrial towns.

My dissertation underscores the significance of considering both local nuances and

broader economic forces in understanding post-industrial transitions. Emphasizing the need for
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holistic approaches, it integrates economic diversification, environmental sustainability, and
community resilience to address the challenges faced by post-industrial towns. The findings from
my study contribute to a deeper understanding of the socio-economic landscapes of post-

industrial communities, offering valuable lessons for other towns facing similar challenges.

The research presented in my dissertation enriches our understanding of the dynamics of
post-industrial communities. Offering a foundation for future scholarly work in the field, it
provides a roadmap for policymakers, community leaders, and stakeholders in navigating and
supporting the complex transitions of post-industrial towns. The insights gained from Oloibiri
and Atikokan serve as a call to action for continued exploration, thoughtful policymaking, and

community engagement to foster sustainable and resilient futures in post-industrial landscapes.
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