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If the residents of a community are going to do a good job of planning the
future of the town or region in which they live, then they must have a good
understanding of what chain of causes produced the characteristic features of the
place in the present day. Here is a causal story explaining how Smithers and the
central Bulkley Valley came to be an amenity destination. The story has evolved. It
began with a draft by an academic planning researcher, Dr. Ray Chipeniuk, and it has
been modified to take into account suggestions and disagreements from about a dozen
knowledgeable civic leaders.
The numbered boxes enclose what knowledgeable study participants believe to
have been important causal events leading up to the central Bulkley Valley becoming
an amenity destination. “Enabling causes” are causes which have no effect in and of
themselves but which are required before some other causal event can have an effect.
An “amenity destination” is a place to which amenity migrants are attracted. For the
purposes of this study, amenity migrants are defined as people who move as new
residents to a place for non-economic and non-family reasons.

1
During the first half of the twentieth century, the Bulkley Valley was just a remote farming and
logging district. Smithers was a little town much like other little towns in north-western B.C. except that it
was a railroad divisional point, its climate was somewhat drier and sunnier than that of places such as
Prince Rupert or Terrace, and thanks to the planners of the Grand Trunk Pacific Railroad it had a wellplanned downtown.
One additional enabling cause was that Smithers had not just a well-planned downtown but a
well-planned town site. It was not an enabling cause that what might appear to have been a competitor,
Aldermere (now Telkwa), burned down, because the location of the railroad divisional point at Smithers
took away any chances of Telkwa becoming dominant.
2
During World War II, though, the Canadian military built a good airport near Smithers as part of the
Northwest Staging Route to ferry aircraft and other equipment to Alaska and onward to the USSR. At the
end of the war this airport became a regional civilian airport. In the 1950s, there was one flight a week.
3
During the 1950s and early 1960s, partly because of the good airport and partly because of efforts
to decentralize government services, the Government of British Columbia started to locate more of its
regional offices in Smithers, including forestry, mines, and parks operations. While employment in other
little towns of northwest B.C. was principally industrial and commercial, in Smithers it included quite a
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few people working as civil servants in the government offices. A significant percentage of residents of
Smithers, its neighbour Telkwa, and the rural areas around them also worked as service providers in the
regional hospital, the community college, and the several schools.
Two disagreements were that (i) regional offices came to Smithers not in the 1950s and 1960s but
in the early 1970s (x 2 participants) and 1980, and then it was more a matter of the provincial government
centralizing rather than decentralizing services; (ii) the community college did not arrive in Smithers in the
1950s or 1960s but the 1970s or 1980s (x 2 participants) or the 1990s (x 1 participant). One further piece
of information is that the hospital was originally operated by the Sisters of St. Anne.
4
By the mid-1960s, the Smithers Airport had another effect on the central portion of the Bulkley
Valley. It meant that the Smithers-Telkwa district was a good base of operations for mineral exploration
and expediting companies and a good place of residence for their resident employees. It was a good base
for miners who worked at fly-in mines, for logging specialty service providers, for private consultants
providing expertise in natural resources management, and so on.
One additional enabling cause is that the Smithers-Telkwa area was a good base of operations
for mineral exploration and expediting companies since before Smithers came into being. (This point is
undoubtedly correct for the post-railway era, and perhaps also for the pre-railroad pack train era.)
5
As the town of Smithers grew large enough to provide a wide array of commercial services it
started to retain more people after retirement – people who might have moved if they had been living in a
place with fewer amenities. Greater size and the presence of many different kinds of people fostered the
development of more and more clubs, service groups, and other kinds of organizations. This social
complexity became a kind of amenity in itself.
Participants’ comments carry the implication that this development first emerged on a major scale
in the 1970s and 1980s.
Four additional enabling causes affecting the growing social complexity of Smithers and area
were: (i) lengthening life spans after retirement; (ii) an increasing number of churches; (iii) increasing
depth and extent of family roots; (iv) high rates of participation in organizations (the cause for these high
rates of participation not being expressed); and (v) waves of immigration involving specific ethnicities such
as (the Italians, at the time of the building of the railroad, Dutch dairy farmers subsequent to a scouting
trip by Jakob Prince before World War II, and still later Swiss and Austrian farmers).

6
In the late 1960s and early 1970s, quite a few American draft-dodgers settled in the Bulkley
Valley. They were attracted by the mountains, the airport, the college, the low-cost farmland, the
opportunities for occasional work in the bush, and so on. At roughly the same time, the Valley somehow
became a place to which many Dutch, German, Austrian, and Swiss people moved because they were
attracted by the availability of farmland in a wild, picturesque, mountainous part of Canada.
Three disagreements are (i) instead of in the late 1960s and early 1970s, as offered in the original
story, the Dutch settlers of the Bulkley Valley are said to have arrived in the late 1940s and early 1950s (x
6 participants), and the Swiss in the 1930s and 1940s (x 5 participants) or after World War II (x 1
participant); (ii) many of these settlers came on account of the logging opportunities (x 1 participant); (iii)
there was no college in the late 1950s and early 1960s (x 1 participant). Four additional enabling causes
are (i) Norwegians and Scandinavians also came in the 1930s and 1940s; (ii) Italians also in-migrated
because of the availability of farmland in such attractive mountainous terrain; (iii) after World War II, exservicemen were given land in the area; (iv) part of the attraction of the area for settlers was the cheapness
of land suitable for farming.
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7
By the early 1980s, many of these people who had moved to the Smithers-Telkwa district or
remained there because of the local amenities rather than for economic reasons started to create a
distinctive local planning culture. More than people in other communities in northern British Columbia,
they were vigorous participants in planning processes, and often they were determined to preserve the high
environmental quality of the place they had chosen as their home. Despite the hard work and sometimes
the bitterness of making citizen input, they contributed energetically to planning processes such as those
involving the potential damming of the Bulkley River, acid rock drainage from the Entiako Mine, and
forest harvesting and road building. Certain mayors and councillors initiated, for example, the Smithers
Alpine Theme in streetscapes, the development of the Smithers Perimeter Trail, the Telkwa historical
buildings circuit, the Houston linear park along Highway 16, and efforts to preserve the vitality of the
Smithers and Telkwa downtowns.
One disagreement is that it was not mayors and councillors who initiated such amenities as the
Smithers Alpine Theme but the business owners on Main Street. Three additional enabling causes are (i)
many of the initiators of a distinctive planning culture in the central Bulkley Valley were people with Valley
roots; (ii) the volunteer culture of a small community fosters a growing ability to react quickly to external
threats; and (iii) the Wet’suwet’en and Gitksan were very instrumental in the development of a distinctive
Valley planning culture and active in joint community campaigns against unwise proposals. An additional
cause for the development of a strong local planning culture is that local people learned to organize
themselves and learned that a small community can prevail in resource planning processes as they opposed
the Northwood pulp mill proposal for Houston, the 1975 proposal by Alcan to dam the Nadina River, the
1978-9 sewage treatment plant plans for Smithers, a proposal for a plywood plant, and so on.

8
Amenity migrants are often fond of popular music, regional painting, regional writing, and active
back-country sports. For decades now, they have been among the strongest supporters of Bulkley Valley
concerts featuring local musicians, displays of local art, the ski club and many ski events, and other local
cultural activities. Ski Smithers, the downhill ski operation on Hudson Bay Mountain, although now
privately owned, began as a community service and to this day it remains a kind of Valley social
institution. Many amenity migrants to the Bulkley Valley first experienced and came to admire the Valley
in the course of a downhill ski vacation.
One disagreement is that the Hudson Bay Mountain ski hill operation is not really a local social
institution; Two additional enabling causes were that (i) many amenity migrants to the central Bulkley
Valley had their first experience of the Valley as they drove through (x 2 participants) and were “shocked”
by the picturesque views or (ii) as they tried steelhead fishing and got hooked.

9
As the products of the unusual planning culture of the central Bulkley Valley accumulated, they
differentiated the Valley environment from other landscapes in central and northern B.C. Smithers in
particular became more visually appealing as a place in which to live than northern BC communities which
had a comparatively industrial, unplanned appearance. So a feedback process was ignited. The better the
relative quality of the central Valley environment, social life, and culture, the more settlers who came to
enjoy these things, and the more new residents there were with tastes for these things, the stronger was the
political support for sustaining them.
One disagreement is that political support for sustaining environmental quality, social life, and
culture has not necessarily grown with additional numbers of amenity migrants in the central Valley.
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10
During the 1980s, young and middle-aged people started to move to Smithers-Telkwa district with
no jobs waiting for them. It was the opportunity to live in a place with so many natural, cultural, and built
amenities that decided them to move, but when they came they brought their incomes or their jobs or
businesses or their skills with them. They made Smithers more prosperous than some of the other Valley
communities. They also made the Smithers economy much more diverse than the economies of other
Valley towns, with the consequence that Smithers and Telkwa seldom suffered as much as the strictly
resource industry-based communities did when there were downturns in commodity prices or big resource
corporations collapsed. In Houston, over 40% of workers are employed in logging and the wood industries.
In Smithers only about 12% of them are.
Four disagreements are (i) one study participant asserts that Smithers has always been more
prosperous than some of the other Valley communities is either wrong or questionable; (ii) one participant
asserts the effect of amenity migrants on diversification of the Smithers economy was less important than
the strong effect of the postwar migrants’ hard work, resourcefulness, and thrift; (iii) one participant
believes there were no young and middle-aged amenity migrants during the 1980s except perhaps seasonal
tree planters and ski helpers [however, the 2004 survey of residents revealed that considerable numbers of
amenity migrants arrived as young and middle-aged people during the 1980s]; (iv) one participant believes
that logging and the wood industries directly and indirectly employ about 30% of the local workforce,
rather than 12% directly [however, the figure of 12% comes from Statistics Canada analyses of 2001
census data]. Three additional enabling causes are that (i) Smithers (and presumably the central Valley
in general) could attract some amenity migrants because they could offer a very large potential for
government jobs; (ii) the economic diversity of Smithers was also owing to agriculture and the railroad;
(iii) during the 1983 recession, the presence of Moricetown contributed to easing the forestry downturn
(how is not stated).

11
By the early 1990s, the strictly resource industry-based communities were losing population
because the resource industries were becoming ever more mechanized and ever less in need of employees.
As Houston and the Hazeltons lost population, they could support fewer services and commercial
enterprises, so they started to lose workers even in economic sectors quite distant from the natural resource
industries. After the process had gone on for a while, the Hazeltons took on something of the look of ghost
towns. When they could, businesses and residents in those places started to relocate to Smithers, where the
economy was more nearly stable, where services were not disappearing, and where there seemed to be a
future.
Two disagreements are (i) the view that the Hazeltons look like ghost towns, or more like ghost
towns than they did in times when the natural resource industries were booming, is questionable; (ii) the
idea that since the early 1990s businesses and residents may have been relocating from the Hazeltons to
the Smithers area may not be correct (x 2 participants). One additional enabling cause is that Smithers
lobbied very hard to retain its services (presumably government services are meant).
12
By this time, for most people contemplating a move to the Valley as amenity migrants there really
was little choice about where to settle. Smithers and Telkwa and the rural areas around them seemed to
have an overwhelming concentration of advantages.
=========================================
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APPENDIX III
REVISED OUTLINE CAUSAL CHAIN
FOR HOW THE CENTRAL BULKLEY VALLEY
BECAME AN AMENITY DESTINATION
AND AMENITY RESIDENT RETENTION COMMUNITY
(DRAFT)
Appendix III displays a revised outline causal chain for how the central Bulkley
Valley became an amenity destination and amenity resident retention community. Itt is
based mainly on the revised Story but incorporates verbal comments from a twelfth study
participant, a person who had long served as a Smithers town councillor and member of
the Town Planning Committee.

Throughout

Central Bulkley Valley is a place in which there is an unusual
concentration of natural amenities: beautiful mountain scenery,
fine rivers and lakes, abundant wildlife, good soils, pleasant
climate, and so on. Some of these amenities are the legacy of the
pre-Contact and early historical Wet’suwet’en people.

Before 1913

Central Valley is staging point for mining and prospecting.

1913

Grand Trunk Pacific Railway establishes a divisional point and
town site at what becomes Smithers. (Boyd C. Affleck, the
surveyor, completed his survey on June 20, 1913.) Charles
Melville Hayes, president of the GTPR, has the final say in the
location of the town, but apparently he was uninfluenced by the
scenic qualities of the site, only by the wish to foil speculators who
anticipated that the divisional point would be Hubert, SE of
Telkwa.) GTPR planners lay out the town site with Main Street at
right angles to the rail line; much later, this design, abetted by the
relocation of Highway 16 when a Bulkley River flood took out the
old bridge, helps prevent the loss of the Smithers downtown to
highway strip development.

1914

Aldermere burns down, completing the ascendancy of Smithers as
the dominant service centre of the Valley.

1914-38

Farming settlement by Scandinavian and Swiss settlers (who later
handed on their skiing culture, mountain culture, habits of thrift,
resourcefulness, etc. – see below). Italian settlers come to work on
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the railroad. The town of Smithers grows quickly because as many
as 200 people are employed by the railroad
1944-45

Canadian military builds airport in Smithers as part of Northwest
Staging Route. It is inland, out of range of Japanese fighterbombers, and in an area of comparatively clear skies.

1946-1960s

In the later 1940s, returning servicemen are given access to cheap
farmland in the Valley.
The Smithers Airport becomes a civilian facility.
Many Dutch settlers arrive between the end of the war and the
early 1950s. Many of them were recruited by Jacob Prince, who
had “scouted out” the area before the war.
In the late 1960s, American draft dodgers settle in remote places in
and around the Bulkley Valley. They are attracted in part by the
natural amenities of the area, as well as the cheap land. Some of
them subsequently become professionals and contribute greatly to
land use planning processes in the Valley.
In the 1960s, there is a proposal to develop a molybdenum mine
under the Hudson Bay Glacier, using coal dust to melt the ice and
then using open-pit methods. The glacier is the iconic landscape
feature of the Bulkley Valley. Local residents oppose the
development, and in so doing (though unconsciously) they retain
the landscape beauty which later attracts amenity migrants.

1970s-1990

Partly on account of its airport and better weather, Smithers is
selected as the community in which regional provincial and federal
government offices are located around 1970. The Smithers Airport
is also one reason why Smithers becomes a regional mining
expediting centre. Some of the young amenity migrants arriving
without jobs waiting for them are confident of finding
opportunities for employment or consulting contracts with the
regional government offices.
The Smithers hospital becomes public and is expanded. (Amenity
migrants tend to avoid communities lacking a hospital.)
Around 1970, the Northwood company proposes to build a pulp
mill at Houston. The Bulkley Valley community organizes to
oppose the development, concerned that it would pollute both the
air and the Bulkley River. In the later 1970s, Alcan proposes to
build a dam on the Nadina River, one of the most important

Raymond Chipeniuk, Ph.D.

2007 November 10

Page 6 of 8

A (modified) Causal Story Explaining Emergence of the Central Bulkley Valley as an Amenity Destination

tributaries of the Bulkley. The dam would divert water to the
Kemano system. Again the community opposes the development.
Around the same time a sewage treatment plant is proposed for
Smithers – the result of positive campaigning by local residents.
Citizen activism was also involved in a proposal for a plywood
mill. A local group active at this time was Citizens against
Pollution, in particular Harry Kruisselbrink and Joe L’Orsa. CAG
eventually became affiliated with SPEC, the Society for Pollution
and Environmental Control. A cadre of active, environmentally
concerned citizens becomes an attractant for certain kinds of
amenity migrants.
Northwest Community College opens a campus in Smithers,
probably enhancing the attractiveness of the central Valley to
consulting scientists and other highly educated in-migrants.
Several factors in addition to government offices and the
community college contribute to a growing social complexity in
the Valley: a larger population, the increasing depth and extent of
family roots, more people remaining in the district after retirement,
more churches (?); high, or higher, rates of participation in
organizations. However, the isolation of the Valley tends to foster
the development of local social capital.
Tourism of both the rubber tire and sport fishing sorts introduce
many potential amenity migrants to the natural amenities of the
Valley.
From the 1970s onward, Valley landscapes appeal to potential
amenity migrants of an artistic temperament. As in-migrants, these
people and like-minded established residents develop strong arts
communities: groups of musicians, painters, writers, dancers, and
persons who wish to encourage their products or performances.
The vigor of these communities then attracts yet more in-migrants
of like mind, in a feedback cycle.
Something similar happens with certain kinds of outdoor
recreation, such as steelhead fishing, downhill and cross-country
skiing, and hiking.
In the early 1980s and onward, the presence of residents retained in
the district by their attachment to local natural and cultural
amenities, and the arrival of amenity migrants familiar with civic
activism elsewhere in Canada and the United States, produces a
strong planning culture. Far-sighted business owners develop and
realize imaginative concepts such as the Alpine Theme and the
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Perimeter Trail in Smithers. The Wet’suwet’en vigorously engage
in regional planning to manage their traditional lands, and they
often work with settler groups determined to sustain natural
amenities.
Higher-quality planning differentiates the central Bulkley Valley
from other places in central and northern BC, making the central
Valley even more appealing to amenity migrants and amenity
retention residents, in a self-reinforcing feedback process.
Diversity of economy, partly owing to amenity migration and
resident retention, makes Smithers and Telkwa less susceptible to
economic downturns, loss of population from declines in natural
resource employment, and plunges in real estate values; this
comparative stability, in turn, attracts potential amenity migrants
and helps retain established residents -- another feedback process.
Postwar immigrants’ culture of hard work, resourcefulness, and
thrift contributes to the strength and diversity of the local
economy; which again attracts migrants and helps retain residents.
A substantial farming and ranching industry in the central Valley
contributes to the stability of the local economy and to the beauty
of local landscapes, attracting migrants and helping to retain
residents.
The nearness of Moricetown to Smithers contributes to local
economic stability (how is not expressed).
2000-present

Strong community organizational skills and capacity enable the
central Valley to moderate provincial government cutbacks and
closures which might otherwise greatly reduce the attractiveness of
the Valley as a place to live.
Amenity migrants increase to 12%-30% in different parts of the
central Bulkley Valley. Through their spending they generate on
the order of 1,000-2,000 local jobs.
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