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About Resource Works 
 

In 2016 we know, more than ever, that humanity’s challenges cannot be solved through conflict 
and polarization. Growing demands on finite natural resources to fuel growth make the job of 
stewardship ever more challenging.  

Resource Works is a research and outreach organization that supports responsible resource 
development. We have been studying the adoption and dissemination of a broad, principles-
level definition of responsible resource development with the objective of supporting productive, 
fact-based public dialogue. 

Resource Works communicates with British Columbians about the importance of the province's 
resource sectors to their personal well-being. It demonstrates how responsible development of 
British Columbia's resources creates jobs and incomes throughout the province, both directly 
and indirectly, while maintaining a clean and healthy environment. 

And Resource Works explores the long-term economic future of British Columbia as a place that 
depends on the responsible development, extraction and transportation of the province's 
resources. 

This paper submitted to the the Expert Panel for the Review of Environmental Assessment 
Processes represents research and analysis performed between 2014 and 2016 as our new 
organization sought to define its role in an important public conversation space. Given the brief 
of the Panel, we wanted to share our findings at a critical moment for environmental 
responsibility and the human future of Canada. We gratefully acknowledge the efforts of Peter 
Severinson, who led our research program at its inception and provided the foundational 
analysis for this presentation.  

In this work we seek to be relevant, unique, and worthwhile. Our search has led to many honest 
conversations taking into account diverse viewpoints. We hope that our pursuit of shared 
understanding is of relevance across Canada as a whole. 

Resource Works Society 
312-525 Seymour Street 

Vancouver, B.C. 

www.resourceworks.com 
info@resourceworks.com 

@Resource_Works on Twitter 

Chair: John Turner, P.Ag 
Executive Director: Stewart Muir, M.A. 
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Section 1:  

Defining a role in the responsibility dialogue 
 

Purpose and overview 
Resource Works is a research and outreach organization that promotes responsible resource 
development. The objective of this primer is to present some initial ideas about what responsible 
resource development means and how our understanding of this term affects Resource Works’ 
activities. These ideas are meant to be an initial contribution to an ongoing dialogue involving 
Resource Works’ leaders and supporters. 

This primer covers three main issues. First, it will address how responsible resource 
development can be defined, based on definitions used by other organizations and previous 
Resource Works research. Secondly, it examines what positions Resource Works might take in 
conversations about responsible resource development. And finally, we propose discussion 
points designed to be useful in future conversations.  

Defining responsible resource development 
This section explores how we might define responsible resource development, using examples 
from other organizations as well as research conducted by Resource Works. The goal of this 
exercise is to try to identify areas where there is broad agreement on what responsible resource 
development means. The focus is on identifying broad principles that describe responsible 
resource development as a concept rather than the specific technical details that might be used 
to implement responsible resource development on the ground.  

The following is a summary of how four organizations have approached the concept of 
responsible resource development: the Government of Canada, the Mining Association of 
Canada, the Canadian Standards Association, and participants of the Resource Works 
community dialogue sessions on natural resources. 

Government of Canada  
As part of its Economic Action Plan, the Government of Canada under Stephen Harper 
described a range of natural-resource-related policies under the heading “responsible resource 
development.” These policies mostly focused on issues relating to the energy sector, specifically 
in regards to pipelines and tankers. Key elements of the Government of Canada’s definition of 
responsible resource development included: 

• Jobs, growth and prosperity 
• Streamlining regulatory processes 
• Enhancing environmental protection 
• Partnerships with First Nations 
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Mining Association of Canada 
In 2004 the Mining Association of Canada established a set of indicators and procedures 
describing responsible mining practices called Toward Sustainable Mining. Participation in the 
program is mandatory for all Association members. The program includes requirements for goal 
setting, reporting and assessment in the following areas: 

• Aboriginal and community outreach 
• Crisis management planning 
• Safety and health 
• Tailings management 
• Biodiversity conservation management 
• Energy use and GHG emissions management 

Canadian Standards Association 
One of the most widely used third-party certification programs in Canada’s forestry industry is 
the Canadian Standards Association’s Forestry Management System. This voluntary certification 
program includes the following requirements: 

• To meet or exceed relevant legislation, policies and other requirements 
• To respect Aboriginal title and rights 
• To provide public participation 
• To provide participation opportunities for Aboriginal Peoples 
• To ensure the health and safety of workers and the public 
• To honour international agreements 
• To demonstrate knowledge of advances in forest management 
• To demonstrate continual improvement 

Resource Works Community Conversations 
Resource Works hosted a series of eight dialogue sessions in the Lower Mainland, involving 120 
participants representing local government, resource industry workers and various community 
groups. One of the discussion questions was, “How would you define responsible resource 
development?” The most common elements identified by participants are: 

• Real benefits for affected communities (local business, jobs, training, revenues, etc.) 
• Economic benefits for the province 
• Environmental protection 
• Safety for workers and neighbours 
• Collaboration with affected communities and First Nations 
• Inclusive consultation processes 
• Use of complete, factual information 
• Openness, transparency and accountability 
• Innovation 
• Strong regulatory oversight 
• Long-term vision 
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Common understanding of responsible resource development 
This brief overview suggests that there are strong commonalities in how different organizations 
describe responsible (or sustainable) resource development, and that these commonalities 
closely match the values expressed in conversations with residents of communities in the British 
Columbia’s Lower Mainland region. There appears to be general consensus about what elements 
comprise the concept of responsible resource development. To summarize, the most commonly 
cited ideas are: 

• Aboriginal rights and involvement 
• Public engagement 
• Environmental protection 
• Health and safety 
• Innovation and continual improvement 
• Transparency, accountability and enforcement 

Other ideas cited less consistently are: 

• Economic benefits (to both the province and affected communities) 
• Long-term vision 

Responsible resource development can be described using a set of widely accepted, common-
sense domains. Such a definition has the potential to support productive dialogue on resource 
issues by providing common ground and shared values that can be embraced by a wide range of 
people – even if they have very different views on specific resource-related decisions.   

Outside of the broad principles, however, the discussion becomes more difficult. There is ample 
opportunity for legitimate disagreement regarding the relative importance of the elements listed 
above and how they ought to be put into practice.  

Under the new federal Government, the old issues have not gone away. Decisions must still be 
made, and represented to the public, on infrastructure development and national export 
capacity. Environmental values must be respected in the course of arriving at often difficult 
discussions. To a jaded public it is extremely difficult to distinguish what is what, leaving 
important questions open to a wide range of interpretation. 

The Resource Works position 
The principal challenge for Resource Works may not be how to define responsible resource 
development but deciding what position to take on it. This section addresses two key questions. 
First: Is resource development today responsible? And secondly: What is Resource Works’ role 
in a public dialogue on responsible resource development? 

Is resource development today responsible? 
It’s entirely possible for an ardent pro-development group and an equally committed anti-
development group to have the exact same definition of responsible resource development and 
still engage in a highly antagonistic debate about resource projects. Even if they agree on a 
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definition of responsible resource development, they can still disagree strongly about whether it 
has been achieved. Consider the following perspectives: 

1. Mission accomplished: Responsible resource development has been achieved. 
Current resource projects are examples of responsible resource development in action. 

2. Irresponsible and unsustainable: Responsible resource development has not been 
achieved. Current resource projects are examples of what not to do. 

3. Work in progress: Responsible resource development is an ideal that we continually 
pursue. Current resource projects are examples of that ongoing work, and opinions differ 
on whether current practices can be described as responsible. 

So even if we could develop a perfect definition of responsible resource development on which 
everyone agreed, this would still not resolve the ongoing resource debates. An important 
question instead might be: What perspective do we take on the question of the whether resource 
development today is responsible? Is our position “Mission Accomplished,” “Work in Progress,” 
or perhaps something else? 

What is Resource Works’ role in a public dialogue on responsible resource 
development? 
A second key question to consider is: What role does Resource Works assume in a public 
discussion about responsible resource development? To illustrate what different roles might 
look like, consider the following examples: 

1. Preacher: Resource Works has “all the answers”. We define what responsible resource 
development is and we judge whether resource development today is responsible. Our 
role is to persuade as many people as possible to accept our position. 

2. Teacher: Resource Works advances positions on which there is some form of 
consensus. We define responsible resource development, but we do not make 
judgements on whether current resource development is responsible. Our role is to 
identify common ground. 

3. Facilitator: Resource Works does not have the answers. We do not define responsible 
resource development, nor do we attempt to judge whether current development in BC is 
responsible. Our role is to facilitate a productive public dialogue – to listen more than we 
speak – and hope to prompt some citizens to seek these answers for themselves. 

Each of these roles has its strengths and weaknesses. A “Preacher” role, for instance, allows us to 
take an authoritative position and drive an agenda, but it risks limiting our audience, failing to 
convince moderates and further entrenching and polarizing the debate on natural resources. 
“Teacher” and “Facilitator” roles allow us the flexibility to attract a wider audience, but we 
sacrifice to different extents our ability to push our own conclusions.  

Recommended discussion points 
The original aim of this primer was to introduce topics of discussion in a concise fashion in 
order to support a more in-depth conversation among Resource Works stakeholders. To support 
our ongoing work, we developed these four points for discussion: 
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1. Responsible resource development is useful concept that helps identify common ground 
and shared values in a dialogue about natural resources that can often be dysfunctional. 

2. A broadly accepted, common-sense definition of responsible resource development is 
achievable, based on evidence from our community conversations sessions and a scan of 
other organizations. This is, however, a principles-level definition, not a technical 
definition. 

3. The definition of responsible resource development is relatively non-controversial, but 
any judgement about whether current resource development can be characterized as 
responsible is highly controversial. This is where the real disagreement lives. 

4. Resource Works should support a productive public dialogue about responsible resource 
development. However, we must decide what role to play in that discussion with great 
care. Whether we think we have all the answers, some of the answers or none of the 
answers will affect the strategies we employ. 
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Section 2:  
Defining responsible 

 
Overview 
On April 8, 2015 we gathered a group of experts, supporters and staff to help us develop our 
understanding of this central concept. Our discussion demonstrated that reaching a firm 
definition of responsible resource development is not a straightforward exercise, but that a 
better understanding of this idea is important for our organization.  

Defining responsible resource development 
The premise motivating this session is that our current understanding of responsible resource 
development is insufficiently well defined, and that if this concept plays a meaningful role in the 
Resource Works mission, we ought to have a better understanding of it. The need for a better 
understanding was emphasized in the discussion itself. However, there was ultimately no 
consensus on precisely how responsible resource development ought to be defined. One way to 
illustrate the elusiveness of a solution is to describe two kinds of definitions we might use: a 
principles-based definition or a criteria-based definition. 

Principles-based 
This definition is a broad, general description of the values and principles that describe 
responsible resource development. A proposed principles-based definition has been produced, 
informed primarily from the Resource Works’ community conversation session. This definition 
includes the following elements: Aboriginal inclusion, public engagement, environmental 
protection, health and safety, innovation, accountability, economic benefits and long-term 
vision. 

This approach is highly accessible, describing broadly shared values. A communication strategy 
based on this definition focuses on values. This definition of responsible resource development 
would be used to promote a better discussion on resource development, one that emphasizes the 
benefits of development while also challenging proponents to always do better. This definition 
does not produce a final judgement, however, on which projects are or are not responsible.  

Criteria-based 
A criteria-based approach is a more technical definition of responsible resource development 
that would be used to determine which project are or are not responsible. As such, it is similar to 
the approach taken by regulators and standards association in how they assess resource 
projects.  

A communication strategy based on this definition focuses on facts. This approach can be used 
to reach a clear judgement about which projects are responsible. Its purpose is not primarily to 
facilitate discussion. In fact, one of the potential consequences of creating a technical list of 
criteria is that it does not leave room for discussion. Its purpose is, rather, to produce an answer.  
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Comparing the two types of definitions 
 
 Principles-

based 
 

Criteria-based 

Level of detail Low High 
Flexibility High Low 
Emphasis Values Facts 
Main objective Dialogue Judgement 

 
   

These two options are best thought of as extremes on a scale. At one extreme, a principles-based 
definition could be that resource development must “make society as a whole better off.” This is 
perhaps an agreeable definition, but it is too vague to be very useful. At the other extreme would 
be a criteria-based definition similar to that used by a governmental environmental assessment 
office representing a highly technical evaluation process far beyond Resource Works’ abilities or 
mandate. 

The challenge for our organization is to decide where on this scale we want to be. At the 
moment, we have a proposed list of eight principles that describe fundamental values. These 
values can be defined more precisely, but the question is, how much detail do we want? As 
suggested in the above analysis, our answer depends on our objective: Are we trying to support 
dialogue on resource development or are we trying to make judgments about which 
developments are or are not responsible? 

In the course of our discussion, suggestions fell on different points on this scale. One participant 
emphasized that our definition of responsible resource development should be flexible enough 
to accommodate specific projects and the concerns of individual communities. Other 
suggestions fell on the more technical side, particularly on the need for corporate social 
responsibility policies and the use of third-party assessment and certification. 

Different perspectives in defining responsible resource 
development 
One of the key challenges to reaching a clear definition of responsible resource development is 
that this term can mean different things to different people. One of the major points of 
difference is the scale at which resource projects are considered. For instance, one person might 
favour evaluating projects on very specific performance metrics, such as safety measures and 
environmental impact mitigation. Another might emphasize global issues, such as climate 
change. Reconciling these perspectives – especially when they both possess logical and ethical 
validity – will remain a challenge.  

One participant provided a useful example about how different perspectives make all the 
difference. He related how in one consultation process, resource-company executives were 
convinced that their problems securing public approval were primarily related to the public’s 
lack of information. The idea was that if only more people had the same facts they had, they 
would accept the project. But in consultation, they found this was not the case. Members of the 
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public asked questions the executives had not expected and for which they did not have clear 
answers. While it was true that both sides did not have the same facts, the more important factor 
was that they did not have the same questions, implying different perspectives and priorities. 
Our participant emphasized that the facts people treat as relevant are dictated by their values, 
which can limit the effectiveness of fact-based strategies. 

Another key topic was whether there are people whose perspectives are so extreme that they 
cannot be included in a discussion about responsible resource development. Session 
participants had several examples of people who appear to be so committed to opposing 
development that engaging them in dialogue is futile.  

Other participants urged caution based on two main ideas: 

1. The first is that many people who support apparently extreme anti-development 
positions do so because they feel their perspectives have been excluded from the official 
process. For instance, when someone is told that their concerns over climate change are 
outside the scope of a project assessment, they may be encouraged to go to groups that 
welcome their perspective, even if those groups are otherwise more extreme than the 
individual. 

2. The second point is that extreme views go both ways. While it may be sensible to avoid 
engaging with people who hold extreme anti-development views, it is equally wise to 
avoid being associated with those who hold extreme pro-development views. (This can 
present a challenge for Resource Works considering that these people may make for 
energetic supporters, and it would be easy to become overly dependent on their support.)  

Why the public assessment process is not doing the job 
An important part of our conversation was the how to address the role of the public assessment 
and regulatory system. After all, this is the system that is supposed to produce a judgment about 
which resource projects are or are not acceptable. Any attempt by Resource Works to implement 
a technical definition of responsible resource development risks being seen as competing with 
the job of the public regulators. 

That being said, several discussion participants emphasized shortcomings in the public system, 
suggesting that there is a role for Resource Works in the discussion about responsible resource 
development. The main issues identified in the discussion are: lack of trust in institutions, the 
limited scope of assessment processes, and the effect of protest activities. 

The first point is a recognition that while public regulators have an official role in determining 
which resource projects are in the public interest, it was broadly accepted among our group that 
they suffer a crisis of legitimacy, and that their assessments are not accepted as valid by a 
significant number of people. This inability to produce publicly acceptable project assessments 
contributes significantly to the uncertainty around project development.  

According to some of our participants, one reason why institutions lack legitimacy is that many 
residents are unsatisfied with the scope of project assessments. For example, while there were 
many positive site-specific attributes of the Woodfibre LNG project (such as the remediation of 
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the site and the use of hydro power), there were many community members who have serious 
concerns over non-site-specific issues such as fracking, climate change and the cumulative 
impact of multiple projects. When told these issues are outside the scope of the project 
assessment, some clearly considered protest to be a legitimate alternative.  

For this reason among others, the public process has in many cases been compromised by 
protest activities. Some of our participants characterized such activities as inherently anti-
democratic, as they subvert the ability of duly appointed regulators from carrying out their 
responsibilities. It is often observed that as soon as one concession is secured, protest groups 
simply move on to the next one or find ways to have other groups take up the same fight as if no 
progress had been achieved – a procedure referred to as “moving the goalposts”. This has 
contributed to skepticism that it is possible to ever achieve any kind of meaningful progress in 
building middle ground understanding. Whether it is because of the native politeness for which 
Canadians are famous, or some other reason, there tends to be a perception that those who 
challenge misinformation or question the motives of protest groups are out of bounds. 

However, other participants have told us that while protest activities may be unproductive, the 
underlying grievances are legitimate. 

Some participants said that Canada lacks a forum to discuss the big issues, such as climate 
change. What’s needed, one participant suggested, is a public forum that is diverse, well-
facilitated, well-funded and able to conduct research to resolve confusion over basic facts. 
Potential models such forums include major land-use planning processes (particularly one used 
in Norway) and roundtables on the environment and economy, which used to operate in 
Canada. 

The role of Resource Works – Educator or Advocate? 
The shortcomings of the public assessment process and the widely accepted dysfunction of 
public dialogue on resource issues in general suggest there is a role for Resource Works to try to 
make things better. The definition of responsible resource development that Resource Works 
should choose depends on the objectives we want to achieve.    

Prior to our session, participants were presented with two ideas that illustrate potential roles for 
Resource Works. The following is a brief comparison of two conceptual roles: the Educator and 
the Advocate. For those examining public processes, the distinctions may look familiar. 
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Comparing educator and advocate roles 
 Educator Advocate 

Communication goals Shared understanding Strategic message 

Attitude toward public  
decisions 

Collaboration: Public 
decisions are reached 
through exchange between 
participants 

Competition: Public 
decisions are reached 
through contest between 
opposing ideas 

Relationship to audience Empowerment: To provide 
audience with the capacity to 
make good decisions 

Persuasion: To convince  
audience to make specific 
decisions 

Main objective Achieve better collaborative 
behaviour 

Achieve specific real-world 
outcomes 

   
This is a simplistic way to model potential roles for Resource Works, but it serves to illustrate 
some important ideas from our discussion.  As before, these two ideas are best thought of as 
being on separate ends of a scale, and the correct role for Resource Works will fall somewhere in 
between. 

The diagram above shows that the role of the Educator is not to promote specific decisions, but 
to leave that responsibility to the public. Instead, the focus of the educator is to promote shared 
understanding and positive social behaviour – such as respectful, inclusive and factual dialogue. 
The educator therefore supports the process in good public decisions are made but does support 
specific decisions. 

The priority of the advocate, on the other hand, is to ensure that certain specific public decisions 
are made and certain real-world outcomes are achieved. The advocate’s role is not primarily to 
support processes and behaviours but rather to persuade as many people as possible to accept 
specific ideas. While the educator approaches public decision-making as collaboration, the 
advocate is more likely to consider it as competition, where one set of ideas wins out over 
another.  

Several participants argued that the original purpose of Resource Works was to play something 
resembling an Educator role, with an emphasis on encouraging a more factual and rational 
public dialogue on resource development, and a policy of not taking a position on specific 
resource projects. A key message from several participants is that it is not Resource Works’ role 
to do public relations work for resource companies, and that in order to remain a credible voice 
for resource development, Resource Works must refrain from overt advocacy. 

However, other participants explained that there real-world factors pushing the organizations to 
take on a stronger Advocate-type role and become more engaged in supporting specific projects. 
Those factors include the ability of anti-development groups to dominate consultation processes 
and public discussions and the absence of capable advocates for resource projects. It was 
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common for participants to describe Resource Works as being “drawn in” to project-specific 
debates and take on a more Advocate-type role.  

Recommendations 
Resource Works remains a work in progress, because the landscape of natural resource 
permitting is itself constantly shifting. It is a daily effort to strike the right balance between 
educating, on the one hand, and on the other hand advocating for sound reasoning in 
discussions about resource development. As a guide, however, we have distilled four key ideas 
on defining responsible resource development: 

1. The right definition depends on our objectives: A principles-based definition 
helps support productive dialogue on resource development; a criteria-based definition 
drives toward judgments about which projects are or are not responsible. 

2. Priorities on resource development cover a broad area: Experience shows that 
people have a broad range of priorities around resource development, based on their 
perspectives and values. These range from technical details of specific project to broad 
concerns such as cumulative impacts and global environmental concerns. 

3. Public assessment processes suffer from limitations: Too many residents feel 
their concerns are not reflected in the public assessment processes, contributing to a loss 
of faith in the process. 

4. The temptation to advocate requires constant monitoring: Those seeking to 
play a positive role in promoting beneficial infrastructure investments that are “done 
right” face a familiar quandary. Even as they desire to take on a detached Educator-type 
role, public conditions create strong pressure to engage in speaking up more directly for 
resource development.  

Based on these findings, we wish to make the following three recommendations: 

Adopt a principles-based definition 
Because the concerns around resource development are so broad, only a principles-based 
definition of responsible resource development will be sufficient. A draft set of principles 
is available, based on how participants in our community conversation sessions defined 
responsible resource development. The elements identified are: Aboriginal inclusion, 
public engagement, environmental protection, health and safety, innovation, 
accountability, economic benefits and long-term vision.  

Use a principles-based definition to engage in conversations about values 
One of the great benefits of a principles-based definition of responsible resource 
development is that it is fundamentally focused on values rather than technical facts. 
Each of the principles in the definition articulates a broadly shared value accessible to a 
wide range of residents, regardless of their pro- or anti-development perspective. A 
principles-based definition gives us the ability to engage in the kind of broad, inclusive 
public discussions that public assessment processes have failed to achieve.  
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Use responsible resource development to achieve a balance between educating 
and advocating 
A well-developed, principles-based definition of responsible resource development can 
help strike an appropriate balance between education and advocacy. While some may 
have originally imagined Resource Works as fulfilling a more detached, Educator-like 
role, experience has shown that our organization is often needed at the project level and 
the community level to counterbalance powerful anti-development messages. Yet we are 
looking to build the middle ground, not reinforce oppositional viewpoints. We know that 
many citizens understand this instinctively, given the radically different impression one 
would draw from reading the often inflamed rhetoric on the letters page of a newspaper 
versus how the population votes or what it shares with pollsters. 

The challenge faced, for Resource Works and others, is how to engage in such 
conversations without becoming de-facto advocates for industry. A principles-based 
definition of responsible resource development can help us achieve this balance because 
it gives us a framework that allows us to step back and look at the bigger picture. Using a 
set of principles, a desirable role would be to illustrate the best a project could be. Such a 
strategy would ask: What would responsible environmental protection in this case look 
like? What would responsible public consultation look like? By answering those positive 
questions, we can illustrate the broader societal and environmental implications of 
resource development in ways that respect critical thinking, yet counter fear-based 
opposition messages that dwell in the emotional domain, without having to advocate for 
any specific projects. If the result is that both industry proponents and government 
regulators feel challenged to always do better, then a net positive result will have been 
attained. 

 

The Expert Panel for the Review of Environmental Assessment Processes has an opportunity to 
make lasting positive change that allows more citizens to feel they have been heard. 
Accomplishing this, while continuing to allow for Canada to maintain both prosperity and 
security in an uncertain world, is a desirable goal to have. 

 


