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Key Findings and Reflections
An initiative of Ecotrust Canada, the North Coast Innovation Lab (NCIL) is a place-based initiative for people 
who are invested in the future of Prince Rupert to work together on tangible projects and initiatives that 
build a resilient economy as a tool for community well-being. Phase I of the NCIL involved scoping and 
designing the program, including a period of intense community interviews. 

This report goes into detail on what we heard and about the NCIL. We begin by offering ten key insights 
from the interview analysis and reflection: 

1.	 Not only are social and professional connections being made and information shared from 
participant to the NCIL, but information, connections and ideas are also being dispersed between 
individuals through the interview process.

•	 A network is quickly building through the interview process, and Ecotrust Canada staff have 
disseminated information and connected people while simultaneously receiving information, 
ideas and connections.

2.	 Demonstrable, tangible projects, or “quick wins”, may be necessary to build momentum and 
galvanize support for community initiatives. Past initiatives and consultations have struggled with 
collective “buy-in” and have led to community apathy/cynicism towards new projects.

•	 Those who are aware of “reanimation” and “place-making” are highly supportive, and those 
less familiar are open to the idea. Some precedents (paint Prince Rupert, Civic Pride clean-up, 
etc.) have occurred and found success, but have yet to galvanize long-term energy or spillover 
impacts.

3.	 Communication gaps exist across organizations, sectors, domains, and the public at large; this 
impacts information exchange, news dissemination, community awareness, and more.

•	 There are few ideas towards addressing this challenge – perhaps a physical space (as 
opposed to digital) for information gathering and sharing might garner universal access. 

4.	 There is a near-universal respect for, and recognition of, the importance of celebrating local 
Indigenous cultures and sharing the history of Prince Rupert and surrounding communities.

•	 Many have mentioned Tsimshian-related economic opportunities, such as cultural and 
eco-tourism, traditional foods, art and ceremonies. There are locally operating economic 
development arms of Lax Kw’alaams, Metlakatla, and Gitga’at Nations, as well as social 
enterprises and activities led by the Nisga’a.

5.	 Public waterfront access is desired by all – frequently mentioned as an ongoing challenge and 
opportunity to improve Prince Rupert.

•	 The establishment of new means of access, and continued support for existing efforts 
(Redesign Rupert plans, Kaien Trails efforts, etc.) align with local desires and could improve 
the attraction and retention of tourists and workers coming here.

6.	 Mayor Lee Brain is a beacon of hope and inspiration for many community members, who see 
his leadership as welcome change to status-quo governance and share his “vision” for a strong, 
independent Prince Rupert.
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7.	 Prince Rupert is human-capital depleted, leading to a struggling volunteer sector, a lack of buy-
in and commitment to new initiatives, and a demand for professional labour that outpaces the 
community’s growth and efforts to train and recruit locally. The booming industry – the Port – 
inspires mixed feelings because it is reshaping and providing opportunities for Prince Rupert while 
attracting capacity away from local businesses. 

•	 There is a regional planning project currently underway for marketing the region for working 
professionals; perhaps there is a way to complement these efforts on a local level, earning the 
support of the local economic development team while improving the “livability” of Prince 
Rupert.

•	 Volunteer coordination, attraction and retention is a major barrier to this sector’s survival – 
perhaps there is an opportunity here, particularly with youth.

8.	 Downtown revitalization would lift a massive social and economic cloud from Prince Rupert: 
its appearance discourages and depresses community members; many vacant properties are 
owned by people from outside Prince Rupert who have no incentive to improve their buildings; 
degradation makes it unappealing for businesses and residents to occupy; high property taxes 
discourage people from purchasing properties there despite reasonable prices, etc.

9.	 There is a large demand for better access to fresh seafood – something that could be alleviated 
through the establishment of a local fish market.

•	 Such an establishment would have wider benefits as well – social cohesion between 
groups, recognition and celebration of First Nations and fisherman culture, increased food 
security through affordable access to seafood, local economic activity, a tourist attraction for 
international and regional visitors, etc.

10.	Residential housing and rental affordability has been steadily rising for some time, and is now 
well beyond the means of low-income, homeless, disabled, and other disadvantaged Rupertites, 
disproportionally of First Nations identity.

•	 This crisis manifested in the “tent city” protest of November 2017, resulting in a new 
emergency homeless shelter being established downtown.

•	 New modular homes are soon to be built to accommodate some of the need, as part of a 
provincial strategy to address the affordability crisis.

•	 A public discourse/consultation workshop took place in Prince Rupert January 11, 2018, 
where turnout of at least 150 people overwhelmed organizers (community members  
voluntarily facilitated). During this event, housing affordability was one of the most cited 
poverty-related challenges. 

Acknowledgements
We thank everyone who contributed – information, past reports, insights, data, reflections, and suggestions. 
We are especially grateful to those who shared their time and agreed to be interviewed. 

We acknowledge the financial support of the Vancouver Foundation in supporting this work. We are 
undertaking this work on the unceded territory of the Coastal Tsimshian.
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Introduction

Ecotrust Canada is a registered charity with a mandate to: design economic solutions that benefit people in 
place; support economic initiatives that demonstrate triple-bottom-line outcomes; and advance policy and 
practice that ensure adjacent communities benefit directly from development. We bring deep experience 
and commitment to Prince Rupert, a local office serving the community, and experience with place-based 
social innovation lab processes and social enterprise development.

We began exploring the North Coast Innovation Lab (NCIL) in 2016, and spent a year figuring out if this 
would be a good fit for Prince Rupert; whether we were in a position to add value to the existing initiatives 
and organizations in the community; could we bring capacity and attract funding to this work; and whether 
the social innovation lab approach was the right one. Our work, soul searching, and partnership discussions 
led us to the same place – YES. 

Once we knew we wanted to move forward, Phase I of the NCIL became clear: scoping and designing the 
NCIL to understand and respond to the needs in Prince Rupert, and articulating the objectives and activities 
of the NCIL. Nathan Randall was welcomed to the Ecotrust Canada team to carry out much of the scoping 
and design. Community interviews were a key part Phase I, and this report offers our reflections on the 
interviews as well as our design of the NCIL.  We know that we weren’t able to talk to everyone, but we 
humbly offer our insights as they have shaped the design. We will continue to listen and learn as we take 
action on the focus areas that emerged. We are grateful for everyone who shared their time. 

This report contains three parts:

•	 Part I provides an overview of the North Coast Innovation Lab – what it is, its principles and 
objectives, its activities and timeline, and initial areas of focus. 

•	 Part II shares what we heard from community interviews, and offers reflections on those 
insights as well as how the responses aligned with the priorities coming out of the Redesign 
Rupert process. 

•	 Part III presents the key areas of focus for the NCIL, based on learnings and listening to date, as 
well as more detail on the initial areas of focus. 

Aligned with Ecotrust Canada’s mission of designing economic alternatives for people in the places they call 
home, we have created the NCIL to be a place-based approach to generating innovative and collaborative 
solutions to the complex socio-economic challenges facing Prince Rupert. We invite you to dive in, be a part 
of the change, and contribute where you are able. 

Nathan Randall 
Manager, North Coast Innovation Lab 

nathan@ecotrust.ca

Devlin Fernandes 
Director, Community Programs  

devlin@ecotrust.ca 
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Part I:
the North Coast Innovation Lab 

What is the North Coast Innovation Lab?
The North Coast Innovation Lab (NCIL) is a place-based initiative for people who are invested in the future 
of Prince Rupert to work together on tangible projects and initiatives that build a resilient economy as a 
tool for community well-being. Drawing on eight years of community-based work in Prince Rupert and our 
award winning three-year initiative in Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside, the Local Economic Development 
Lab (LEDlab), we believe that the time is right to explore this creative, proactive and collaborative approach 
to local economic development in Prince Rupert. 

The NCIL is modeled on social change labs worldwide. This is a longitudinal ‘think and do’ initiative 
concentrated on understanding the conditions required for a vibrant, inclusive and sustainable Northern 
community, and building ground up solutions engaging stakeholders from across the system. The NCIL 
also builds on Ecotrust Canada’s competencies around the success of the LEDlab which has successfully 
incubated 11 social enterprises and initiatives, and offered nearly 200 hours of facilitation and hundreds 
of hours of entrepreneurial training. The NCIL brings together a diversity of community perspectives and 
professional capacities. It is experimental by nature and focused on affecting systemic change.

Starting a social innovation lab begins by developing a common understanding of the key problems or 
challenges facing an organization or community on a systemic level. Then, the relevant stakeholders 
and actors are gathered together to identify opportunities to ideate, test and experiment with tangible, 
collaborative solutions to the aforementioned challenges, influenced by design and systems thinking. The 
social innovation lab acts as a space, either literal or figurative, for rethinking complex problems, being 
open and honest, taking risks, and experimenting with new collaborative solutions1.

Principles
The following five principles reflect the spirit of the North Coast Innovation Lab:

Tangibility

Our aim is to spark practical, demonstrable and community-led projects and initiatives for the purpose of 
fostering economic and social resiliency in Prince Rupert.

Recognition

We will acknowledge and respect the social, cultural and historical complexities of Prince Rupert and 
its surrounding communities, and complement the existing community initiatives aiming to foster a 
sustainable future.

Ambition

With a spirit of hope and optimism, we will work with local actors and organizations to address and 

1	  http://www.innoweave.ca/en/modules/social-innovation-labs/about-social-innovation-labs

http://ledlab.ca/
http://ledlab.ca/
http://www.innoweave.ca/en/modules/social-innovation-labs/about-social-innovation-labs
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overcome the systemic barriers that hold Prince Rupert back from achieving its fullest potential.

Inclusion

Our work will be relevant to all cultures, classes and sectors in Prince Rupert, with particular respect to First 
Nations peoples who have occupied this region for millennia.

Integrity

We will remain true to Ecotrust Canada’s purpose and principles: to support the realization of an alternative 
economy through meaningful, respectful relationships and partnerships within Prince Rupert.

Program Objectives
Over three years, the NCIL aims to achieve the following objectives:

1.	 Spark innovative, collaborative, community-led projects using Social Innovation Lab methodology 
to address complex systemic problems

2.	 Acknowledge, complement and activate existing community-wide development initiatives

3.	 Prototype and nurture small, rural and remote community partnerships with academic institutions

4.	 Develop student talent for social innovation in rural, northern and industry-dependent 
communities and economies

5.	 Enhance the capacity of new and existing businesses, community organizations, and local 
“champions” to realize their own potential

6.	 Build a culture of social innovation and collaborative community development within Prince 
Rupert

Our long term goal is to increase social and economic resiliency for the community of Prince Rupert.

Activities
Working towards our objectives, and to meaningfully contribute to the socio-economic resiliency of Prince 
Rupert, the NCIL will focus on the following activities:

•	 Providing research, facilitation, design, incubation and project coordination capacity to activate 
community-led projects

•	 Supporting Prince Rupert in developing a shared understanding of the persistent problems and 
opportunities

•	 Facilitating and strengthening community networks

•	 Collecting and sharing ideas and knowledge generated over time

•	 Building community capacity for social innovation through workshops, partnerships, events 
and other forms of interactive learning
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Figure 1. A visualization of the NCIL activities within Prince Rupert 

Key Areas of Focus
In response to the challenges, opportunities, values and needs of Prince Rupert, as understood from a 
broad spectrum of community members interviewed in Phase 1; as well as the key findings from the public 
at large via the Redesign Rupert consultations; and through the results of participatory presentations and 
workshops with key stakeholders and the general public; we identified the following areas of focus for the 
NCIL:

•	 Growing the local economy for fish and marine products

•	 Co-working, information and resource-sharing

•	 Downtown revitalization, place-making and livability

•	 Economic diversification through entrepreneurship

•	 Creating low-barrier income opportunities through social enterprise

•	 Cultural economy-building (cultural and ecotourism, arts)

•	 Youth engagement and participation

•	 Bridging the socio-economic “divide”

•	 Enhancing and supporting volunteerism
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Initial Project Focus Areas
Out of the Key Areas, four questions emerged for early exploration by the North Coast Innovation Lab and 
will be targeted as directions for NCIL projects and partnerships within its first year (August 2017-August 
2018). They are described in detail in Part III of the report, but summarized here:

1.	 How might we grow the local economy for fish and marine products in Prince Rupert?

2.	 How might we enhance co-working, information-sharing and resource-sharing?

3.	 How might we develop social enterprise and entrepreneurship in Prince Rupert?

4.	 How might we engage youth in downtown revitalization and place-making? 

Timeline

Following the two initial quick-start projects (May-August 2018), additional projects, likely of longer 
duration, will take place in the fall of 2018. Scoping and partnerships around NCIL initiatives will be 
ongoing, as new project and research ideas emerge, and past projects evolve from scoping/feasibility 
studies to implementation and impact evaluation.

Figure 2. The timeline of the NCIL from December 2017 onwards

2019

2 - 4 projectsCommunity outreach & interviews

Presentation of findings & sharing ideas to community

Formalizing partnerships & co-creating pilot projects

2 quick-start projects

2 - 4 projects

2018

Ongoing capacity-building & gathering/sharing of innovative project ideas & evaluation

2020
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Part II: 
Community Interviews & Insights

While the NCIL is action-oriented, it was important to first listen and reflect on what has come before. 

Methodology
Nathan Randall joined Ecotrust Canada in November 2017 to lead the scoping and design work. From 
November 27, 2017 to January 26, 2018, the stakeholder mapping and interview processes were carried out 
to understand how a social innovation lab could contribute to socioeconomic resiliency in Prince Rupert, 
identify short and medium term project and partnership opportunities, and learn about the landscape 
and history of Prince Rupert. In total, 41 interviews with 45 different Rupertites were conducted, gaining a 
variety of contacts and perspectives from leaders and community builders in Prince Rupert. The interview 
responses have been organized and analyzed, and serve as the primary influence in the prioritization of 
NCIL project focus areas. We share reflections from the interviews in the Key Insights and Takeaways 
section of this report. A list of those interviewed is found in Appendix A.

Interview Questionnaire and data collection, organization, and analysis

Prior to commencing the interviews, a survey tool containing 11 questions (later reduced to 10) was 
developed as a semi-formal guide to the interview process. Interviews were designed to take approximately 
one hour and acquire a broad spectrum of responses from participants. They were asked to speak openly 
and to not feel limited by the scope of the survey tool questions (see Appendix B for the questionnaire 
tool). Interviews were audio-recorded if participants agreed to assist in post-interview transcription. 

Another tool used during the interview process was a human-centric profile template, which was filled out 
during the interview. This tool (as seen in Appendix C) was completed to capture some of the interview 
responses in real time, while also granting some insight into the personal values and visions of the 
interviewee. These sheets are useful “at-a-glance” reference documents that summarize the priorities and 
ideas of interviewees.

The final interviews took place on January 26, 2018. The interview responses were transcribed and 
organized over the following two weeks. An analysis was done to tally how often sentiments or ideas were 
repeated, which highlighted the most frequent responses. 

Redesign Rupert

It is worth noting that no project or initiative happens in isolation from those around it, or without impact 
from what has come before. The NCIL follows on the heels of Redesign Rupert, a civic engagement process 
in partnership between Community Development Institute, University of Northern British Columbia, the 
City of Prince Rupert and Community Futures. Its purpose is “to develop and implement strategies for 
economic diversification and community resilience in Prince Rupert”.2 At a time when liquefied natural gas 
(LNG) developments were an imminent possibility, Redesign Rupert worked to engage the community 
around their assets and desires, to provide a base of knowledge to launch community initiatives from. It 
continues to be a framework that we see the NCIL activities contributing to, and we have reviewed their 

2	  Redesign Rupert Final Report

http://www.princerupert.ca/haystwo/redesign-rupert
http://www.princerupert.ca/sites/default/files/Redesign_Rupert/Redesign%20Rupert%20Recharge%20Final%20Report%2020161207.pdf
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Appendix B: NCIL Interview Questionnaire
NCIL Community Member Interview Guide

Date Time Location Conversation Type

First Name Last Name Self-identify with First Nation?

Role Organization Affiliated Org/Group/Club/etc.

Preliminary Questions and Info

Following this interview, may I quote you?			   Yes			   No

May I use your name in the quote? Anonymous?	 Name		  Anonymous		  Neither

May I record this interview, for review purposes only?		  Yes			   No

Overview of Interview, North Coast Innovation Lab Phase 1

•	 Aim of this project is to create a space for new and innovative thinking in the community; to 
foster an environment of collaboration, innovation, creativity and unity amongst governments, 
businesses and organizations of Prince Rupert

•	 First phase requires listening to people in the community; specifically, those who are already 
working to build a stronger Prince Rupert and a more robust local economy

•	 From this, we can learn where opportunities exist, which direction leaders want to take the local 
economy, the role and motivations of the leaders themselves, and to better understand the social 
dynamics and economic realities of Prince Rupert

•	 This information will influence the formation and refinement of the Lab; in particular, how 
to best address the existing gaps or shortcomings within existing networks; which social/
economic avenues offer the possibility of sparking systematic change; where gaps in capacity, 
communication or information might be filled; and how the NCIL could otherwise assist in the 
creation of a sustainable community and economy
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Questionnaire

# Question Context
Contextual Info
1 Tell me a bit about yourself! 

Describe how you relate to Prince Rupert, 
personally and professionally.

A self-described explanation of your, and your 
organization’s place in the community. What 
has your PR experience here been like? What 
different “hats” do you wear in the community, 
and why do you support these causes/
organizations/clubs?

Response

Prince Rupert’s Economic Landscape
2 What are some of the persistent social 

and/or economic challenges facing Prince 
Rupert? Who are being impacted and what 
are the ramifications here in PR?

.Prince Rupert faces many different challenges 
on social and economic fronts – which are the 
most relevant to you, and how do you feel they 
impact/reflect on this community?

Response

3 What social/economic opportunities 
do you see here in Prince Rupert which 
are currently untapped, undervalued or 
currently ignored?

Are there any situations where the potential for 
income generation and community building 
are being missed? Is there more value in certain 
goods or services than is being recognized? 

Response

4 Can you identify and share your perspective 
on some organizations, movements 
or projects related to local economic 
development, community building, etc.? 
Have they found success, and what should 
we bear in mind while developing the 
NCIL?

Who are some of the key players trying to 
make a positive difference for people and/or 
businesses here in PR? What impressions have 
past projects made on the public, the non-profit, 
and/or the business communities? What has 
worked and what hasn’t? How can we ensure 
not to repeat past mistakes, while building on 
past successes?

Response
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Challenges for a Resilient Prince Rupert
5 What do you see as the barriers and 

challenges to sustainable economic growth 
and building a stronger community here 
in Prince Rupert? What changes (political, 
individual, economic) could occur to 
overcome these barriers? 

Are there policies that are holding people/
organizations from building up this community? 
Are there personal, communication, 
infrastructure, or financial limits on progress? 
Can the community overcome these barriers 
somehow? 

How about from your organization’s field and 
perspective?

Response

Aspirations for a Better Prince Rupert
6 What does a thriving, vibrant and 

sustainable Prince Rupert look like to you?
Can you paint me a picture of your ideal Prince 
Rupert? What differences are most appealing 
and important to you? Is it possible to achieve 
some of these ideals?

Response

7 Prince Rupert and surrounding 
communities have rich histories and 
cultures that permeate throughout the 
community. How do you see culture best 
fitting in the economic growth of Prince 
Rupert? Into our approach?

This is an open question that can be 
approached in many ways. Examples might 
include: reconciliation and respect of First 
Nations culture in community development 
projects and collaborations; infusing local 
art and traditions into solutions; focusing on 
fishing-related solutions as they resonate with 
PR’s most symbolic industry; etc.

Response

The Role of North Coast Innovation Lab
8 How familiar are you with Innovation Labs, 

or other social innovation-related activities?
This process is sometimes used in community 
planning processes; popular examples of 
organizations using this method include 
CityStudio in Vancouver, MaRS in Toronto, United 
Way in Calgary, etc. 

Response

9 In what ways do you envision the NCIL 
supporting your organization’s mission, the 
local economy, or the community at large?

Beyond the possible internships, or even direct 
capacity support, how might our efforts to 
build understanding and unlock new economic 
possibilities benefit your org? ie. Knowledge 
sharing, meeting facilitation with similar orgs, 
etc.
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Response

10 What community projects would be 
the most impactful and/or successful in 
Prince Rupert? Would you and/or your 
organization officially support?

What ideas do you have for economic projects 
that could succeed within this community? 
Do these fit within your personal and/or 
professional mandate? Would you invest time/
capacity into making these ideas a reality?

Some examples I’ve heard before include - a 
public fish market for residents to buy fresh 
fish, a co-working space for small businesses, 
downtown revitalization, etc.

Response

Wrap-up and Follow-up

If I have any other questions, may I contact you in the future?		  Yes		  No

Would you like to stay informed on the NCIL as it develops?		  Yes		  No

Is there anyone else within your organization or network that should be informed or involved with this in 
some way? 			   Yes			   No

If Yes, whom, and how should they be reached?		

 
Is there anything else I should note, know, or otherwise be aware of?

Closing Remarks

•	 Following the Scoping & Design phase of the NCIL, we will be sharing our findings with community 
leaders, members, and associated organizations in February/March 2018

•	 This process will inform the next Phase, which involves the formation of collaborative partnerships and 
innovative project(s) designed to address some of the challenges and potentials we have discovered

•	 First projects will be piloted in the spring/early summer of 2018

Expect to hear back from me in Feb/March with updates and outcomes from this process 
 
Thank you for your time and wisdom; I look forward to getting back to you and working together to build a 
stronger Prince Rupert!
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Appendix C: Human-centric profile template



Skeena Office 
200-515 3rd Avenue West 
Prince Rupert, BC  V8J 1L9 
(250) 624-4191

Vancouver Office 
90-425 Carrall Street 
Vancouver, BC  V6B 6E3 
(604) 682-4141

Ecotrust Canada is an enterprising non-profit powered by the vision of people 
and nature thriving together. We develop innovative economic solutions that 
enable rural and remote communities to share in the management and benefit of 
local resources – from forestry to fisheries to housing and energy. Our on-the-ground 
work and systems approach is entrepreneurial, partnership-based and relentlessly 
practical. Learn more at ecotrust.ca


