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Executive Summary

The long-term prosperity of western Canada depends in part on the 

degree to which the four western provincial governments cooperate with 

one another.  This message is repeated again and again whenever Canada 

West Foundation consults with western Canadians. 

Fortunately, interprovincial cooperation is well-established in the West and 

has been building momentum in recent years with the signing of the Trade, 

Investment and Labour Mobility Agreement, joint Cabinet meetings and the 

recently announced Western Economic Partnership.  The only downside to 

these new developments is that Manitoba has not joined in.

Given these developments, and the ongoing importance of cooperation to 

the region’s economic success, it is an opportune time to restate the case for 

interprovincial cooperation in the West.

There are three basic and overlapping reasons in favour of regional 

cooperation:  strength in numbers; economic benefits/public policy efficiency; 

and spillover effects.  In addition to these generic advantages, there are four 

specific reasons for cooperation among the western provinces:

1. The Goldilock’s Principle—It is easier to manage cooperation among the 

four western provinces than among 10 provinces and three territories spread 

out across the full width and breadth of the Canadian landmass.  Simply 

put, pan-Canadian cooperation is “too big.”  Conversely, retreating to a 

purely provincial approach in all instances is “too small.”  The advantages 

of interprovincial cooperation remain a laudable goal.  Hence, rising above 

provincial borders and engaging in regional policy cooperation has the 

potential for being “just right.”

2. Spillover Effects in the West—The four western provinces are tied to one 

another in a variety of unavoidable ways.  The need to address policy issues 

that literally spill over provincial borders means that there are numerous 

policy areas where cooperation is an obvious and desirable option.  The 

management of rivers that cross provincial borders is an example, as is the 

maintenance of an efficient regional transportation system.
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3. Common Ground—One of the reasons pan-Canadian cooperation is not 

always the best bet for the western provinces is the fact that there are a large 

number of policy issues that loom large in the West, but sit at or near the bottom 

of the agenda in the rest of the country (and vice versa).  The diverse nature of 

the Canadian federation means that many issues have a regional dimension 

that make them more important to the provinces of one region than to those 

in other parts of the country.  Some key areas of common ground in the West 

include the relative importance of natural resource industries and agriculture, 

well-established regional business and trade linkages, high concentrations of 

Aboriginal peoples, strong linkages to states in the western US, and significant 

family and social connections due to the tendency of westerners to move 

about within the region.  These and other common features provide fertile soil 

in which to grow stronger forms of regional public policy cooperation.

4. Population Size—The population and economy of each of the four western 

provinces are relatively small.  Even the largest western province (BC) has a 

smaller population than the Toronto Census Metropolitan Area.  As a result, 

the individual western provinces do not have the population base to achieve 

critical mass or an economy of scale in some areas.  In a national, continental 

and global environment in which the individual western provinces are small 

players, it makes sense to work together as a region rather than as four 

separate units.

Next Steps:

1. If the West is to reach its economic potential and improve its public services 

while keeping higher taxes at bay, interprovincial cooperation is key.  This 

means that we need even more cooperation.  The TILMA and the Western 

Economic Partnership are significant steps worthy of applause, but they are 

only milestones at the start of a long road.  There are opportunities to cooperate 

that go beyond trade, investment and labour mobility.  For example, a pan-

western post-secondary education system, combined investments in regional 

transportation infrastructure and integrated regional health care services 

should be given serious consideration.

2. While the agreements to date are impressive, cooperation is an ongoing 

process—it is never finished.  It is one thing to sign an agreement, quite another 

to put it into practice, and even harder to maintain it over the long haul.  BC, 
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Alberta and Saskatchewan should not be satisfied with their success to date, 

but use it to propel them to “the next level” of cooperation.

3. Manitoba needs to be brought on board in meaningful ways.  It is to 

Manitoba’s advantage to be a full member of the BC-Alberta-Saskatchewan 

club just as it is better for these three provinces to have Manitoba as a 

member.  The regional common ground and the benefits of cooperation apply 

to Manitoba as much as to any of the other western provinces.  Given this, 

both Manitoba and the other three western provinces should examine ways 

to extend the cooperative grid east of Saskatchewan so that it encompasses 

Manitoba.

4. While more government is rarely the best answer to policy challenges, 

a possible fourth step would be the creation of a permanent Western 

Interprovincial Cooperation Secretariat.  With a modest staff and budget, 

the secretariat could keep track of existing cooperation initiatives, highlight 

areas for potential cooperation, report on cooperation in other parts of the 

country, and serve as a resource for all four provinces as they continue to work 

together on a wide range of issues.

5. More work is needed to determine if cooperation actually pays the dividends 

it promises.  For example, would combined health programs or a regional 

post-secondary system actually deliver better services and lower costs? The 

more hard numbers that can be attached to the outcomes of cooperation, the 

more likely it will be that it will not only continue, but expand as well.
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1. Introduction

In 2003, the Canada West Foundation published Common Ground: 
The Case for Interprovincial Cooperation in Western Canada.  This 
study outlined the many reasons why interprovincial cooperation 
makes sense.  Since that time, major new forms of cooperation have 
emerged within the region, such as the recently announced Western 
Economic Partnership.1  Better Neighbours updates the previous 
Canada West Foundation report on interprovincial cooperation in 
light of these and other initiatives and restates the larger case for 
cooperation.  

2. Why Cooperate?

Suggesting ways to improve public policy is one of the main things Canada 

West Foundation does.  Among the many options for improving public policy is 

cooperation among governments.  Provincial governments may, for example, 

be able to save tax dollars by placing a bulk order for the same math textbook 

or improve health outcomes by supporting a regional “centre of excellence” 

rather than several smaller individual provincial efforts.

This does not mean that cooperation is beneficial in all situations.  It is not a 

cure for everything that ails public policy and it is not without cost in terms of 

time, resources and adaptability to local circumstances and priorities.  

Governments, moreover, are complex human organizations.  This means 

that cooperation can take place only when there is trust, familiarity and 

1	  The Premiers of BC, Alberta and Saskatchewan signed the Western Economic 
Partnership at a September 2009 joint Cabinet meeting held in Calgary.  See http://
www2.news.gov.bc.ca/news_releases_2009-2013/2009PREM0034-000322.htm
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understanding among government staff.  These relationships take time and 

effort to establish and nurture.

Despite these caveats, one can safely assert that cooperation is a generally 

beneficial option and should be considered as a possible way to improve 

a broad range of government activities.  Indeed, cooperation should be the 

default option and abandoned only when its costs are shown to outweighs 

its benefits.  This requires a new way of thinking about public policy by both 

elected officials and bureaucrats.   After all, it is hard enough to engender 

cooperation across departments within the same government let alone 

between different governments.  Without political will, staff incentives, clear 

results, accountability and long-term relationships, cooperation will fail.  

On the bright side, interprovincial cooperation2 is already quite far along in 

western Canada.  This is illustrated by a long list of existing initiatives (see 

Figure 1 for some examples) and by recent developments such as the Trade, 

Investment and Labour Mobility Agreement (TILMA) between BC and Alberta 

and the brand new Western Economic Partnership between BC, Alberta and 

Saskatchewan. 

2	  Interprovincial cooperation is defined in this report as any form of cooperative 
behaviour among provincial governments or their agencies.  It includes everything from 
information sharing and coordination of tourism marketing to harmonized trucking regula-
tions and pan-western post-secondary programs.

Cooperation should be the default option and abandoned 
only when its costs are shown to outweighs its benefits.  This 
requires a new way of thinking about public policy by both 
elected officials and bureaucrats.
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The importance of regional cooperation3 has been brought up at virtually 

every meeting, roundtable and conference organized by Canada West 

Foundation in the last decade.  Whether the topic is competing in the global 

economy, improving social services, addressing water issues or any number of 

other policy areas, interprovincial cooperation is seen as adding value. 

Western Canadians also understand that, unlike the 13 million people in 

Ontario, 10 million westerners are dispersed among four separate provinces.  

This has advantages (e.g., the development of provincial policies that take into 

account unique circumstances and a greater degree of policy experimentation) 

and disadvantages (e.g., barriers to growth created by a splintered regional 

economy and wasteful duplication).  One way to minimize the disadvantages 

and maximize the advantages of a region divided into four jurisdictions is 

through public policy cooperation.  Missed opportunities on this front are 

costly given fiscal imperatives such as rising health care costs and a global 

economy marked by intense competition.

As noted, the pursuit of cooperation does not negate the value of healthy 

provincially-based policy experimentation or the existence of different policy 

priorities and preferences.  Complete policy homogeneity is not the objective 

nor is formal political unification.  The goal is to capitalize on shared interests by 

moving beyond “silo thinking” and realizing the potential benefits associated 

with cooperation among existing provincial units.

Cooperation or Unification?

A lack of regional institutions that cross provincial borders means that provincial 

governments are the focal points of territorial interests in Canada.4  There is 

3	  Notwithstanding the inclusion of the territorial premiers at the annual Western 
Premiers’ Conference, the three northern territories are considered to be a distinct region 
in this report rather than as part of western Canada (BC, Alberta, Saskatchewan and 
Manitoba).  This does not diminish the importance of the West working closely with the 
North on a broad array of initiatives, but it does suggest that these efforts should be seen 
as inter-regional rather than intra-regional in nature.

4	  Large cities have been vying for the role of representing urban territorial 
interests in Canada.  While they have achieved some success, it has been limited by 
the fact that they do not have the constitutional status and responsibilities enjoyed by the 
provinces.  It remains to be seen how “city regions” like Vancouver, Calgary and Toronto 
will make their presence known in Confederation in the years ahead.
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no Premier of the West and no western Canadian regional government with 

powers outlined in the Constitution.  The West, moreover, does not have tax 

revenue to pay for public works and programs.  Provinces, of course, have 

all of these things and years of province-building have established them as 

complex political and administrative units with deep roots, significant power 

and a vast array of interests dependent upon them: 

…since 1867 Canadians have been engaged not only in state-

building but in province-building as well.  The existence of separate 

provincial governments automatically elicits a more intense pattern 

of communications and associational activity within provincial 

boundaries than across them. (Black and Cairns 1977, 43)

Provincial governments and provincial boundaries are here to stay.  The 

durability of provincial units means that addressing common challenges and 

developing regional efficiencies must be accomplished through interprovincial 

cooperation.5

Is the West a “Real” Region?

Discussion of interprovincial cooperation in the West requires at least a 

passing nod to the somewhat fuzzy, but nonetheless useful, notion of “region.”  

A region can be thought of as any roughly contiguous geographic space tied 

together in some meaningful way (e.g., by physical, social, political, cultural 

or economic factors).  Most would agree that the West is a region in at least 

5	  The idea of unifying Alberta, Saskatchewan and Manitoba was discussed at 
length at the One Prairie Province? Conference that was held in Lethbridge in 1970.  The 
rough consensus at the conference was that unification was not the best option but that 
there was ample reason for the three prairie provinces (plus BC) to work together.  It was 
at this conference that the Honourable James A. Richardson suggested the creation of an 
institution that could be a continuing forum for the thoughts and ideas expressed at the 
conference (Elton 1970).  A few months later, Canada West Foundation was created to 
do just that.

Provincial governments and provincial boundaries are here to 
stay.  The durability of provincial units means that addressing 
common challenges and developing regional efficiencies must be 
accomplished through interprovincial cooperation.
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some sense—even if this regional status is based on little more than the fact that 

people often lump the four western provinces together.6  

But are there enough meaningful linkages among the four western provinces 

for them to be considered a “real” region?  It doesn’t matter.  When it comes 

to regional cooperation, what is required is that the western provinces choose 

to cooperate and, by so doing, act like a region.

With that said, successful interprovincial cooperation is more likely when there 

is common ground upon which to build relationships.  Before going over 

this regional common ground in section 4, the next section outlines the three 

generic advantages of regional cooperation.

3. The General Case for Intergovernmental 
Cooperation

Whether it is sub-state units like provinces or sovereign countries that are 

involved, there are three basic and overlapping reasons in favour of regional 

cooperation:  1) strength in numbers; 2) economic benefits and public policy 

efficiency; and 3) spillover effects.

Strength in Numbers

Banding together into regions is a standard means of enhancing military power, 

increasing political clout and trying to fend off external threats.7   International 

cooperation designed to increase the military security of a group of nation-

states (e.g., the North Atlantic Treaty Organization) and free trade zones such 

6	  The Constitution Act, 1867 does this in section 22: “In relation to the Constitu-
tion of the Senate Canada shall be deemed to consist of Four Divisions… 4. The Western 
Provinces of Manitoba, British Columbia, Saskatchewan and Alberta.”

7	   Regional cooperation as a response to global forces is a common theme in 
the literature on international regions.  As Breslin and Higgott argue, “Initial understand-
ings of regionalism saw it as a defensive mechanism to reduce dependence on the inter-
national economy.  The new regionalism takes a more offensive response to the global 
economy.  It is a way of securing greater competitive access to global markets under 
conditions of globalisation, not a way of securing regional autarky. … The defensive-offen-
sive attitude towards regionalism should not be seen as mutually exclusive.  The defensive 
legacies of the earlier phase remain” (2000, 339).
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as the European Union or the North American Free Trade Agreement are 

classic examples of regional arrangements based on the premise that there 

is strength in numbers.  Regional cooperation is seen as a practical response 

to external threats such as military intimidation or economic competition.  

Proponents of European cooperation, for example, believe that the individual 

countries of Europe stand a better chance of competing with large economies 

like the US if they work together as a relatively integrated unit:  “The single 

market offers European businesses a larger pool of consumers and allows the 

creation of wolrd-leading corporations to compete with the Americans and 

the Japanese” (McCormick 1999, 19).  Regional cooperation is also used to 

increase political influence within a country or at the international level among 

nation-states.  

The evolution of the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) and 

the development of the World Trade Organization (WTO) notwithstanding, 

persistent barriers to a truly open global economy have meant that countries 

have sought to create workable economic zones based on regional synergies—

zones that extend the benefits of free trade to members of the region while 

limiting the access of non-members (Reardon et al. 2002, 91).  As sub-state 

regions and countries jockey for position in the global economy, being part of 

a regional trading bloc is a significant economic advantage.  As the Western 

Governors’ Association argued in 1988, the benefits of regional cooperation 

in export trade include:

cost reductions and economies from consolidation of efforts, 

increased impact from a more massive presence of the states when 

operating in combination, increasingly knowledgeable state officers 

as a result of pooling of experience; greater and more rational 

global coverage at little extra cost; and an effective presence for 

Western interests in Washington and overseas. (Chi 1996, 60)  

Regional cooperation is seen as a practical response to external 
threats such as military intimidation or economic competition.  
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Although the military aspect of the strength in numbers concept does not apply 

to interprovincial cooperation, the economic component provides a rationale 

for the removal of provincial policies that balkanize regional economies and 

hamstring economic growth.  Similarly, cooperation can be used to increase 

the political clout of a region and, in turn, the likelihood that it will achieve its 

objectives in political negotiations.  As McCormick argues about the European 

Union, “There is greater chance of building global power and influence when 

the member states act in concert rather than individually” (1999, 19).

Economic Benefits and Policy Efficiency

The need for relatively small or vulnerable economies to work together to 

compete with larger or better positioned economies points to the central 

role played by economic theory in the argument for regional cooperation.  

Working together enables a region to take advantage of economic principles 

such as comparative advantage and economies of scale and, by so doing, 

improve its overall economic performance and its ability to compete with 

external rivals: 

In addition to the benefits of a more efficient economy, economic 

cooperation provides consumer benefits.  These arise from two 

sources:  access to products that are not available in one province 

at lower prices than would be charged in a protected market; tax 

benefits from lower costs in the provision of government services. 

(Parsons 1993, 4)

Because the economic principles of economies of scale and comparative 

advantage also apply to the provision of government services, regional 

cooperation also has the potential to generate better public services at lower 

cost.  Competitiveness is enhanced by efficiency in both the private sector and 

the public sector.

Cooperation can be used to increase the political clout of a region 
and, in turn, the likelihood that it will achieve its objectives in 
political negotiations.  
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Pooling expertise and resources saves money by reducing duplication and 

expanding the market for public services.  Regional cooperation offers the 

scale of production necessary to compete with bigger players, but takes 

place on a small enough scale that is still manageable on a practical level.  

As Parsons argues, many “public services can be produced at lower average 

costs when they are produced in higher volumes” (1993, 2).  Combining 

efforts, moreover, makes it easier to do some things that would be impossible 

or impractical for one province to undertake alone because it lacks a critical 

mass of resources or population. 

Basing policy decisions on a regional population also allows for a greater 

degree of specialization.  By focusing on a smaller number of services and 

“trading” these with regional partners, governments can provide their citizens 

with higher quality services and save money at the same time through the 

efficiency gains associated with specialization.  Opportunities to create 

“centres of excellence” in the policy areas of education and health care 

abound.  Indeed, as the costs of providing public health care continue to 

skyrocket, the cost savings promised by regional cooperation should be given 

serious consideration.   

Harmonization across policy areas such as trucking, securities, power 

generation, licensing, standards, accreditation, labeling, international 

marketing and government procurement saves money, reduces confusion 

both within a region and among external investors, and increases economic 

performance.  This, in turn, expands the tax base and helps sustain public 

services such as health care and education. 

Spillover Effects

Regional policy cooperation also allows governments to address public policy 

issues that are unavoidably regional in nature—issues that spill over political 

borders—such as water management, preservation of the environment, and 

transportation.  The commitment to create a coordinated gang database 

by the end of 2009 reached at the joint BC-Alberta-Saskatchewan Cabinet 

meeting on September 11, 2009 is an excellent example of a spillover effect 

(criminal gang activity) being addressed through interprovincial cooperation.  
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Similarly, the only way to effectively manage the rivers that flow across Alberta, 

Saskatchewan and Manitoba is to come to some sort of interprovincial 

agreement.  Recognizing this, a Master Agreement on Apportionment was 

entered into in 1969.  Recognition of the need for cooperative approaches to 

shared water resources dates back to 1948 when the Prairie Provinces Water 

Board was created:

Through almost 60 years of regular meetings, the Prairie Provinces 

Water Board has demonstrated that ongoing information sharing 

can result in the development of a high level of trust and open 

communication—resulting in many positive contributions in support of 

interprovincial water management solutions.” (International Institute 

for Sustainable Development, Prairie Water Strategies, December 

2, 2005, p. 47)

Indeed, when it comes to spillover effects like those created by shared water 

resources, the only viable policy option is cooperation.

These generic reasons for interprovincial cooperation show that cooperation 

is far from the exclusive preserve of western Canada.  It can be and is both 

viable and valuable in other parts of the country.  In fact, Atlantic Canada 

has a long history of cooperation and there is much that the two regions can 

learn from each other in this regard.  Examining the full range of interprovincial 

cooperation in Canada is, however, beyond the scope of this report.  As 

such, the next section focuses on why cooperation makes particular sense in 

the West, but this does not in any way undermine the importance of regional 

cooperation among other combinations of provinces.

Cooperation is far from the exclusive preserve of western Canada.  It 
can be and is both viable and valuable in other parts of the country. 



Better neighbours 10

The Ongoing Case for Interprovincial Cooperation in Western Canada

Robert Roach

Figure 1: Examples of Existing Interprovincial Cooperation in Western Canada

Initiative Description Start Date Partners

Western College of Veterinary Medi-
cine at the University of Saskatchewan

The four western provinces and the federal 
government agreed to create a single veteri-
nary college to serve the region.

1964 Western prov-
inces, northern ter-
ritories and federal 
government

Alberta-Canada-Saskatchewan-Mani-
toba Master Agreement on Apportion-
ment and the Prairie Provinces Water 
Board

Established the Prairie Provinces Water 
Board to manage the commitments made in 
the Agreement surrounding easterly flowing 
water.

1969 Alberta, Saskatch-
ewan, Manitoba 
and federal gov-
ernment

Western Premier’s Meeting Annual meeting of the premiers of the four 
western provinces and three northern ter-
ritories.

The most 
recent meet-
ing was in 
Dawson City, 
Yukon in June 
2009

Western provinces 
and northern ter-
ritories

Western and Northern Canadian Proto-
col for Collaboration in Basic Education

Provides a forum for education ministers from 
the western provinces and northern territories 
to collaborate on education policy.

1993 Western provinces 
and northern ter-
ritories

Joint Cabinet Meetings Joint Cabinet meetings between BC and 
Alberta began in 2003.  In 2008, Alberta 
and Saskatchewan held a joint Cabinet meet-
ing.  The first trilateral meeting took place in 
March 2009.

2003 BC, Alberta and 
Saskatchewan

Memorandum of Understanding 
Between Alberta and British Columbia 
on a Protocol for a Partnership in Sup-
port of Assistive Technology and Other 
Specialized Services to Students with 
Special Needs

Defines a framework to enhance the avail-
ability of assistive technology and improve 
the delivery of other specialized services in 
Alberta and BC.

2004 Alberta and BC

Western Energy Alliance Memorandum 
of Understanding on Energy Across 
Boundaries

Creates an “energy alliance” between the 
signatories, demonstrating their desire to 
collaborate on energy and harmonization of 
industry regulations, and promotion of energy 
supplies in the entire region.

2006 Western provinces 
and northern ter-
ritories

Trade, Investment and Labour Mobility 
Agreement

Signed in April 2006, the agreement is in-
tended to provide “more secure access to the 
other province’s market for business, investors 
and workers.”

2006 (full 
implementa-
tion April 1, 
2009)

BC and Alberta

Carbon Capture and Storage Initiative Refers to cooperation between Alberta and 
Saskatchewan with the intent to lead the 
development of technologies necessary to 
implement carbon capture and storage.

2008 Alberta and 
Saskatchewan

Western Economic Partnership Signed at a trilateral Cabinet meeting in 
September 2009, the Western Economic 
Partnership is intended to create “a broad 
western interprovincial trade agreement.”

2009 BC, Alberta and 
Saskatchewan
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4. The Specific Case for Western Canadian 
Cooperation

In addition to the general advantages of regional cooperation, there are 

four specific reasons for cooperation among the four western provinces.

Not Too Big, Not Too Small:  The Goldilocks Principle8 

Mobilizing all 10 provinces and three territories—with or without the involvement 

of the federal government—is often (though not always) unmanageable.  The 

number of players and the diversity of interests at the table mean that national 

negotiations are slow, complex, peppered with policy landmines and other 

barriers to successful cooperation.  The advantages of cooperation are often 

unattainable because of the practical limitations of negotiating pan-Canadian 

arrangements.  In addition, lumping the western provinces in with the rest of the 

country is counterproductive as western issues and needs are overshadowed 

by the concerns of other regions.  In an article about the institutional weaknesses 

of the Annual Premiers’ Conference, André Dufour notes that “if Saskatchewan 

wants to discuss subsidies to grain farmers, Nova Scotia plans to talk about 

fishing quotas” (2002).  Dufour’s observation highlights the barriers to pan-

Canadian cooperation created by competing interests and priorities.  It is 

simply easier to manage cooperation among the four western provinces than 

among 10 provinces and three territories spread out across the full width and 

breadth of the Canadian landmass.  Simply put, pan-Canadian cooperation 

is “too big.”  

8	  Katzenstein uses the story of Goldilocks to illustrate the role of regions in interna-
tional affairs:  “Because they often mediate between national and global effects, regional 
effects, as in the story of Goldilocks, are neither too hot, nor too cold, but just right” 
(2000, 353).

Lumping the western provinces in with the rest of the country is 
counterproductive as western issues and needs are overshadowed by 
the concerns of other regions 
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It is tempting to argue at this juncture that the member states of the European 

Union face even greater barriers to cooperation, but have managed to 

overcome them and take advantage of the benefits of working together.  

Given this, why can’t Canada’s component parts do the same?  There are 

four general responses to this line of reasoning.  

First, Canada’s provinces and territories, unlike the countries of Europe, do 

not have a history of bloody wars among them to act as an impetus for 

cooperation.  Canada has the luxury of allowing certain internal divisions to 

remain active without the fear that they will lead to military action.  Second, 

because Canada is a single country, it already had many of the things the EU 

was created to achieve (e.g., a common currency and relatively open internal 

borders).  Third, even though there is a lot more that could be done, it is a 

mistake to see Canada’s provinces and territories as divided as the members 

of the EU once were and to some degree still are.  There is a great deal of 

common ground in Canada and all sorts of cooperative arrangements exist 

including the pan-Canadian Council of the Federation that was established at 

the end of 2003.  Fourth, Canadians should take the European example to 

heart and challenge themselves to overcome ongoing internal differences, find 

ways to increase cooperation and, thereby, make the Canadian federation 

function as efficiently as possible.  One way to do this is to continue and 

expand the work of the Council of the Federation.

Despite this, a pan-Canadian approach is not always needed, not always 

best for the West (or Canada), and not always possible.  A pan-Canadian 

approach, moreover, may not be the best place to start given that a great deal 

can be learned by beginning on a regional level and building from there. 

If pan-Canadian cooperation in many cases is “too big,” retreating to a 

purely provincial approach in all instances is “too small.” The advantages 

of interprovincial cooperation remain a laudable goal.  Hence, rising above 

provincial borders and engaging in regional policy cooperation has the 

potential for being “just right.”  A regional approach is able to avoid (or at 

least mitigate) some of the pitfalls of pan-Canadian negotiations.  It is also 

able to focus on issues of particular importance to the western provinces 

as a group and utilize regional common ground as a basis for cooperative 
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action.  A regional approach yields the advantages of cooperation without 

the barriers to success associated with pan-Canadian policy action. 

Spillover Effects in the West

A second reason for regional cooperation in the West is the simple fact 

that the four western provinces are tied together in all sorts of unavoidable 

ways.  The need to address policy issues that literally spill over provincial 

borders means that there are numerous policy areas where cooperation 

is an obvious and desirable option.  The management of rivers that cross 

provincial borders discussed earlier is an example, as is the maintenance of 

an efficient regional transportation system.  Again, it is a matter of degree 

rather than an either-or situation.  Ontario, Quebec and Atlantic Canada have 

an interest in Vancouver’s port system, just not to the same degree that farmers 

in Saskatchewan do. 

Common Ground

One of the reasons pan-Canadian cooperation is not always the best bet 

for the western provinces is the fact that there are a large number of policy 

issues that loom large in the West, but sit at or near the bottom of the agenda 

in the rest of the country and vice versa.  This does not mean that the various 

regions of the country are indifferent to one another’s concerns.9  The point 

is that the diverse nature of the Canadian federation means that some needs 

and objectives have a regional dimension that make them more important to 

9	  A province or region may share the concerns of another province or region, 
even if it is not clearly a common issue, for a variety of reasons including supporting the 
other region on principle or for strategic reasons.  The contingencies of federal-provincial 
negotiations, for example, sometimes lead to deals where one province or region sup-
ports the position of another province or region as a means of increasing bargaining 
power. 

The diverse nature of the Canadian federation means that 
some needs and objectives have a regional dimension that 
make them more important to the provinces of one region 
than to those in other parts of the country.  This, in turn, 
provides a basis for regional cooperation. 
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the provinces of one region than to those in other parts of the country.  This, in 

turn, provides a basis for regional cooperation. 

Some key areas of common ground in the West (in addition to spillover effects) 

include the relative importance of natural resource industries and agriculture, 

well-established regional business and trade linkages, high concentrations of 

Aboriginal peoples, strong linkages to states in the western US, and significant 

family and social connections due to the tendency of westerners to move 

about within the region.  These and other common features provide fertile soil 

in which to grow stronger forms of regional public policy cooperation.

The economic benefits of interprovincial cooperation in the West are well-

documented in a study conducted for Canada West Foundation in 1993 

by Dr. Graham Parsons entitled A Western Economic Cooperation Agenda:  

Strengthening the Economic Union Within Western Canada.  The basic 

premise of the report is that there are natural economic linkages within western 

Canada that should drive the allocation of economic resources in the region, 

but these linkages are often severed by the division of the region into four 

provinces.  As a result, there is—despite efforts to create a more open pan-

Canadian economic union through the national Agreement on Internal Trade—

an array of public policy barriers in place that hinder economic efficiency and 

growth.   The BC-Alberta Trade, Investment and Labour Mobility Agreement 

(TILMA) has gone a long way toward truly eliminating barriers between BC 

and Alberta and the new Western Economic Partnership promises to do the 

same for barriers between BC, Alberta and Saskatchewan.  At the time of 

writing, Manitoba remains outside these agreements.

It is important to note that the development of a more coordinated western 

economic and policy space should not seek to exclude other parts of the 

country.  On the contrary, western Canadian successes in this area should be 

used to jump start the quest for a more open national economy.
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Population Size

The population and economy of each of the four western provinces are relatively 

small.  Even the largest western province (BC) has a smaller population than 

the Toronto Census Metropolitan Area.  As a result, the individual western 

provinces do not have the population base to achieve critical mass or an 

economy of scale in some areas.  In a national, continental, and global 

environment in which the individual western provinces are small players, it 

makes sense to work together as a region of 10 million people and 38% of 

the national economy rather than as four separate units (see Figure 2).

As long as it is difficult for businesses, investors and individual Canadians to 

operate as if western Canada is a single economy relatively free of barriers 

to logical economic decisions, the West’s ability to grow its economy is 

compromised.  In addition, interprovincial cooperation in the West reduces 

costs and increases the quality of some public programs by accessing the 

economic efficiencies associated with a larger population base. 

As long as it is difficult for businesses, investors and individual 
Canadians to operate as if western Canada is a single economy 
relatively free of barriers to logical economic decisions, the West’s 
ability to grow its economy is compromised. 

Figure 2: Size Matters

Population 2008 Labour Force 2008
GDP 2008 ($ millions 

- nominal)
Area (km2)

BC 4,381,600  2,425,900  199,214 944,735

Alberta 3,585,100  2,088,100  291,662 661,848

Saskatchewan 1,016,000  534,700  64,323 651,036

Manitoba 1,208,000  633,000  48,549 647,797

The West 10,190,700  5,681,700  603,748 2,905,416

Rest of Canada 23,120,700  12,563,400  998,726 7,079,254
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A united front also increases the region’s political clout.  This principle has 

not been lost on the West’s political leaders.  The development of common 

western positions on federal-provincial issues is a longstanding means of 

exerting collective force on the federal government that is greater than the sum 

of its individual provincial parts.10  The rationale is straightforward:  a common 

regional front simultaneously increases political power and legitimacy, and 

prevents other governments from attempting a divide and conquer approach.  

As a result, regional cooperation in the area of federal-provincial negotiations 

has become a mainstay of intergovernmental relations in the West (Elton 

1988).

Similarly, as provinces increase their role in international economic affairs 

(e.g., in trade disputes, marketing of investment opportunities, attracting skilled 

labour, and agreements with sub-national units in other countries), the ability 

to call on the strength in numbers created by interprovincial cooperation will 

boost the region’s bargaining power. 

By coordinating their efforts, the western provinces can help westerners 

themselves take full advantage of the opportunities generated by globalization 

and, at the same time, create greater balance within the national economy.  

The end result is not only stronger western provinces and a stronger West, 

but a stronger Canada as well.  As federal Cabinet Minister Lloyd Axworthy 

argued in 1996: 

It is time to embrace a new blueprint for action and develop a joint 

strategy for [western Canadian] economic and social renewal.  A 

10	   This rationale has also played a key role in intergovernmental relations in At-
lantic Canada.  One of the benefits sought from cooperation outlined in the 2001-2002 
Annual Report of the Council of Atlantic Premiers is “greater influence over external forces 
and players that affect our provinces, particularly the federal government” (1).

By coordinating their efforts, the western provinces can help 
westerners themselves take full advantage of the opportunities 
generated by globalization and, at the same time, create greater 
balance within the national economy.  
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stronger Western Canada will in turn increase the region’s political 

clout nationally and abroad, making it a more valuable partner in 

Confederation. (1996, 3) 

In summary, the Goldilocks principle, regional spillover effects, the existence 

of a significant amount of regional common ground, and the small population 

size of the western provinces combine to form a specific case for interprovincial 

cooperation in the West.  Common ground and spillover effects tie the western 

provinces together across a range of policy areas and create ripple effects 

across the region when provinces do not act in concert.  The common ground 

and spillover effects create a natural western Canadian policy region that is 

larger than its provincial parts (and therefore able to generate economies of 

scale), but not as unwieldy as pan-Canadian cooperation can be. 

A New Era of Interprovincial Cooperation in 

Western Canada?

As the first decade of the millennium comes to a close, we seem to have 
entered a new phase of interprovincial cooperation in the West.  The first 
joint Cabinet meeting in Canadian history took place in 2003 when the 
BC and Alberta Cabinets gathered in Calgary.  The meeting has become 
an annual event and included Saskatchewan for the first time in March 
2009 and again in September 2009.

This new phase of cooperation also includes the historic Trade, Investment 
and Labour Mobility Agreement (TILMA) between BC and Alberta.  
The TILMA has set a very high bar for both interprovincial cooperation 
and a common internal market that other provinces are not even close 
to achieving.  As a result, cooperation in the West is now much more 
ingrained between BC and Alberta than elsewhere in the region (or 
elsewhere in the country).

At the September 2009 BC-Alberta-Saskatchewan Cabinet meeting, the 
premiers signed the landmark Western Economic Partnership.  According 
to the news release, “The partnership will create a broad western 
interprovincial trade agreement to create the largest barrier-free trade 
and investment market in Canada.  The partnership will also enhance 
collaboration on international marketing, innovation and procurement.”  
This partnership brings Saskatchewan into the BC-Alberta club.

Manitoba, however, is not currently a member of the club.  It remains to 
be seen therefore if this new phase of intergovernmental cooperation will 
spread to encompass the entire region.
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5. The More the Merrier

Interprovincial cooperation is, for the most part, on the right track in three of 

the four western provinces, but the final destination has not been reached.  

Indeed, several things stand out as next steps along the cooperation road.

First, if the West is to reach its economic potential and improve its public 

services while keeping higher taxes at bay, interprovincial cooperation is 

key.  This means that we need even more cooperation.  The TILMA and the 

just-out-of-its-box Western Economic Partnership are significant steps worthy 

of applause, but they are only milestones at the start of a long road.  There 

are opportunities to cooperate that go beyond trade, investment and labour 

mobility.  For example, a pan-western post-secondary education system, 

combined investments in regional transportation infrastructure and integrated 

regional health care services should be given serious consideration.

Second, while the agreements to date are impressive, cooperation is an 

ongoing process—it is never finished.  It is one thing to sign an agreement, quite 

another to put it into practice, and even harder to maintain it over the long 

haul.  The history of the NAFTA demonstrates the need for ongoing relations 

and the importance of political will in the face of changing circumstances.  

BC, Alberta and Saskatchewan should not be satisfied with their success to 

date, but use it to propel them to “the next level” of cooperation.

This points to a third next step:  Manitoba needs to be brought on board in 

meaningful ways.  It is to Manitoba’s advantage to be a full member of the 

BC-Alberta-Saskatchewan club just as it is better for these three provinces to 

have Manitoba as a member.  The regional common ground and the benefits 

of cooperation apply to Manitoba as much as to any of the other western 

provinces.  Given this, both Manitoba and the other three western provinces 

should examine ways to extend the cooperative grid east of Saskatchewan 

so that it encompasses Manitoba.  The place to start may be more bilateral 

arrangements between Saskatchewan and Manitoba with pan-regional 

efforts building on bilateral successes.
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Fourth, while more government is rarely the best answer to policy challenges, 

a possible fourth step would be the creation of a permanent Western 

Interprovincial Cooperation Secretariat.  With a modest staff and budget, 

the secretariat could keep track of existing cooperation initiatives, highlight 

areas for potential cooperation, report on cooperation in other parts of the 

country, and serve as a resource for all four provinces as they continue to work 

together on a wide range of issues.

Finally, while the theoretical case for regional cooperation is rock solid, there 

remains a relative lack of hard empirical evidence of its benefits.  In some 

cases, the advantages are obvious:  you simply can’t manage a shared water 

resource without cooperation.  Similarly, if you see labour mobility as a right, 

cooperation in this area is the only way to ensure this right is not denied.

In other cases, however, more work is needed to determine if cooperation 

actually pays the dividends it promises.  For example, would combined 

health programs or a regional post-secondary system actually deliver better 

services and lower costs? The more hard numbers that can be attached to the 

outcomes of cooperation in the West, the more likely it will be that it will not 

only continue, but expand as well.

While the theoretical case for regional cooperation is rock solid, 
there remains a relative lack of hard empirical evidence of its 
benefits.  In some cases, the advantages are obvious:  you simply 
can’t manage a shared water resource without cooperation.
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6. Conclusion

“I have always hoped that the four western provinces and 

territories could some day come together, not politically, but with 

common economic and social goals, some elements of a common 

administration, and synergies in infrastructure.  This is apparently a 

long way down the road, but it is still worth contemplation, particularly 

in this era of great fiscal difficulties.” 

—Canada West Foundation Chair Arthur Child, Canada West 

Foundation Board Meeting, February 13, 1993 

The long-term prosperity of western Canada depends in part on the degree 

to which the four western provincial governments cooperate with one another.  

This message is repeated again and again whenever we consult with western 

Canadians. 

A significant amount of cooperation already takes place in western Canada.  

The signing of the TILMA, the joint Cabinet meetings between BC, Alberta 

and Saskatchewan, and the newly minted Western Economic Partnership are 

positive signs that cooperation in the West is moving in the right direction.  

Nonetheless, there is room for more cooperation in key policy areas such 

as transportation, health care, post-secondary education, energy and the 

environment.  In addition, Manitoba should be brought into the BC-Alberta-

Saskatchewan club (perhaps by way of a joint Cabinet meeting with 

Saskatchewan as a start).

The long-term prosperity of western Canada depends in part on the 
degree to which the four western provincial governments cooperate 
with one another.  This message is repeated again and again whenever 
we consult with western Canadians. 
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Increased interprovincial cooperation has the potential to generate significant 

cost savings, improve the quality of services available to western Canadians, 

boost the region’s economic competitiveness, and increase the likelihood of 

successfully addressing a range of common public policy challenges.  Ongoing 

fiscal pressures combined with greater exposure to a more competitive global 

economy are rendering “go it alone” provincial strategies in some areas too 

costly in a region where even the largest province is a relatively small player 

on the world stage.  The efficiencies generated by thinking and acting like a 

region rather than four “silos” will help the West stay competitive and equip 

western Canadians with the tools they need to keep the West a great place 

to live.  Interprovincial cooperation is not a panacea, but it is one way that the 

West can take positive steps toward ensuring its long-term prosperity.
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