
2 The Northern Mariner/Le marin du nord
There is, however, a very active literature debating the impact of the state in

general, and public works in particular, on Upper Canada’s economic growth. Most
of this is focussed on the public investments in canal construction and in a
subsequent generation’s fascination with public subsidization of railway
development. By comparison, the sums spent on the creation and maintenance of
aids to navigation were absolutely paltry, as has been the attention paid to them by
historians. The shift in the management of all classes of public works from
appointed local independent commissions to professional engineers reporting to the
executive council or governor through a government bureau or department is a
major thread in the transition of administration after 1840. There are studies of the
Union period, but significantly less work has been done is terms of the successes
and failures of the local commissions established by the House of  Assembly of
Upper Canada in the previous generation.2

By contrast, issues surrounding public policy and lighthouses in the nineteenth
century have been the focus of considerable interest in Europe and, in particular, in
England. There is a growing literature that started with R. H. Coase, a future winner
of the Nobel Prize in Economics. His 1974 paper “The Lighthouse in Economics”
tackled the question of whether lighthouses were among the “indispensable public
services ... which by their nature cannot appropriately be left to private enterprise.”3

Coase argued that English lighthouse history incorporated a significant number of
examples of private construction and operation of lighthouses, and that the Trinity
House of Deptford was itself a private organization which for a long time financed
its charities from rents drawn from those private lighthouse operators. Moreover,
when Coase wrote in 1974, the operation of the lighthouses of Great Britain was
entirely financed by specific taxes on the shipping interest and not from the general
funds of the state. The debate that followed has centred on two points: given this
evidence could lighthouses be considered an “indispensable public service” and had
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