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America’s Urban Future: Lessons from North of the Border is essential reading for planning policy 

analysts and practitioners. It shows that Canadian urban policy and practice, while far from perfect, has 

managed to avoid some of the pitfalls of its U.S. neighbor. As the authors put it, “[we] are not arguing… 

that Canadian cities are paragons of smart growth virtue. [They] suffer from many of the same ills as 

their United States counterparts….. [D]espite the seemingly powerful evidence for similarity… we find 

that on the whole, Canadian regions are more likely to show a more compact, less car-dependent, 

profile and that their central cities are more likely to be vital, thriving entities than are their US 

counterparts” (p. 3). They chose to compare the U.S. and Canada, rather than Europe, because the two 



countries have shown significant divergence in urban form and viability despite their “many institutional, 

cultural, and economic similarities…” (p. 3). 

 The similarities include a common history as colonies of Great Britain, with the implanting of 

British common law and Anglo-Saxon ethnic domination. The history of both nations was founded on a 

subjugation of first peoples, and both countries are largely nations of immigrants. Both exhibit strong 

regional identities, and share similar land use planning systems. There is a strong family resemblance in 

other respects. “…Canada and the U.S. look alike, with Tim Horton’s taking the place of Dunkin’ Donuts 

and Esso in place of Exxon. Rural and suburban landscapes and housing types tend to be similar and 

cities in Canada and the United States share a largely common vocabulary of structures, streets, and 

open spaces. These overwhelming yet superficial similarities tend to mask more important differences” 

(pp. 33-34). 

 These differences include the fact that Canada has a large Francophone population while the 

U.S. has a large Black and Hispanic population. Canada has the self-governing territory of Nunavut, 

where Inuktitut joins English and French as an official language.  Moreover, it has an official policy of 

multiculturalism, whereas the U.S. is premised on a not-altogether-successful attempt at assimilation 

(the two approaches have been described as ‘salad bowl’ versus ‘melting pot’). There are also 

differences in values, as Canadians are quick to point out. However, the authors believe that it is not 

mainly differences in culture and values that explain the different outcomes in their cities, but 

consciously chosen policies. 

 They go into this policy divergence in great depth, but before doing so they analyze the strong 

imperatives that suggest that U.S. planners and policymakers need to consider new approaches. These 

include a new generation of wannabe-homeowners whose incomes don’t have the same housing 

purchasing power as their parents did, and who want to live in mixed-use urban environments with 



better amenities. In addition, there is the growing popularity of transit amongst commuters, the need to 

conserve farmland and habitat, the need to overcome the gross disparity of services available to inner-

city dwellers versus suburbanites, and the need to make more coordinated use of scarce infrastructure 

dollars. And, finally, there is the significant contribution that urban form and transportation patterns 

make to climate change, with the U.S. being the world’s second-biggest contributor to greenhouse 

gases. 

 In suggesting what can be learned from Canada, they make clear they are not suggesting that 

new policies and practices be created ex nihilo. Instead, they are noting that there are already numerous 

positive initiatives occurring throughout the U.S. that need further emulation, and they devote much 

space to highlighting these. Their main critique of the status quo boils down to a lack of inter-

jurisdictional coordination and oversight, driven in part by a strong tradition, in some places, of ‘home 

rule’ where zealously guarded municipal autonomy trumps other values. Their main policy 

recommendations for building on existing positive trends includes: 

• integrating local planning into state and regional sustainable planning and policy systems; 

• using fiscal and legal frameworks to solidly integrate land use and transportation planning; 

• reconfiguring and consolidating municipal boundary and service-delivery systems; 

• changing state laws and policies to support healthier inner cities and improve the quality of 

urban school districts; 

• charging impact fees appropriate to the infrastructure required by new development; 

• using tax policies to reduce sprawl and automobile dependence; 

• promoting mixed-use and mixed-income development, and 

• encouraging immigrant settlement and investment in distressed urban areas. 

 



These changes will not be easy to implement given ingrained cultural patterns and the political 

winds currently prevailing at the national level and at some state levels. However, nothing lasts forever. 

In the meantime, for more progressive jurisdictions, this book provides policy ideas, tools, and lessons 

from north of the border. America’s Urban Future covers a lot of ground and reviews planning policy 

issues at a sophisticated level while remaining accessible to a wide audience. It is full of insight, could be 

used the appropriately as a course text, and can serve as a go-to resource book for planners and policy 

analysts alike. 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
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