
SUMMARY
In 1976, many of the world’s keenest 
planning minds descended on 
Canada to share their perspectives 
on community planning and 
development. The lessons and 
agreements from this ambitious 
gathering set the direction for 
planning at the local and global 
levels for years to come. A new 
Habitat Conferences Digital Archive 
now provides a space for reflection 
on this landmark event. 

RÉSUMÉ
En 1976, bon nombre des plus 
grands esprits urbanistiques du 
monde sont venus au Canada pour 
partager leurs points de vue sur la 
planification et le développement 
communautaires. Les leçons et 
les accords issus de cette réunion 
ambitieuse allaient tracer la voie 
de l’urbanisme aux échelons local 
et mondial pour les années à venir. 
Une nouvelle archive numérique 
des conférences sur l’habitat offre 
maintenant un cadre de réflexion sur 
cet événement marquant.
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A landmark moment  
of international planning and optimism

REMEMBERING HABITAT ‘76: 

Habitat I

The United Nations (UN) Conference 
on Human Settlements (also known 
as “Habitat ’76,” “Habitat,” and 

“Habitat I”) took place in Vancouver from 
May 31 to June 11, 1976, and was the first 
international conference to fully recognize 
the growing impact of urbanization and 
the need to secure political commitment 
for sustainable urban development. The 
Conference, along with the parallel NGO 
Forum, drew together concerned citizens and 
representatives of 149 national governments. 
It led to the creation, in 1977, of the precursor 
to today’s UN-Habitat, the UN agency 
charged with coordinating partnerships 
and sharing research on human settlement 
issues. The largest UN Conference ever held 
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up to that point, Habitat I was followed up 
20 years later by Habitat II in Istanbul in 1996, 
and Habitat III in Quito in 2016. What follows 
here outlines the importance of Habitat ’76 
in articulating the urban dilemma we are 
currently facing, and proposes a path forward 
for sustainable urbanization. The Habitat 
Conferences Digital Archive developed at 
the University of British Columbia provides 
an opportunity to re-engage with the ideas 
presented at Habitat I and its ethos of 
optimistic collaboration. 

FOUR BILLION AND COUNTING:  
THE ROAD TO HABITAT 
The decision to convene the first Habitat 
Conference emerged from the growing 
need to address, at a global level, issues 
pertaining to sustainable urbanization. 
Two months before Habitat, the world’s 
population had reached the four billion 
mark, having grown by one billion people in 
just 15 years. Meanwhile in the early 1970s, 
a slate of major global UN conferences took 
place for the first time along similar themes, 
including the UN Conference on the Human 
Environment in Stockholm in 1972, the UN 
World Population Conference in Bucharest 

in 1974, the World Food Conference in 
Rome in 1974, the World Conference on 
Women in Mexico City in 1975, and, lastly, 
Habitat in 1976. These conferences formed 
the background for a global perspective on 
urban problems and the impetus to address 
them in a holistic manner. 

The need to address issues around 
housing and sustainable planning was first 
formalized by the UN on December 15, 
1970, when the General Assembly passed 

Resolution 2718, which recommended that 
Member States “formulate definite and long-
term housing, building and planning policies, 
and programmes for the improvement of 
human settlements” in both rural areas 
and urban areas. Two years later, the 
General Assembly officially declared the 
UN’s decision to hold a human settlements 
conference-exposition and accepted the offer 
by the Government of Canada – after several 
years of lobbying – to act as host. 

Habitat I

Habitat I
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Habitat I
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Habitat III One UN Pavillion

Habitat III Stakeholder Roundtable

Habitat III One UN Pavillion

Habitat III Stakeholder Roundtable

Habitat III One UN Pavillion

Habitat III Stakeholder Roundtable

Habitat III Stakeholder RoundtableHabitat III flag raising ceremony Habitat III Plenary Meetings

The core objective of the Habitat 
Conference, as laid out by the General 
Assembly, was to “stimulate innovations, 
serve as a means for the exchange of 
experience, and ensure the widest possible 
dissemination of new ideas and technologies 
in the field of human settlements.” Conference 
planners and participants would also make 
recommendations for the creation of an 
international organization – the future 
UN-Habitat – that would assist national 
governments to establish and meet long-
term goals and policies, and assist in creating 
national and international guidelines.

Vancouver had never before played host 
to an international event of this magnitude. 
With the Conference taking place downtown, 
and the NGO Forum hosted on the site of 
the former Jericho Beach Royal Canadian 

Air Force Station, Vancouver also unrolled 
Festival Habitat, a two-month long citywide 
event to celebrate Habitat and the 10,000 
expected visitors. Among the dignitaries, 
UN delegates and world leaders were 
notable participants including Canadian 
Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau, architect 
and inventor Buckminster Fuller, cultural 
anthropologist Margaret Mead, architect 
Paolo Soleri, nun and missionary Mother 
Teresa, and economist and writer Barbara 
Ward, who authored the Conference’s theme 
book, titled The Home of Man. 

HABITAT ARCHIVE: A RARE “WORLDWIDE 
SNAPSHOT OF HUMAN SETTLEMENTS” 
Now 42 years later, celebrating and 
documenting this monumental endeavour 
is the Habitat Conferences Digital Archive, 

launched this past spring through a 
partnership between UBC’s School of 
Community and Regional Planning and the 
UN-Habitat III Secretariat. The partnership 
was galvanized by a series of discussions 
held at Habitat III, concerned with the lack 
of visibility and accessibility of Habitat I 
archival materials, and the need for their 
dissemination as pivotal reference points 
and sources of inspiration. One year later, 
a small group of UBC graduate students 
created the archive, which contains 
digitized versions of original documents, 
films, and other items generated for 
Habitat I and Habitat II, obtained from 
various Canadian archives and personal 
collections. The archive is a work-in-
progress and more materials will be added 
as they become available.
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As Habitat I conference planners in the 
mid-70s sought to foster an exchange of local 
solutions to community planning, they tapped 
into the then increasingly influential role of 
film and TV as a communication tool. National 
delegates were requested to prepare short 
films documenting key human settlements 
issues and solutions taking place in their 
countries, in addition to producing standard 
national report documents. Examples of 
films produced included the successful 
construction of an experimental network of 
dikes in the Venezuela’s flood and drought 
prone Apure State; the provision of low-cost 
housing in the Solomon Islands; and a water 
and land reclamation project in rural Iraq. 
Delegates could use the films during official 
presentations, and the public and media could 
attend screenings at a Project Presentation 
Centre. Over 120 governments ultimately 
produced over 170 films, with assistance to 
countries with limited production experience 
provided via film workshops held in cities 
including Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, Bangkok, 
Thailand, and Mexico City. This was the first 
time that audiovisual media was used at a 
major UN conference. The result: a one-
of-a kind “world-wide snapshot of human 
settlements at a single moment in time,” 
according to Habitat I Secretary-General 
Enrique Peñalosa.

Now, 42 years later, this historically 
significant film and video archive – housed 
at UBC Archives and at Library & Archives 
Canada – was digitized for the first time for 
the Habitat Conferences Digital Archive, 
and is available on YouTube along with video 
recordings of all 63 conference sessions, 
as well as speeches by notable attendees. 
Users of the digital archive can also access 
over 200 searchable PDFs, including 
national reports, speeches, press releases, 
newsletters, newspaper articles, books, 
and promotional materials produced for 
the Habitat I Conference, NGO Forum, and 
Habitat II. Textual material came from the 
City of Vancouver Archives, UBC Archives, 
and several private collections. You can view 
the website at: http://habitat.scarp.ubc.ca.

THE VANCOUVER DECLARATION: 
A HOPEFUL AGREEMENT
In closing the Habitat Conference on June 11, 
1976, the attending representatives adopted 
the Vancouver Declaration on Human 
Settlements and Action Plan. This pioneering 
agreement provided governments with specific 

recommendations while urging them to take 
into account human and social dimensions 
as well as the needs of disadvantaged and 
marginalized population groups. 

Nearly all of the declaration’s points are 
still relevant to the challenges of planning 
today, with themes of social justice, public 
participation, and human scale planning 
recurring throughout the document. Several 
sections may even be considered radical by 
today’s standards. For example, with regards 
to land, the declaration calls for taxes to 
capture unearned increases in land value 
including capital gains taxes, as well as “land 
reform measures to bring ownership rights 
into conformity with the present and future 
needs of society,” and attention to “the land 
rights of Indigenous peoples so that their 
cultural and historical heritage is preserved.” 
It further emphasizes the construction of 
low-energy buildings and renewable energy 
sources, security of land tenure for informal 
settlements, and support for informal 
economies, prioritizing public transit and the 
need for separate bike paths, and respecting 
Indigenous needs while condemning planning 
that prolongs occupation of territories 
acquired through coercion.

At the conclusion of the Habitat Conference 
and Forum there was immense optimism 
for the future of human settlements 
collaborations and progress. However, the 
hopeful attendees could not have foreseen 
the neoliberal era that was to arrive in the 
following decade. The importance of what was 
presented at both the Conference and Forum 
is immeasurable. It documents a time when 
the issues we are now facing, such as climate 
change, had already been identified but there 
was still time to address them. Enthusiasm 
from the Conference led to cities in Canada 
working on creating compact, less car 
dependent, urban forms. However, considering 
the pace of implementation related to these 
measures, they might be viewed as doing 
too little too late. That we did not heed the 
warnings of the world’s greatest urban 
thinkers is devastating. However, we can still 
learn from their ideas on the importance 
of integrating environmental, social, and 
economic concerns in our land use decisions.

CONCLUSION 
Canadian culture and attitudes were 
manifest throughout the organization of the 
governmental Conference and Habitat Forum, 
and set a precedent for future conferences. 
Active citizen participation has become a 
hallmark of Canadian planning and was 
evident throughout the Habitat Forum whose 
venue was built with the support of countless 
volunteers, and whose programming 
emphasized opportunities for citizens to 
meet and voice their ideas. This model has 
now been used in the World Urban Forums 
held every two years. The governmental 
Conference was able to reach a consensus 
on the Vancouver Declaration through the 
careful diplomacy of the Canadian delegation 
and others. While the results of Habitat ‘76 
have not been as far reaching as had been 
hoped, it still set a precedent for international 
dialogues on critical planning issues, and 
Canada’s involvement was pivotal to the 
success of these dialogues. ¢
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ENDNOTE
If you have material you wish to contribute 
please visit the Habitat Digital Archive website 
at habitat.scarp.ubc.ca and click on the 
Contact page.

At the conclusion of the Habitat Conference 
and Forum there was immense optimism for 
the future of human settlements.
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