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SUMMARY

The City of Vancouver’s use of a Citizens’ 

Assembly in a community plan update 

appears to be the first time that the 

decision-making tool has been applied in a 

municipal land use or place-based context. 

A Citizens’ Assembly is a representative body 

of people tasked with the study, deliberation, 

and reaching of a consensus opinion on a 

matter of public policy. 

Vancouver’s experiment required 

thoughtful process design, with 

consideration of best practices from a field 

of political science known as deliberative 

democracy. The deployment of a Citizens’ 

Assembly in a community plan process was 

carefully monitored to assess its utility in 

planning practice. This article presents the 

context, details the process, and identifies 

strengths and limitations of the tool. Advice 

is given for those who might consider using 

this engagement model.

Something new for the planner’s toolkit?
Citizens’ Assemblies in community planning

By Kent Munro

RÉSUMÉ

Le recours par la Ville de Vancouver à 

une formule d’assemble citoyenne pour 

la mise à jour d’un plan d’aménagement 

communautaire semble être une première 

pour l’application de ce genre d’outil 

décisionnel municipal dans un contexte 

de plan d’espace public. Une assemblée 

citoyenne est un groupe de personnes 

représentatives de la collectivité mandaté pour 

étudier, débattre et dégager un consensus sur 

une question de politique publique. 

L’expérience de Vancouver a nécessité un 

processus de réflexion sur sa conception, 

prenant en compte les pratiques exemplaires 

dans ce qu’il est convenu d’appeler en 

science politique la démocratie délibérative. 

La constitution d’une assemblée citoyenne 

dans un processus d’aménagement 

communautaire a fait l’objet d’un suivi étroit 

pour évaluer son utilité dans le domaine de 

l’urbanisme. Cet article décrit le contexte, 

explique le processus et relève les points 

forts et les limites de l’outil. On y donne 

aussi des conseils à l’intention de ceux et 

celles qui souhaiteraient utiliser ce modèle 

de mobilisation.

A Citizens’ Assembly is a 

representative panel of community 

members that studies, considers, 

and then determines a position on a 

public policy matter. For some, the model 

is lauded as an innovative decision-

making approach that fosters deep public 

engagement and reflects real direct 

democracy. Others may argue that it merely 

replicates the role of an elected council 

or board, thereby allowing those charged 

with making difficult choices in the public 

interest to abdicate their responsibilities.

The model was developed about four 

decades ago.1 Since then, it has been 

deployed in various contexts around 

the world, generally for what might be 

considered to be strategic or ‘conceptual’ 

matters like political reform, online 

voting or climate change. Some high-

profile Canadian examples include British 

Columbia (2004) and Ontario (2006) 

where Citizens’ Assemblies deliberated 

on provincial electoral reform, with their 

recommendations put to the broader 

electorate through referenda. In a more 

localized circumstance, the approach helped 

the Regional Municipality of Halton (2015) to 

set its strategic priorities.

It appears, however, that this engagement 

tool had never been applied to a localized 

land use or place-based matter. In 2013, 

the City of Vancouver deployed the Citizens’ 

Assembly process to build public consensus 

in what had become a fractured planning 

process for the Grandview-Woodland 

Community Plan. How was the Citizens’ 

Assembly model adapted to address this 

planning challenge? What was learned about 

the process and its outcomes? What should 

professional planners know should they want 

to convene a Citizens’ Assembly for their own 

community planning work?
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CONTEXT: GRANDVIEW-
WOODLAND COMMUNITY PLAN

Grandview-Woodland is one of the City of 

Vancouver’s older communities, being one of 

the first streetcar suburbs to develop along 

the inter-urban tramline in the early twentieth 

century. The community is currently home to 

34,000 people (see Figure 1).

In 2012, the City launched a process to 

renew the area’s outdated 30-year-old plan. 

The need for new policies to guide growth 

for the next quarter century was evident in 

the challenges and opportunities facing the 

community, including:

• Stagnating population growth – While 

Vancouver’s overall population grew by 

42% over the past 40 years, the population 

of Grandview-Woodland increased by 

less than 3%. Over the last three census 

periods, the community’s population 

dropped by about 2,000 people.

• Diminishing number of young people –  

In the 15-year period ending in 2011, the 

number of children aged 0-9 years old 

declined by 35% while young people aged 

10-19 years old dropped by 23%. Not 

surprisingly, the local schools are seeing 

steadily declining enrolments. 

• Housing affordability – Two-thirds of 

households are renters and Grandview-

Woodland has the city’s highest proportion 

of households spending over 30% of their 

incomes on shelter.

• Unique social circumstances – Residents 

have a lower median and average income 

than the city as a whole. Many in the 

community face challenges related to 

employment, income security, health, 

and well-being.

• Transit optimization – Vancouver’s busiest 

transit hub, the Broadway-Commercial 

Rapid Transit Station, serves the southern 

end of the community, offering some of 

the city’s best access to transit services.

The City-led process to prepare an updated 

community plan unfolded for two years 

but it eventually became clear that public 

consensus on key matters was not being 

achieved. At that stage, a decision was 

taken to extend the planning program 

and to convene a Citizens’ Assembly 

to reconcile key issues. The process 

would enable the community to make 

recommendations directly to City Council. 

Although the recommendations would be 

non-binding, a commitment was made 

that Council would duly consider the 

Assembly’s perspectives when adopting 

the community’s updated plan.2

THE TASK

With the goals of finalizing a new 

community plan and rebuilding public 

support for it, the Citizens’ Assembly 

was granted wide latitude. The terms of 

reference, endorsed by Council, enabled the 

panelists to consider and take perspectives 

on all matters associated with future 

growth and change in Grandview-Woodland. 

A consensus approach was to be used, 

although a commitment was given to 

include divergent views in the Assembly’s 

final report.

For its recommendations to be reflected 

in the final community plan, the Assembly’s 

directions had to be generally consistent with 

established City planning principles. They 

could not contravene existing policies and 

they could not result in an undue financial 

burden. The final report of the Grandview-

Woodland Citizens’ Assembly would be 

presented directly to City Council, which 

would have the final authority to accept, 

modify, or reject the recommendations.

Specifically, the Citizens’ Assembly was 

given four tasks:

1. Develop an overall shared vision of 

the future that is reflective of the 

community’s aspirations;

2. Prepare a statement of community values;

3. Make recommendations related to key 

community concerns and planning issues;

4. Prepare a map identifying areas of growth 

and preferred land uses, and provide 

directions on built form.

Figure 1 – A context map showing the location of the Grandview-Woodland community within  

the City of Vancouver. 

The cover of the Grandview-Woodland  

Community Plan. 
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THE MODEL APPLIED

Selection of panel members was an 

important foundational step. Given the 

existence of passionate yet divergent 

viewpoints about the evolving plan, it 

was essential for the membership of the 

Citizens’ Assembly to accurately reflect the 

community as a whole. It was also critical 

for everyone in the community to have an 

opportunity to participate in the process.

The City distributed a total of 19,000 

packages throughout the Grandview-

Woodland community, reaching out to 

property owners, renters, local workers and 

business people. Interest in the process and a 

strong willingness to participate was evident 

from the over 500 applications received from 

citizens willing to serve on the panel.

Such a large pool of potential candidates 

made it relatively easy for a third-party 

consultant to select 48 individuals, through 

a blind draw guided by demographic 

criteria (a stratified random sample), 

with characteristics to match those of 

the community as a whole. As a result, 

the panel’s overall profile matched that 

of Grandview-Woodland in terms of age, 

gender, housing tenure, geographical 

distribution, and indigenous heritage.

Once constituted, the Citizens’ Assembly 

convened over a nine-month period with its 

program consisting of 11 all-day sessions, 

generally organized around learning, 

listening, and deliberation phases. The City 

appointed an outside facilitation consultant 

to chair the sessions and to manage the 

panel’s efforts. The learning and listening 

phases featured speakers that included 

community advocates, academics, non-profit 

organizations, cultural groups, architects, 

developers, municipal staff, and others, 

each with their own perspective on planning 

issues relevant to the community’s future. A 

small, independent expert group of external 

professionals guided the Assembly’s agenda. 

Given the context of a contentious 

community planning process, it was 

critical for the Assembly’s deliberations to 

be inclusive, balanced, and transparent. 

Accordingly, the panel was not a body that 

worked in isolation. At-large, community 

workshops, roundtables, and walking tours 

ensured that the Assembly engaged with 

the broader public, thereby ensuring a 

two-way dialogue and an ongoing mutual 

understanding of viewpoints. To facilitate 

this interaction, the Assembly’s work was 

independently reported to the public through 

website, blog, and newsletter updates so 

that anyone with an interest could ‘follow 

along’ as the work progressed.

The culmination of the Assembly’s 

efforts was a final report that delivered the 

four required outputs. More significantly, 

the panel put forward a total of 268 

recommendations.3 City staff considered 

every recommendation and developed 

a community plan that integrated the 

Assembly’s efforts wherever possible. 

To complete the cycle of transparency 

throughout the process, a comprehensive 

analysis of all 268 recommendations was 

summarized and shared with the panelists. 

In the end, all parties concurred that 92% 

of the in-scope recommendations from 

the Citizens’ Assembly were incorporated 

directly or with some modifications into the 

final Grandview-Woodland Community Plan.4 

DISTINCT STRENGTHS

Representation – Planners are aware of 

the ongoing challenge to get participation 

from all segments of the population in a 

planning process (see Figure 2). If left to 

typical, open invitations to engagement 

events, one can most certainly expect to 

have under-representation from renters, 

younger residents, and minorities. During 

the early stages of the Grandview-Woodland 

planning process, analysis of those who were 

participating in the various workshops, open 

houses, and public meetings consistently 

showed such a misalignment; this was 

particularly problematic given that two-

thirds of the community are renters and only 

10% of the local population are seniors.

Given the rigor and objectivity used in the 

selection process for the panel, it was a rare 

benefit in the Grandview-Woodland process 

to have a group of participants that was 

accurately reflective of the overall citizenry. 

Put plainly, the Citizens’ Assembly closely 

resembled the broader community it was 

formed from. The systematic methodology 

used to establish membership also 

instilled trust in the process. In the end, the 

Assembly’s final report spoke broadly and 

confidently for everyone in the community 

as opposed to being skewed towards the 

perspectives of those who chose to get 

involved or those who voiced their opinions 

most vehemently.

Values statement – With deep 

contemplation about the future of Grandview-

Woodland, it is perhaps unsurprising that the 

Citizens’ Assembly produced an exceptional 

statement of the community’s values. A 

summary statement about what is most 

important to the citizenry is a vital part of 

any long-range plan; it provides a framework 

that can be used for future guidance when 

unanticipated issues arise. It would seem that 

the representative quality of the Assembly is 

The mailing that went out to invite people to be on the Citizens’ Assembly. 
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very conducive to producing a balanced and 

holistic summary of how a community wants 

to approach its future. 

Deep engagement – Planners must 

expend ongoing efforts to motivate public 

participation in planning programs. With 

changing technologies and ever-expanding 

demands on people’s time, innovative 

engagement tools can hold promise for 

sparking citizen interest and building support 

for an outcome. It is particularly beneficial if a 

process can garner a degree of commitment 

whereby participants defend the results.

The Citizens’ Assembly for the Grandview-

Woodland Community Plan succeeded 

in capturing attention and it increased 

participation across the community. More 

importantly, the tool fostered a level of deep 

engagement and trust that did not exist at 

the time of its launch. At the culmination 

of the program, the finalized plan that was 

presented to City Council garnered a high 

degree of support, especially from panellists 

who had been immersed in the deliberations.5 

This success was, in large part, a result of the 

final plan being so heavily shaped by the work 

of the Citizens’ Assembly. 

NOTABLE WEAKNESSES

Focus – Through objective observation of 

the Assembly’s proceedings, it was apparent 

that the members often struggled with 

staying focused on relevant community 

planning matters. Unnecessary time was 

spent debating factual matters like “are the 

schools at capacity?” or discussing issues 

that were clearly out of scope such as 

“does future growth have to be assumed?” 

In the end, 12% of the Assembly’s final 

recommendations were deemed to be out of 

scope. While these matters may have been 

important for some, the time spent on them 

could be considered unproductive and a 

distraction from the task at hand. Admittedly, 

the lack of focus could have been caused 

by the breadth of scope granted to the 

Assembly in the terms of reference.

Cost-effectiveness – Without doubt, the 

Citizens’ Assembly process had financial 

costs but it also took a toll in terms of time 

commitment from both city staff and citizens. 

To be effective, the process must be thorough 

and it must evolve at a pace that volunteers can 

accept. That costs time and money, both public 

and private. But how does one put a price on 

success? The Assembly process in Grandview-

Woodland helped to right a floundering 

planning program and it is impossible to know 

what it would have otherwise cost to achieve 

the same results.

Expertise – The Citizens’ Assembly process 

demands a significant commitment and high 

expectations from its participants. Members 

found it frustrating, for example, if cause and 

effect relationships could not be given or if 

all facts were not readily known. On more 

than one occasion, when faced with a difficult 

dilemma, members would want to defer 

to the planners for decisions. While there 

may have been some educational benefit for 

citizens in realizing that planners often work 

in uncertain contexts, it did cause one to 

question whether some complex matters are 

better left to a professional’s expertise. Figure 2 – An illustration of community values, prepared by the Citizens’ Assembly 

Citizens at one of the Grandview-Woodland planning events.
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CONCLUSION AND ADVICE

The City of Vancouver’s seminal application of 

the Citizens’ Assembly model in a community 

planning process has shown that the tool 

can be successful in achieving representative 

outcomes, defining citizens’ values and 

fostering the kind of deep engagement that 

builds strong community support. It also shows 

that, in a community planning application, 

caution must be exercised to keep the process 

focused and cost-effective. Expectations about 

what the lay public is reasonably capable of 

deciding must also be managed. 

For planners who may want to 

incorporate a Citizens Assembly in any of 

their community planning process, here are 

some words of advice:

The Citizens’ Assembly for the Grandview-

Woodland Community Plan has helped to 

define the utility and limitations of the tool 

for community planners. Going forward, 

others may want to evaluate the methodology 

on a less contentious place-based or land 

use matter. More examples in the realm 

of community planning will help to fully 

determine the tool’s value, relative to other 

methodologies, in helping citizens to find 

deeply supported consensus in a timely and 

cost-effective way.

Kent Munro, MCIP, RPP, is Assistant 

Director of Planning at the City of 

Vancouver. With 30 years of city-building 

experience in both the private and public 

sectors, he manages long-range policy 

as well as development planning matters 

throughout the city’s midtown area, 

which includes the Grandview-Woodland 

community. Kent’s academic training was 

in human geography, architecture, and 

city planning. kent.munro@vancouver.ca

ENDNOTES

1 For an early overview of the tool see 

Crosby, N., Kelly, J. and Schaefer, 

P. (1986). “Citizens Panels: A New 

Approach to Citizen Participation.” Public 

Management Forum 46(2), 170-178.
2 A compendium of materials from throughout 

the Grandview-Woodland Community Plan 

process, including the final plan as adopted, 

are on the City of Vancouver’s website at 

www.vancouver.ca/gw
3 The Final Report of the Citizens’ 

Assembly on the Grandview-Woodland 

Community Plan (June 2015) is available 

at http://council.vancouver.ca/20150624/

documents/ptec5_AppB.PDF
4 How each of the Assembly’s 

recommendations was considered 

in the final community plan was 

comprehensively summarized in a Trace 

Document, also available on the City’s 

Grandview-Woodland website.
5 At the end of the planning process, nearly 

8 out of 10 members of the Citizens’ 

Assembly agreed or strongly agreed 

that the community plan is appropriate 

to meet the community’s needs into the 

future. The figure for the community as a 

whole was 5 out of 10. 

The cover of the Citizens’ Assembly Final Report. 

This could be used as a graphic, in my view no need 

to reference it in the document.

• Narrow the issue or question and draft 

the terms of reference for the panel and 

all others involved so that the mandate is 

clear, focused, and manageable; consider 

stating what matters are out of scope to 

help keep the process on track.

• Establish a standing agenda item in which 

answers to questions and corrected facts 

are tabled so that deliberations do not stray. 

• Don’t under-estimate the amount of time it 

will take to fully educate the Assembly about 

the issues so that they have the information 

they feel necessary to make decisions.

• Find an appropriate balance between the 

Assembly’s independence and the need for 

it to engage with the broader community, 

recognizing that the value of having a 

representative body could be diminished if 

deliberations become overly influenced by 

self-selected participants.

"The Citizens’ Assembly for 

the Grandview-Woodland 

Community Plan has helped 

to define the utility and 

limitations of the tool for 

community planners.”
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