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Introduction 
 

FOREWORD 

 

The publication of research in journals is one of the ways that ideas, concepts, theories, 

and findings are distributed among communities of interest. It is hoped that Future Plans will 

become a key means of sharing information, creating new knowledge, and advancing the skills of 

students and professionals as they develop articles and submissions to this new fully digital, open 

access publication.  
 

The contents of the journal are limited only by our imaginations: in addition to more 

traditional academic, peer reviewed articles, potential authors can consider the submission of 

research notes, videos, photo essays, case studies, or other  
formats as best fits the content and purpose of the information. We look forward to seeing where 

the inventiveness of our authors takes us! 
 

The journal is, in perpetuity, a digital, Open Access, subscription-free publication. This 

makes for more cost-effective publication, reduces the ecological footprint of the journal, and 

allows for full-colour/full-spectrum production across range of digital formats. This new format is 

part of a wave of new journals that are abandoning the confines of paper publications and 

embracing a digital future that includes video, audio, full-colour mapping, and interactive formats 

that are not limited by the challenges of publication costs and hard copy dissemination. This 

format also allows for a much shorter delay between submission and publication. 
 

We also respect the rights of our authors. While Open Access, our authors retain 

copyright to the materials and their work must always be properly cited. 
 

This does not mean that this publication has reduced standards in comparison to journals 

that require subscriptions or author fees: on the contrary, we intend to publish at the highest 

possible standards, and hope that we will evolve as an important, reliable source of information 

for planning and planners long into the future. 
 
 
 
 

Pam Shaw  
Director, Master or Community Planning Program,  
Vancouver Island University 
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We are in such unprecedented times. The entire world has stopped because of the ranging COVID-

19. It also forces us to rethink many aspects of the planning world, when third places are closed, silence 

reigns high density downtowns, and homeless people face enormous health challenges. We hope Future 

Plans, the first-of-its-kind academic, peer-reviewed journal for graduate schools across Canada, can 

provide you a platform to share your thoughts and findings for community planning in the new era. This 

journal will collect submissions throughout the year from students, faculty, and planning professionals 

across Canada. We hope to grow internationally in the years to come. 

In this issue, you will find considerations on smart cities as a way to promote critical thinking of 

planning students, a deep dive into the development proformas of housing units at urban cores, and detailed 

discussions on corridor urbanism as we learn from the impacts of COVID-19. 

In the next issue, we hope to include more achievements of Master of Community Planning 

students and alumni in the planning world, as well as emerging topics in the post-pandemic world. If you 

are interested in submitting an article or becoming a reviewer, please visit www.futureplansjournal.com or 

email mcp@viu.ca. We are always searching for ways to grow and improve our journal and are excited for 

Future Plans. 
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HOW ‘SMART’ ARE SMART CITIES? The case of Sidewalk 

Labs, Toronto 

 
Don Alexander RPP, MCIP 

               
 
 
 
 ABSTRACT: This article looks at the debate 

surrounding the smart city concept in theory 

and practice using the proposed Smart Labs 

development in Quayside, Toronto as a case 

study. My approach has been to familiarize 

myself with the details of the case and the 

controversy surrounding it through a literature 

review and through consulting individuals who 

were involved, as well through looking at the 

broader literature on smart cities. As a planning 

educator, I observe a tendency on the part of 

students to consider new technology in an 

uncritical fashion, and the goal here is to 

promote critical thinking not to dismiss smart 

cities outright.  

 

 

INTRODUCTION TO ‘SMART CITIES’ 

The topic of ‘smart cities’ is a complex one 

that laypeople can have difficulty wrapping 

their minds around. There are many 

overlapping and conflicting definitions, but the 

essence is a city where the built environment is 

embedded with a large number of sensors (the 

‘Internet of Things’ [IoT]) which enable 

masses of information (‘big data’) to be 

gathered synchronously and interpreted using 

data analytics,1 thus permitting real-time 

responses to real-time issues. For instance, a 

city could be wired to track the flow of traffic 

and alert road users to areas of congestion and 

alternative routes to take. 

 

Smart city technology can be implemented   

from the building scale all the way up to the 

region. Specific areas where it has been applied 

include traffic and transit management, energy 

and water conservation and provision (for 

instance, alerting consumers to personal 

consumption and establishing water bans 

during drought periods, or altering price 

regimes), waste management (automating the 

collection of garbage, compost, and recycling), 

crime reduction/ enhanced security (identifying 

‘hot spots’ and alerting the public and/or 

enhancing policing in those areas), health 

enhancement (telling people when they should 

stay indoors because of poor air quality), and 

citizen involvement in decision-making – for 

instance, voting on preferred design or 

planning options on-line. Because the field of 

smart cities is high tech and cutting edge it has 

a certain ‘wow’ factor that has been attracting 

attention from planners and municipal officials 

alike (Robertson, 2019). 

As Mann, et al. (2000) note, smart cities can be 

developed piecemeal or be purpose-built as a 

whole. One of the most advanced examples of 

a purpose-built smart city is Songdo outside 

Seoul in South Korea, which is structured 

around an international airport to attract 

business customers on 1500 acres of land 

reclaimed from the Yellow Sea (Lobo, 2013). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1 Data analytics has been defined as “the science of analyzing raw data in order to make conclusions about that information. Many of the 

techniques and processes of data analytics have been automated into mechanical processes and algorithms that work over raw data for human 

consumption.” See https://www.investopedia.com/terms/d/data-analytics.asp. 
 

Chapter - 1 

 

Chapter – 1  

https://www.investopedia.com/terms/d/data-analytics.asp
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Songdo is comprised of a dense business hub, 

with a mix of residential and commercial land 

uses, a cultural complex (with an auditorium, 

etc.), golf course, state-of-the-art mall, and 

educational institutions. It also features an 

abundance of green space, including numerous 

bike lanes, canals, and is generally low carbon, 

in part because of the lack of diesel-powered 

garbage trucks. Instead, all waste is collected 

by underground tubes that suck it out of homes 

and businesses to a central facility where it is 

processed and deodorized (ibid.). However, for 

all its technological bells and whistles, Songo 

has been cited as being somewhat sterile, and 

has not attracted as many residents and 

customers as had been anticipated (Poon, 2018; 

Howell, 2018). This is not to say that smart 

cities are inherently not livable, but neither are 

they inherently so. Singapore has been held up 

as a city with a high quality of life, but it also 

has its detractors, but this may have more to do 

with its political culture that with its 

‘smartness’ (see Tan, 2020). Another 

community striving to become a 

comprehensive smart city is the Huikkavaara 

District in Oulu, northern Finland, which will 

feature a mix of residential, employment-

related and municipal land uses, with a 

projected population of 20,000, and jobs for 

many more. It will be built as a test lab for It 

will be built as a test lab for innovative design,  

especially with an orientation to the rigours of 

cold northern living (Oulu Smart City, 2020). 

There are a number of other cities with aspects 

of smart city design, including London (UK), 

New York, Kansas City (MO), San Diego, 

Vienna, Barcelona, Tokyo, Melbourne, Hong 

Kong, Dubai, and many more (see Shea and 

Burns,2019). Additional ones exist in China, 

Brazil, India, Nigeria, South Africa, Algeria,  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

and Tunisia (Robinson and Coutts, 2019). 

According to Mann, et al. (2020), 240 cities in 

the European Union have also proclaimed 

themselves to be smart cities, which could be 

more aspirational than actual. Clearly, the 

‘smart city’ phenomenon is an exploding trend. 

 

POSSIBLE BENEFITS AND CONCERNS 

ASSOCIATED WITH SMART CITIES  

Various possible benefits and concerns have 

been identified as being associated with smart 

city technology. Amongst the benefits are that 

energy and resources can be conserved and 

waste efficiently managed, as consumption 

could be monitored in real time, thus 

contributing to urban sustainability; quality of 

life could be enhanced for urban residents 

(through constant course correction) by 

reducing pollution, traffic congestion, and 

crime; and citizen participation could be 

enhanced by democratizing access to 

information. An example of the latter is 

NanaimoMap which enables citizens to look up 

zoning, development proposals, parcel 

boundaries, environmentally sensitive areas 

and more on a digital map of the city arranged 

in data layers. Smart city technology can also 

enable citizens to report infrastructure in need 

of repair, such as London (England’s) “Fix My 

Street,” a software program also used in other 

parts of the world (Fix My Street, n.d.). In 

theory, smart city technology can also be used 

to facilitate direct democracy in municipal 

governance in other ways, by expanding the 

modes through which people can participate. 

They could feed information into databases, as 

with “Fix My Street,” but they could also 

potentially vote on-line or engage in digital 

discussions about current issues. Of course, 

this would favour people who have existing  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

access to the Internet, which not everyone 

does. The potential downside of smart cities is 

it can become a case of technology for its own 

sake. In many cases the existing analogue 

systems are working quite well, like the radio 

stations that alert drivers as to where the traffic 

snags are by means of helicopter surveillance. 

There is a danger that planners and municipal 

officials will forget what all this technological 

wizardry is for. Masdar, the low-carbon/ 

renewable energy city being developed in Abu 

Dhabi, is an impressive feat of architecture and 

sustainable technology, but it is being created 

in a top-down fashion as a showpiece for the 

United Arab Emirates, and will be accessible 

only to tourists and the very rich. As Nicholas 

Ourosoff has suggested, "[w]hat Masdar… 

represents is the crystallization of a global 

phenomenon” whereby the world is divided 

“into refined, high-end enclaves and vast 

formless ghettos where issues like 

sustainability have little immediate relevance" 

(cited in Kirk, 2013, n.p.). When built out, 

Masdar will have more robots to serve its 

residents than residents themselves (Osberg, 

2014). This raises concerns, not only about the 

impact of smart city technology in eliminating 

jobs, but also in eliminating many of the 

human interactions that lubricate social life and 

enhance the overall livability of cities. 

A second danger is that the technology will be 

used to subject citizens to even more 

surveillance than they already face. We have 

seen how surveillance, which was already 

widespread in many cities in China and the 

U.S. and elsewhere before the COVID-19 

crisis, has exploded in its wake. The Chinese 

government has been deploying police with 

‘smart helmets’ with infrared cameras that can 

detect people with fevers from 10 meters away  

 

 

 

 

 

 

and, using facial recognition software, the 

person’s name (Wainwright, 2020).2 

‘Electric fences’ have been used in Taiwan to 

determine if quarantined persons have left their 

homes, drones are being used in China to track 

vehicles and, in the U.K., they have been used 

with loudspeakers, to order people to go back 

inside (ibid.). Obviously, some of this is useful 

in attempting to control the spread of a 

pandemic. But there is a point beyond which it 

reinforces already-existing authoritarian trends.  

China uses ‘smart’ lamp posts, with facial 

recognition software, in Hong Kong to spy on 

protestors, facial recognition software on the 

Mainland to racially profile non-Han Muslim 

minorities, and data collection techniques to 

reward or punish citizens of China based on the 

state’s definition of ‘trustworthy’ citizens 

(Mann, et al., 2020). The Chinese are also 

exporting this pernicious technology to many 

other repressive states around the world (Mann, 

et al, 2020). 

Before COVID-19, in 2014, IBM constructed a 

huge control centre for the city of Rio de 

Janeiro that has integrated thirty agencies’ data 

so that officials can keep track of utilities, 

traffic control, and criminal activities in the 

city 24/7, and which helps direct the city’s self-

described ‘neighbourhood pacification’ 

program. It was also used to suppress protests 

against the 2014 FIFA World Cup and its 

impacts on socially disadvantaged groups 

(Capener, 2018; Mann, et al., 2020).3 The trend 

towards urban cyber-surveillance is growing 

apace, and we should be concerned.  

Daniella Fergusson (2020) 4  raises the issue of 

whose needs will be served by smart 

technology and who is likely to be victimized. 

People of colour are often invisible when it 

comes to their needs, but in a policing context 

 

 

2 Wainwright makes a number of other claims about the data these helmets can collect, but these claims cannot be verified. 
3  For a history of “urban dashboards,” see Mattern (015). 
4 See Fergusson (2020) for a discussion of this issue. 
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context they are often singled out for ‘special 

attention,’ as with recent deaths of George 

Floyd and Breonna Taylor in the U.S. (BBC 

News, 2020; Oppel, Jr. 2020), and the recent 

deaths or beatings of Black and indigenous 

people in Canada (Singh, 2020). Smart 

technology could enhance existing racial 

profiling through ‘predictive policing’ (Mann, 

et al., 2020).4 Even if this were not to occur, it 

will certainly be used against dissidents and 

human rights activists and undoubtedly already 

has (Dougherty, 2020). As often occurs, what 

are described as ‘temporary’ measures, in this 

case in relation to COVID-19, have a sneaky 

way of becoming permanent (ibid.). 

A final concern, one that will be addressed in 

the case study, is that of soliciting data from 

citizens, often without their knowledge, to sell 

them products and services, a phenomenon that 

that Barns (2020) has variously referred to as a 

‘platform urbanism’ or ‘platform capitalism.’ 

This is not something that municipal officials 

are likely to do. However, in areas where they 

largely cede control to tech companies, it is a 

real risk. We have seen how Google and 

Facebook data-collection capabilities were 

manipulated to target voters to influence how 

they would vote in the 2016 U.S. presidential 

election and in the UK Brexit referendum 

(Scott, 2018; Cadwalladr & Graham-Harrison, 

2018). Social media platforms harvest vast 

amounts of data on individuals, from their 

Internet searches and even from their cell 

phone use, to influence individuals’ consumer 

and/or political behaviour (Zuboff, 2020). 

Some cities already have hidden transmitters 

that broadcast ads directly to people’s 

smartphones based on the private data they are 

capable of detecting (Capener, 2018; Germain,  

 

2019). Currently, the major tech companies 

like Facebook, Google, IBM, and Microsoft are 

gathering massive amount of data about 

people, without their permission, which then, 

according to Shoshana Zuboff (2014, p. 1), are 

“manufactured into behavioral predictions that 

are about us, but [which] are not for us. nstead, 

they are sold to business customers in a new 

kind of market that trades exclusively in human 

futures. Certainty in human affairs is the 

lifeblood of these markets, where surveillance 

capitalists compete on the quality of their 

predictions. This is a new form of trade that 

birthed some of the richest and most powerful 

companies in history.” Sidewalk Labs’ sister 

company, Google, is amongst the biggest of 

these. 

THE CASE STUDY: SIDEWALK LABS’ 

PROPOSED ‘SMART” PRECINCT IN 

QUAYSIDE, TORONTO5 

 

Figure 1: Site for the Proposed Sidewalk Labs 

community (see 

https://www.sidewalktoronto.ca/) 

Source: Waterfront Toronto (2019a) 

 

At the Sidewalk Labs community at Quayside 

in Toronto, there would have been, as 

Robertson (2019, p. 4) describes, roads made 

with interchangeable heat pavers to melt snow 

and ice, heated   bike   and    pedestrian   paths, 

driverless cars, self-driving transit shuttles, 

parks and promenades with various art and 

amusements, a thermal loop heating system, 

photovoltaics on roofs and façades, a waste 

management system operated by robots, an 

automated underground delivery system, 

canopies that would be retractable, and 

wireless connectivity. It was also a goal of the 

designers to find a way to manage the elements 

to enable people to spend more time enjoying 

the outdoors during inclement weather. In this 

context, it is understandable why people might 

be drawn to this seemingly utopian vision of a 

city precinct. 

On the other hand, apart from some small 

posted signs indicating that people living in 

and traversing the space would be under 

surveillance, Quayside would have constituted 

an urban zone on Toronto’s waterfront where 

everything that happened there would be 

subject to surveillance, and the resulting data 

would become grist for Sidewalk Labs to 

develop and sell ‘smart city’ technologies. As 

Robertson (2019, p. 2) notes, “[e]verything and 

everyone in the zone [would] become the 

‘subject’ of a mega-data stream of behavioural, 

personal, technical, and facility, information 

collected by thousands of cameras and sensors 

that Google [would] mine, manipulate and 

profit from.” Moreover, it would have served 

as a “lab where the model [would have been] 

incubated and tested for global markets” (ibid). 

 

 

5 For a more detailed background history, see Robinson and Coutts (2019). 

MORE GENERALLY WHAT SIDEWALK 

LABS WAS PROPOSING AND HOW THE 

PROCESS UNFOLDED 

In the partnership agreement between 

Waterfront Toronto6 and Sidewalk Labs, 

eleven different ‘pillars’ were put forward. 

These included more inclusive mobility, 

whereby motor traffic could co-exist with 

cycling and walking. A stimulating public 

realm was sought to deliver enjoyable and 

usable public spaces. The buildings would be 

modularized to make them flexible and 

adaptable for changing uses – for instance, 

with movable walls. Community and city 

services would be accessible through digital 

technologies that would enable residents to 

communicate more directly and in ways that 

would be potentially empowering. The 

development proposed to enhance 

sustainability by creating a zero or even 

negative-carbon emissions community by the 

buildings on site producing more energy than 

they consume. There would be a digital 

platform layer that would be seamlessly 

integrated into the built environment. Privacy 

and data governance would be robustly 

managed. There would be pilot projects and 

early actions to help further define the long-

term vision for the community, with potential 

to expand to a much larger site in the future. 

There would be a strong effort to build in 

adequate provision for affordable housing in 

the area. There would be a research institute 

focused on job creation and economic 

development. And there would be a focus on 

integrated planning and development.7  

 

 

  

 

6Waterfront Toronto is a collaboration of the three levels of government that began in 2001, and which is aimed at rehabilitating and redeveloping the 
formerly industrial Toronto waterfront (DeCarlo, et al., 2020; see also 

https://www.waterfrontoronto.ca/nbe/portal/waterfront/Home/waterfronthome/about-us). 
7"Plan Development Agreement between Toronto Waterfront Revitalization Corporation and Sidewalk Labs LLC" (PDF). Sidewalk Toronto. 
Waterfront Toronto and Sidewalk Labs LLC. July 31, 2018. For the Sidewalk Labs web site and description of the project, see 

https://www.sidewalktoronto.ca/. 

https://www.sidewalktoronto.ca/
https://www.waterfrontoronto.ca/nbe/portal/waterfront/Home/waterfronthome/about-us
https://web.archive.org/web/20181127094844/https:/sidewalktoronto.ca/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/Plan-Development-Agreement_July312018_Fully-Executed.pdf
https://www.sidewalktoronto.ca/


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     Future Plans 7 Volume 2. Issue 1.                                                        Future Plans 8 Volume 2. Issue 1. 

The process, from start to aborted finish, was 

relatively short. Beginning in March 2016, for 

nearly a year, Waterfront Toronto conducted 

research by which to frame the request for 

proposals (RFP). On March 17th, 2017, it 

launched an international RPF call. Two 

months later it announced its short list of 

candidates and, on September 11th, 2017, 

determined that Sidewalk Labs was the 

successful bidder. By October 16th, an Initial 

Framework Agreement was cemented and the 

next day the successful candidate was 

announced. It is interesting that the first public 

Town Hall introducing the project was held 

sixteen days after the proponent was chosen. 

Another major event occurred a little over a 

year later. After the Auditor-General claimed 

that there had been irregularities in the bidding 

process, including the possibility that SWL had 

had inside information, the province fired its 

three representatives on the Waterfront board 

(including the chair), and replaced them with 

four more (Oved, 2019). The deal between 

Sidewalk Labs and the Waterfront Trust 

meanwhile remained secret. The only Toronto 

civic official to have seen the agreement, as he 

was simultaneously a member of the 

Waterfront Toronto board, was City of Toronto 

councilor, Denzil Minnan-Wong who, in 

January 2018, told his fellow members of the 

Council Executive “I know enough about the 

agreement that I think you would like to know 

more about [it before you approve anything]” 

(qtd. in Goodman and Powles, 2019, p. 459). 

Less than a year after that, concerns about data 

privacy and how data would be managed began 

to circulate and, in response, Waterfront 

Toronto created a Digital Strategy Advisory 

Panal 

 

Panel (DSAP) to examine these and related 

issues (Waterfront Toronto, 2019).  

On June 17th 2019th, SWL finally released its 

sprawling 1500-page Master Innovative 

Development Plan (MIDP). In it, amongst 

other things, the company revealed its 

ambition, previously only hinted at, to expand 

the development site from 12 acres to the full 

190 acres up for future development. It also 

sought to address privacy concerns by 

proposing a neutral Data Trust whereby 

Canadian tech companies would also have 

access to the data resulting from the 

community. Sidewalks said it would “de-

individualize” (anonymize) any data before 

using it themselves, but that it would be up to 

other companies to take that step on their own. 

This was perceived as not going far enough; 

three members of the Waterfront Trust 

threatened to resign, and one did so (Oved, 

2019). 

The document spawned a number of other 

protests and concerns from the community and 

Waterfront Toronto itself (DeCarlo, et al., 

2019), some of them organized under the 

heading of #Block Sidewalk, inspired in part by 

Shoshana Zuboff and endorsed by her 

(DeCarlo, 2020). This led to intense 

negotiations between the two sides, resulting in 

a new agreement released on October 31st 

2019th, thereafter referred to as the ‘Halloween 

Agreement.’ It contained a number of 

provisions: privacy management would be 

shifted from SWL’s proposed Urban Trust and 

instead be put directly under the control of 

Waterfront Toronto; Waterfront Toronto would 

retain governance control over the development 

rather than SWL; the latter would have to share 

development of the site with other developers, 

and the significant write-down on the land 

value of the 12-acre site would be revisited.8 

However, some critics felt these changes were 

more cosmetic than substantive (DeCarlo, et 

al., 2019). 

Civic consultation continued, organized by the 

company, Waterfront Toronto, and the City of 

Toronto (City of Toronto, 2020). This 

consultation took the form of both public 

hearings/ meetings, as well as opportunities for 

interested citizens and organizations to submit 

comments electronically (Fergusson, 2020).9  

Finally, amid ongoing controversy, on May 7th, 

2020, Sidewalk withdrew on the pretext that 

Covid-19 had rendered the project no longer 

economically viable.10 

FACTORS THAT LED TO THE 

PROJECT’S DEMISE AND LESSONS 

LEARNED 

At the outset, the project for developing what 

was to be known as Quayside in the waterfront 

area of Toronto had support from all three 

levels of government, though the City of 

Toronto played a largely behind the scenes role 

(DeCarlo, 2020). Justin Trudeau was present 

and made the announcement on October 17, 

2017 that the project would go ahead (Casey, 

2017). 

 

 

8 According to Fergusson (2020), the 12 acres, or 2.7 million square feet of developable land, in the area that SWL was proposing to develop  had, on 

the basis of the existing zoning, been given a value by Waterfront Toronto of almost $88 million. Members of Waterfront Toronto, not content with 
that figure, commissioned an independent audit which revealed that the land was actually worth $570 million – six and a half times that amount! (see 

also Bozikovich, 2019). 
9 SWL had proposed to spend millions on its public outreach program (Ferguson, 2020b). For a description of SWL’s ‘public participation’ plan, see 
Sidewalk Labs (2019).  
10 See Quayside/ Waterfront Toronto: Project Timeline. https://quaysideto.ca/project-timeline/. 
11 Google’s current Canadian headquarters is in Kitchener-Waterloo, Ontario, about 115 km. away from Toronto. Google was proposing to relocate it 
to the Toronto waterfront. 

However, cracks in the façade began to appear 

early on. First, as mentioned, charges were 

levelled by the provincial auditor that Sidewalk 

Labs had insider information that privileged 

their bid (McLeod, 2018). Moreover, the 

promise of relocating the Canadian Google 

headquarters, and creating a new “innovation 

hub” (Vincent, 2019), on the Toronto 

waterfront1 was seen by some as an unfair 

bargaining chip (Bozikovic, 2017). Also of 

concern was the fact that, somewhat 

ominously, SWL was re-naming the proposed 

‘public space’ in the district as ‘open space,’ 

suggesting that the company would be in 

charge of who would be able to use it. The 

neighbourhood was also to be governed by 

different rules and regulations than the rest of 

the city, and would even have its own private 

security force, which was troubling to many, as 

it smacked of an independent private fiefdom 

within the city as a whole (Cardoso & O’Kane, 

2019). 

Second, critics both inside and outside the 

Digital Strategy Advisory Panel and Waterfront 

Toronto began to raise concerns about how 

robust the protection of residents’ privacy 

would be. SWL’s own privacy advisor – Ann 

Cavoukian, Ontario’s former Privacy 

Commissioner –  finally resigned, saying “I had 

no other choice,” and that “I wanted this to 

become a smart city of privacy – not a smart 

city of surveillance" (O’Kane, 2018, p. B8; 

CBC, 2018). After members of Waterfront 

Toront 
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Waterfront Toronto threatened to resign, the 

latter ruled that any private data collected be 

under its control, not SWL’s, and that it was 

not to leave the country (Johnson, 2020). 

Another friction point, as mentioned, was 

SWL’s desire to massively expand the scale of 

the project, though some critics insisted that 

there was always a tacit understanding between 

the company and Waterfront Toronto that it 

would grow beyond the initial site, especially 

since a number of the proposed infrastructural 

systems would not have been economically 

viable at the 12-acre scale (DeCarlo, et. al., 

2019). Furthermore, SWL had wanted to be the 

sole developer, but Waterfront Toronto ruled 

that the company would have to share 

development rights with other developers who 

had complained about being shut out of the 

project (SmartCitiesWorld, 2020).  

There were also concerns expressed about the 

extent to which the City of Toronto would be 

redirecting needed resources from other parts 

of the city to service the site, the quality of the 

community consultation process, which largely 

occurred after SWL’s proposal had been 

chosen as the winning bid, and the amount of 

affordable housing (Robertson, 2019). The 

amount of residential space Sidewalk 

envisioned was far less than the existing zoning 

allowed; instead a majority of the site would 

have been comprised of commercial and retail 

spaces (DeCarlo, et al., 2019). The amount of 

“deeply affordable” housing proposed by SWL 

was small (5%), while much of the remaining 

rental was to be at market rates. Many of the 

cheaper units were to be micro-suites of 300  

 

square feet, and even dormitory-style housing 

with shared kitchen and bathroom facilities 

(ibid.).  

Critics noted that the development would be 

receiving massive subsidies: the $1.25 billion 

spent on redirecting and naturalizing the Don 

River (already underway), the $1.2 billion to be 

spent on a Light Rapid Transit line to the 

immediate area,12 the $500 million dollar write-

down on the site’s land value, and the over 

$900 million dollars that the City would have 

to pony up to pay for the affordable housing 

component. People began to ask: if the public 

sector has to pay all these bills to subsidize a 

private corporation, why not develop the site 

itself (Robertson, 2019)? 

The reason that SWL gave for pulling out was 

the changed business climate occasioned by the 

COVID-19 pandemic (Doctoroff, 2020), but 

others were of the opinion that the company 

had alienated potential supporters by its 

arrogance and its insensitivity to how Toronto’s 

political landscape works (McGrath, 2020). 

Even some businesspeople were critical of the 

project and questioned whether the company 

could be trusted to safely manage the collected 

data (Cecco, 2019). The CEO of Blackberry, 

Jim Balsillie, was rather pungently quoted as 

saying that Sidewalk Toronto is not a smart 

city, but rather a "colonizing experiment in 

surveillance capitalism attempting to bulldoze 

important urban, civic and political issues" 

(qtd. in Vincent, 2019). Mann, et al. (2020) 

argue that Sidewalk did not enjoy sufficient 

‘social license’ to pursue the project. Given the 

pushback from sectors of Toronto society, the  

 
12One leaked memo, from Sidewalk Labs (SWL) to its parent company, and reported in the Vancouver Sun (Oved, 2019), suggested that SWL 
envisioned possibly paying for the LRT to the larger 190 acre site if granted the right to develop it, in exchange for which it wanted to be allowed to 

collect property taxes, development fees, and benefit from the value uplift from rezoning (Oved, 2019; Vincent, 2019). This had been central to its 

financial scheme in the Hudson Yard redevelopment in New York – i.e.to raise private bonds to pay development costs to be repaid through resulting 

revenues (TRD Nation, 2019). 

company may have decided to pick up its 

marbles and seek greener pastures elsewhere.  

 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

A key issue for planners and municipal officials 

is whether all the technology promoted by the 

tech companies and those enamoured of the 

smart city concept is needed to address 

everyday urban issues, such as housing, 

transportation, health care, and safety. If there 

are cost-effective applications, then certainly 

these should be investigated. However, as 

Fergusson (2020b) points out, there is a danger 

that the software or hardware could quickly 

become obsolete, leaving municipalities in the 

position of having to replace it all at 

considerable expense. Moreover, one must be 

very wary of giving tech companies anything 

like a free hand in urban development, as was 

proposed in Quayside where Sidewalk Labs 

would have had the right to put in place its own 

quasi-municipal rules and regulations. As it is 

planners’ responsibility to safeguard the public 

interest, it is essential that rigorous privacy 

protection frameworks (including legislation) 

be in place before the tech companies be given 

too much freedom. It may be better to keep the 

reigns in government hands and, if necessary, 

to subcontract any technical tasks, as needed, to 

specialists, but within a closely defined 

purview purview. There may be a role for smart 

city elements, but these should be approached 

with a critical eye to make sure they serve 

people and have the effect of reducing our 

global ecological footprint and not serve 

corporate interests first and foremost.13 

Given their past behaviour, we have reason to 

believe Google and the other firms, like Side- 

 

 

-walk Labs, in seeking to infiltrate the urban 

planning realm, are not doing so in order to 

serve the public interest, but because there is 

money to be made (Bliss, 2018). When it 

comes to the development of smart cities, the 

tech companies are rather like the agrochemical 

companies claiming they want to rescue 

humanity from future famine by selling 

genetically modified crops, when in reality 

their commitment is to their own corporate 

bottom line. As DeCarlo, et al. (2019) point 

out, Google has a rather atrocious ethical track 

record, and this in itself should be cause for 

concern. In future, the relationship between 

municipalities and high-tech firms may become 

even closer than it is today, in part because 

implanting smart city technology could be seen 

as helping with branding and attracting capital 

investment (Sterling, 2018). The downside of 

that, as Goodman and Powles (2019, p. 457) 

ably note, is that “[p]romises of urban 

innovation innovation unite cities’ need for 

help with technology firms’ need for markets 

and [these] are rarely subject to evidentiary 

burdens about projected benefits (let alone 

costs).”  

An alternative model for meeting cities’ needs 

is what Barcelona calls “technological 

sovereignty.” The goal of technological 

sovereignty is to “use digitisation to benefit all 

citizens and transition to a more sustainable, 

democratic, equitable, and circular city” 

(Adjuntament de Barcelona, qtd. in Mann, et 

all, 2020, p. 16). As Barcelona’s Deputy 

Mayor, Gerard Pisarell, notes “[i]n a 

democratic city, technology should serve to 

digitally empower citizens, to protect their 

privacy from abuses from the public and 

private 

 

13 For a deeper discussion of these issues, see Green (2019). 
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private powers… (qtd. in Mann, et al., 2020, p. 

17).14 As Shoshona Zuboff (2014, n.p.) has 

written so eloquently, "if the digital future is to 

be our home, then it is we who must make it 

so."15 
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Canadians households were comprised of three 

or more people3. Space constraints and high 

property values have spurred discussions about 

how municipalities can help incentivize the 

construction of family-sized units – including 

larger two and three bedroom units – in their 

city centres, while encouraging or maintaining 

affordability. 

It is clear that it is not enough for planners to 

simply request that an increased number of 

larger units be constructed. From an economic 

standpoint, larger units generally sell for less 

per square foot than their studio and one-

bedroom counterparts, making them less 

attractive to developers and investors for 

condominiums and purpose-built rentals alike4. 

Furthermore, while policy may help incentivize 

the construction of new, larger units, 

municipalities are neither able to control who 

will occupy those units, nor how much the units 

will sell for. Without additional strategies and 

support from other levels of government, 

housing providers, and community partners, 

childless households will have an economic 

advantage over families with children as they 

compete for space in the urban housing market. 

This paper will explore the potential 

relationships between planning policies, land 

economics, and housing outcomes in a 

community, particularly with respect to the 

construction of two and three-bedroom units. 

FINANCING FAMILIES 

Municipalities have often experienced a 

historically tenuous relationship with the 

development industry. The high cost of land 

across British Columbia has become a central 

social and political issue and is one that 

disproportionately impacts families5. Planners 

rely on private development to realize the 

objectiv 

 

 

  

objectives of municipal plans, but, without a 

comprehensive understanding of the financial 

implications of housing policy, local 

governments often find themselves at the 

mercy of market forces. A solid understanding 

of land economics can help planners anticipate 

the outcome of housing policies and support 

conversations around desired land uses, 

building forms, and public amenities. A 

proforma is a generalized set of calculations 

that allow a developer to estimate the hard and 

soft costs of development, anticipated sales or 

rental revenues, and the expected return on 

investment using current market rates. A 

proforma allows developers to understand, in 

quantifiable terms, the maximum value that can 

be paid for a parcel of land, the financial costs 

of planning and rezoning applications, the cash 

value of amenity contributions, and the optimal 

distribution of unit sizes and types within a 

proposed development 6.  

For every policy, regulation, or public benefit 

that a municipality applies to a parcel of land, 

there is a corresponding cost for developers. 

When profit margins are too low, a developer 

may find it difficult to secure financing or 

justify the risk involved in developing a parcel 

of land and may choose to invest elsewhere. 

Delays caused by rezoning requirements, 

public hearings, community resistance, delayed 

municipal reviews, or amenity negotiations 

have the potential to significantly impact the 

financial feasibility of a project by resulting in 

additional fees, charges, or carrying costs. 

Similarly, municipal requirements for 

affordable or specialized housing units may 

result in significant financial implications for 

developers.  

But, while targeted, family-friendly    housing 

 

 
 

 

become clear, Canada’s downtowns are 

increasingly being marketed as hubs of 

convenience, culture, and community for a new 

generation of urban residents.  

THE COST OF CONVENIENCE 

To meet the needs of an ever-expanding 

population, municipalities across the country 

are taking advantage of existing infrastructure, 

transportation networks, and amenities by 

focusing on supporting housing development in 

mature and urban neighbourhoods. A lack of 

suitable and affordable family-friendly housing 

in Canada’s urban cores has long been a 

significant constraint for urban families. Faced 

with urban housing options that are often too 

small and too expensive, families are being 

forced to choose between enjoying the benefits 

of density – public transportation networks, 

employment opportunities, cultural 

experiences, and shared public amenities – and 

being able to afford a larger family home away 

from the city centre.   

Where housing is being added to Canada’s 

booming urban centres, it is mostly taking the 

form of small studio, one, and two-bedroom 

units catering to single adults or childless 

households. In fact, in August 2019, only 9% of 

available rentals across Canada had three or 

more bedrooms, while nearly one third of 

Canadian  

 

 

 

ABSTRACT: As municipalities across Canada 

are increasingly looking to attract families to 

their urban cores, an understanding of the ins 

and outs of development proformas is helpful 

to support newly constructed housing units that 

are appropriate, suitable, and affordable for a 

broad range of residents, including families. 

Housing policies and regulations can 

significantly impact the design and distribution 

of housing in a community, therefore giving 

greater consideration to the spatial impacts of 

urban policy can enable planners to encourage 

the creation of attainable, family-friendly 

housing in every community, including within 

Canada’s urban centres. 

URBAN living is often imagined to be reserved 

for singles, young professionals and, in some 

cases, downsizing seniors. As municipalities 

work to attract families to their urban cores, the 

conversation naturally shifts toward one of 

space, affordability, and amenity. The majority 

of Canadian cities lack a history of dense, 

urban living for families, therefore single-

detached and ground-oriented housing 

typologies are often the expected choice for 

households with children1,2. In recent years, 

however, as the social, environmental, and 

economic implications of urban sprawl have 

become clear, Canada’s downtowns are 

increasingly being marketed as hubs of 

convenience, culture, and community for a new 

generation of urban residents.  
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Anticipated Project Revenues 

 Number of Units 

 Avg. selling price per Market unit 

 Avg. selling price per affordable  

 unit 

 Gross Revenue 

 Less commissions and fees 

 

 Net Anticipated Revenues 

 

 Project Costs 

 Land Acquisition 

 Transfer Tax 

 Financing Costs on Land  

 Acquisition 

 

 Subtotal-Land and Related Costs 

 

 Hard and Soft Construction costs 

 Rezoning and on-site servicing 

 Hard construction costs 

 Landscaping 

 Soft costs  

 Contingency on Hard and soft costs 

 Financing fees and holding costs  

 Property taxes 

 

Subtotal  

Hard and soft construction costs  

 

Developer’s profit  

Profit margin on revenues/value 

Profit margin on costs 

 

 

25 

$500,000 

 

$350,000 

$11,600,000 

$700,000 

 

$10,900,000 

 

 

$1,200,000 

$20,000 

$75,000 

 

 

$1,295,000 

 

 

$165,000 

$6,500,000 

$90,000 

$575,000 

$350,000 

$525,000 

$80,000 

 

 

$8,285,000 

 

      $1,320,000 

               11% 

               13% 

 

Table 2. Affordable Housing Requirements 

While the developer would earn a nominal 

profit in this example, it would likely be 

insufficient to secure financing for the project 

or otherwise cover the risks associated with 

developing the site. If additional incentives 

were unavailable, the developer would need to 

increase the average price of each market unit 

by approximately $49,000 in order to offset the 

loss in revenue from the affordable units. If the 

developer felt that they could reasonably 

increase the cost of the market units by this 

amount, then the project may still be 

considered viable, particularly on a 

strategically-located or highly-desirable site.  

However, this increase in cost has the added 

impact of making the market units less 

affordable to the public. 

Alternately, the municipality could consider a 

moderate increase in the density of the site in 

exchange for the desired affordable housing 

units. This increase would enable the developer 

to recover some of their loss in profit without a 

significant impact on the cost of the market 

units. For example, increasing the allowable 

density of the site from an FAR of 1.50 to an 

FAR of 1.80 would allow the developer to meet 

their financial objectives while also satisfying 

the municipality’s affordability requirements. 

In the following example, the developer could 

potentially construct three studio units, seven 

one-bedroom units, eight two-bedroom units, 

and eight three-bedroom units, for a total of 26 

units.  

Anticipated Project Revenues 

 Number of Units 

 Avg. selling price per market unit 

 Avg. selling price per affordable  

 unit 

 Gross revenue  

 Less commissions and fees 

 

 Net Anticipated Revenues 

 

 Project Costs 

 Land Acquisition 

 Transfer tax  

 Financing costs and land  

 acquisition 

 

26 

$580,000 

 

$405,000 

$14,000,000 

$825,000 

 

$13,175,000 

 

 

$1,200,000 

$20,000 

 

$75,000 

 

policies are critical to support the development 

of housing that is both suitable and affordable 

for families, it is essential that planners 

understand the impacts of these policies on the 

feasibility and unit distribution of housing 

developments. To illustrate the potential cost 

implications of a typical affordable housing 

policy, let’s examine a proforma for a 

hypothetical condominium development. The 

proforma is based on a residential lot in 

Victoria that is zoned for a density of 1.50 

FAR. FAR – or Floor Area Ratio – refers to the 

relationship between a building's gross floor 

area and the area of the parcel of land upon 

which it is constructed. Used alongside other 

regulatory requirements, FAR calculations 

allow planners to anticipate the density impacts 

of a development based on the massing and 

land use of the proposed project. 

For this example, we are assuming a 

construction value of $250 per gross square 

foot and an average market sale price of $800 

per square foot of net saleable residential space. 

Taxes, site servicing, and carrying costs are 

calculated as a percentage of the site area and 

assessed value. For the purposes of this 

example, a developer could construct 25 market 

units, consisting of six studio units, nine one-

bedroom units, five two-bedroom units, and 

five three-bedroom units. 

 Anticipated Project Revenues 

 Number of Units 

 Avg. selling price per Unit 

 Gross Revenue 

 Less commissions and fees 

 Net Anticipated Revenues 

 

 Project Costs 

 Land Acquisition 

 

25 

$500,000 

$12,500,000 

$750,000 

$11,750,000 

 

 

$ 12,00,000 

 

 Transfer Tax  

 Financing costs on Land  

 Acquisition  

 

 Subtotal-Land and Related Costs 

 

 Hard and Soft Construction 

 Costs 

 Rezoning and On-Site Servicing  

 Hard Construction Costs 

 Landscaping 

 Soft Costs 

 Contingency on Hard and Soft  

 Costs 

 Financing Fees and Holding Costs 

 Property Taxes 

 

Subtotal  

Hard and Soft Construction Costs 

 

Developer’s Profit 

Profit Margin on Revenues/Value 

Profit Margin on Costs 

 

$20,000 

 

$75,000 

 

$1,295,000 

 

 

 

$165,000 

$6,500,000 

$90,000 

$575,000 

 

        $350,000 

$450,000 

$85,000 

 

 

$8,215,000 

 

$2,240,000 

18% 

22% 

Table 1. Baseline Proforma 

 

Using the above proforma as a baseline, 

planners can calculate the financial 

implications of various policy and regulatory 

options. For example, a policy requiring that 

25% of units by area in a new development 

must be affordable, then the same twenty-five 

unit condominium building would result in 

nineteen market units and six affordable units. 

This example assumes that the affordable units 

would be sold at 30% below market value at an 

average sales cost of $560 per square foot of 

net saleable residential space. In this example, 

the cost per square foot of the market units 

would remain unchanged. In the absence of 

additional financial incentives or density 

bonuses, the development proforma would be 

impacted as follows: 
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 Subtotal-Land and Related Costs 

 

 Hard and Soft Construction 

 Costs 

 Rezoning and On-Site Servicing  

 Hard Construction Costs 

 Landscaping 

 Soft Costs 

 Contingency on Hard and Soft  

 Costs 

 Financing Fees and Holding Costs 

 Property Taxes 

 

 Subtotal  

 Hard and Soft Construction 

 Costs 

 

 Developer’s Profit 

 Profit Margin on Revenues/Value 

 Profit Margin on Costs 

$1,295,000 

 

 

 

$165,000 

$7,500,000 

$90,000 

$700,000 

 

$400,000 

$580,000 

$95,000 

 

 

$9,530,000 

 

$2,350,000 

17% 

20% 

Table 3. Impact of a Moderate Increase in 

Density 

This increase in density would allow the 

developer to recover the cost of the affordable 

housing units, while also supporting the 

development of larger, family-friendly units. 

Compared to the original baseline scenario, the 

developer would be able to provide eight two-

bedroom and eight three bedroom units - for an 

overall increase of six larger units - while 

achieving the municipality’s target of 25% 

affordable units. In this situation, the 

municipality could support the developer in 

meeting both their affordability targets and 

family-friendly housing objectives through a 

moderate increase in density. It should be noted 

that, while the average unit cost in this example 

appears to be higher, this is due to the increased 

number of larger units; the cost per square foot 

remains unchanged. 

 

 

 

As the above examples illustrate, it is critical 

that planners develop and maintain an 

awareness of local construction costs, land 

values, rent levels, and vacancy rates in order 

to understand – and negotiate – how changes to 

policy can impact a development’s overall 

feasibility. By understanding and leveraging 

the financial implications of policy changes, 

municipalities can begin to align local housing 

requirements with private development 

objectives, thereby supporting mutually 

beneficial development outcomes.  

URBAN AMENTIES  

Urban living provides a myriad of benefits, 

from cost-sharing and social networking to 

combating the environmental impacts of 

sprawl. But, is housing policy enough to entice 

families to leave their larger, suburban homes 

for urban living? A city is more than a 

dormitory, therefore housing policy must 

consider not only type and cost of housing 

available, but also the social, economic, and 

cultural opportunities that a place provides. 

According to the 2011 census, two thirds of 

Toronto’s urban families were living in 

buildings with five or more storeys, however, 

over half of these families were planning to 

relocate within five years because their 

communities lacked family-friendly amenities7. 

A family-friendly community is one where 

residents have the ability to meet the daily 

needs of children and their caregivers without 

the excessive need for travel, segregated 

spaces, or special provisions. If the child-

friendliness of the built environment is 

measured, in part, by how livable and inclusive 

it is, then municipalities must carefully 

consider how enabling regulations can be 

leveraged as an effective means of influencing  

 

 

 

the character, composition, and configuration 

of a community.  

Generally speaking, the closer housing is to 

schools, early childcare and education facilities, 

community services, and transit, the more 

likely it is that families will be able to access 

and benefit from the amenities offered by their 

community. Unfortunately, many of the 

amenities necessary to make urban living a 

viable option for families – childcare, schools, 

recreation opportunities, and public 

transportation networks – fall under the 

jurisdiction of multiple municipal departments 

or other levels of government8. Any meaningful 

attempt by municipalities to diversify the urban 

housing stock in order to attract and retain 

families must simultaneously address the 

necessary partnerships, facilities, and programs 

required to meet the needs of these families 

before they relocate to the area.  

The most promising policy and regulatory 

approaches for attainable urban family housing 

are those interventions that cross disciplinary 

boundaries and provide opportunities for 

multiple generations, family-types, and 

household compositions, including: 

1. Collaborating with other levels of 

government, social agencies, and private 

developers to support and sustain the 

affordability of urban housing over time; 

2. Ensuring that schools and childcare 

facilities are early and integral parts of 

housing plans and policies before housing 

density is increased; 

3. Redefining affordability targets to reflect 

affordability factors such as transportation, 

childcare, and food security9; 

4. Focusing on incremental, moderate-density 

development that supports the creation and  

 

maintenance of intergenerational social 

networks, rather than housing density 

alone; and 

5. Developing frameworks for ongoing plan 

monitoring and evaluation that supports a 

municipality’s ability to respond to the 

changing context and challenges of a 

community over time. 

CONCLUSION  

Cities are dynamic and diverse places that 

provide residents with a myriad of 

opportunities for personal and social growth. 

To build and maintain an inclusive and 

sustainable community, planners must address 

the needs of families as an important source of 

daytime activity, revenue, vibrancy, and 

participation. Infill development in Canada’s 

urban centres has the potential to provide 

housing for people, support well-being, 

stimulate the economy, enhance social 

cohesion, and protect the environment. But, for 

cities to remain hubs of social opportunity, 

municipalities must scrutinize their policies and 

regulations for features that discourage family-

friendly housing types and perpetuate the 

notion of urban centres as ideal housing only 

for the childless and wealthy. To encourage the 

development of communities that are 

sustainable, inclusive, and complete – for a 

broad spectrum of residents, life stages, and 

family structures – planners must understand 

the physical and economic implications of 

municipal policies, regulations, and processes. 

The relationship between a city’s economy, its 

policies, and its structures has the power to 

welcome – or exclude – certain populations and 

demographics, now and in the future. Only 

through understanding can we foster 

collaboration and inclusion. 
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Corridor Urbanism and the Rise of the Neighbourhood in the 

Post-COVID City  

 
Mark Holland  

               
 
 
 
 

ABSTRACT: In this paper, urban planner, 

development consultant and educator, Mark 

Holland, outlines a rethinking of urban 

structure that will be supercharged as we learn 

from the impacts of COVID 19 on our cities.  

The modern city region has been focused on 

building high density downtowns and 

peripheral town centres, based on assumptions 

that are now out of date as a basis for regional 

planning. COVID 19 closed our downtowns 

and we now need to reinvent our urban and 

regional patterns in light of what we have 

(re)discovered from our pandemic response.  

Restructuring our economy, social patterns, 

food systems and regional growth patterns into 

a network of high-street-based corridors will 

not only make us more resilient to shocks like 

COVID 19, but overall create a much healthier, 

sustainable, and economically viable region.  

 

CORRIDOR URBANISM AND THE RISE 

OF THE LINEAR NEIGHBOURHOOD IN 

THE POST-COVID CITY  

"Great occasions do not make heroes or 

cowards; they simply unveil them to our eyes. 

Silently and imperceptibly, as we wake or 

sleep, we grow strong or weak; and at last 

some crisis shows what we have 

become." Brooke Foss Westcott 

Over the past century, we have coasted forward 

on a 19th century model of urban development 

that is mismatched with technology, 

environment 

 

 

environmental changes and future needs and 

opportunities, and now the COVID 19 crisis 

has shown us what we have become.  

The COVID 19 pandemic has both had a 

substantive impact on many cities, and the 

public policy response to the threat of COVID 

19 has had an even greater impact on our cities.  

Over the course of a couple of months in early 

2020, a significant percentage of the world’s 

major economic centres essentially shut down 

– an economic move never before witnessed in 

human history.  This shutdown occurred 

without anyone considering the urban form 

patterns that contributed to its impact.  

One of the most striking elements of this 

shutdown was the move by governments to 

shutter any non-essential business, thereby 

sending a major percentage of the workforce 

either to the unemployment lines or to work at 

home.  As Prime Minister Justin Trudeau said 

in his now famous press briefing of March 23, 

2020, “Go home and stay home.”  The result 

of this national policy position was to shutter 

the central business districts of Canadian 

Cities. Similar edicts of many other countries 

had the same effect.  The outcome was a 

shuttering of the central business districts 

(CBDs) of many world cities, leading to both a 

massive impact on the global economy, and 

empty and boarded up downtowns.  

CHAPTER 2 
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If one virus pandemic can shutter the majority 

of the world’s leading economic urban centres, 

then the model behind those centres needs to be 

reconsidered, as any impact of that scale 

illuminates a catastrophic weakness in our 

economic system.  

At this point of reflection, a key question that 

we must ask is: Is COVID 19 a rare, once-in-a-

lifetime disruption, or is it a harbinger of 

elements of a new normal in the 21st century?    

If COVID 19 is a one-off, then there are 

important lessons we can learn from this 

experience, but deeper structural changes may 

not be required.   If, however, we believe that it 

is indicative of an emerging new normal of 

many types of disruptions that are increasingly 

probable to the 20th century model of cities and 

economies, then we not only need to learn 

lessons, we need to make changes.  Regardless, 

lessons can be learned. 

This article argues that the lessons we can learn 

from COVID 19 regarding our metropolitan 

regions can point the way to a much more 

effective and sustainable development pattern 

for the 21st century.   It confronts an implicit 

belief or even aspiration, that has been silently 

and imperceptibly guiding our decisions on 

growth and development in the industrialized 

world for over a century, and that as Wescott 

notes, the COVID crisis has shown us the flaws 

in what we have created.  

This article challenges the mistaken belief that 

a metropolitan region is best organized around 

a major central business district (CBD), with a 

network of secondary and tertiary “town 

centres” around it, sitting in a large sea of 

largely undistinguished residential and   

industrial 

 

 

industrial     sub-division.  This     pattern   of 

regional growth, which has predominated the 

thinking, planning and development for over a 

century, has several roots.  The first is that of 

necessity.  Throughout human history, cities 

have emerged in response to the realities of 

economic trade, centralized governance, 

religion and culture.   Before the rise of the 

automobile and the telephone, humans needed 

to be in the same place to carry out business 

and governance.  Because both the automobile 

and telephone did not become ubiquitous until 

the mid 20th century, this pattern of urban 

growth has been the dominant one for 

thousands of years. Until the industrial 

revolution, the number of large cities in the 

world was relatively small.  Following the 

industrial revolution, and the associated rapid 

growth in global population, the number of 

great industrial cities grew significantly, and 

the profession of city planning as we know it 

today was born.   

The city planning profession emerged in the 

late 19th century as a function, and then became 

a profession during the 20th century, spurred on 

by the need to rebuild Europe twice in the 

space of 50 years due to two world wars, and to 

accommodate massive urban growth in North 

America, Australia and elsewhere.  

All planning needs to have functional and 

spatial reference points as a starting point, and 

the planners of the early to mid 20th century 

copied the historical precedents they had – 

largely those of industrial cities in a pre 

automobile and telephone era.  In the later 20th 

century, architects and planners created new 

models to use to guide growth, such as 

Corbusier’s Radiant City, Britain’s New 

wertyuu 

 

Towns, and others.  Due to the failure of some 

of those models, including the high profile 

demolition of the Pruit-Igoe housing project 

beginning in 1972, the massively expanding 

sprawl and traffic problems of North America 

cities, along with the scathing critique of 

luminaries such as Jane Jacobs, new models of 

growth such as Smart Growth, Christopher 

Alexander’s Pattern Language, Neo-Traditional 

Neighbourhoods, New Urbanism, and 

Calthorpe’s Transit Oriented Development 

(TOD) emerged in the 1970s and 1980s.  In the 

1990s, the sustainable community movement 

rose in profile, harvesting most of the core 

ideas from the previous two decades and 

adding an enhanced environmental layer, 

leading the way for the next 15 years, 

increasing the scope of variables being 

considered, but largely copying the urban 

development forms of the late 19th century.  

And then a few new vectors converged in the 

early 21st century to put in question many of 

the models of urban growth from the 20th 

century – the vectors of climate change, the 

computer, the internet and the smart phone – 

and now COVID 19.  

There has been much discussion about how 

COVID 19 will or should change our cities, in 

the short or long term.  Everyone will have 

their own opinion on this issue, but we can 

begin by identifying twenty-five ways this 

pandemic has impacted our cities:  

The workplace and economy 

1. Decentralized workplaces and education 

The need for social isolation to reduce the 

spread of the virus resulted in millions of office 

workers in North America beginning to work 

from home. In addition, many or most  

 

North American universities moved their 

education programs fully or in-part online for 

the fall /winter of 2020/21.  In addition, many 

K-12 schools are grappling with how to deal 

with the necessity for social distancing in the 

classroom, including adding an online element 

to their pedagogy.   Going forward, it is not 

clear to what extent companies and educational 

institutions will maintain this online or hybrid 

pattern but it is likely that many will accept or 

embrace a greater percentage of their 

workforce working fully or partially from 

home. 

2. More online retail 

Online retail purchases rose in the early months 

of the response to COVID 19.  While many 

will want to return to conventional shopping, 

customers now have additional experience in 

ordering retail goods online, and it is likely to 

include a greater market share going forward.  

It has also stimulated new investment in 

enhancing the online retail services of many 

companies not previously focused on online 

sales, which will further spur this trend.  

3. More space required in buildings per 

person  

The imperative of social or physical distancing 

to reduce transmission of COVID 19 has 

decreased the employee or customer density of 

any given commercial building area.  Whether 

this trend continues is unclear, but until the 

pandemic is over, a greater amount of building 

space is needed per person, employee or 

customer.  

4. Line-up space and time 

The “line up” is now a more ubiquitous 

element of urban space for many stores and 

places – a phenomena previously only seen at 

popular restaurants of event venues.  This 

creates a new ephemeral but necessary spatial 

structure both inside and outside of buildings.   
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In addition, it creates the potential for 

additional time required for travel or shopping.  

Beyond, the pandemic, the line ups will go 

away, and this impact will likely ebb.  

 

5. Less comfort with elevators in large 

buildings  

One of the most critical impacts of a pandemic 

is the relationship that people have with 

elevators in large commercial or residential 

buildings.  The social spacing expected in 

conventional use of elevators is far less than 

that which is advisable in a pandemic.  The 

reduction in capacity of elevators in order to 

meet public health guidelines can make it non-

feasible to populate a large office building 

within typical commuting hours.  After the 

pandemic, it is likely elevator patterns will 

return to normal, but the pandemic has shown 

them to be a choke point in modern cities, 

especially for our largest residential and 

commercial towers.  

 

6. Minimized and more expensive airline travel  

The significant reduction in air travel due to 

closed borders will alter the business reality of 

airlines for the foreseeable future.  This will 

make travel more expensive and less 

convenient and has already shifted the norm for 

business meetings from in-person to online 

through various digital meeting platforms.  

After the pandemic, air travel will return but 

many firms will have switched largely or in 

part to digital communication and the 

predictable increase in prices for travel will 

have long term impacts. 

  

7. More local vacations  

With the pandemic’s impacts on travel, we can 

expect a significant increase in localized 

vacations, impacting how cities position and 

mar 

 

 

market themselves for intra-regional tourism. 

After the virus, international travel will return 

but the tourism industry will have experienced 

a major downturn that many companies will not 

recover from.  

 

8. Higher prices due to inefficiencies  

Many elements of the efficiencies of 

manufacturing, retailing, and other elements of 

the economic supply chain have been 

negatively impacted by the pandemic and the 

policy response to it.  This will decrease 

economic efficiency and increase debt for 

many companies and sectors longer term, 

inevitably resulting in higher prices.  After the 

pandemic, efficiencies should increase, but 

some companies will have forever changed 

their systems, and some will not have survived.  

 

9. Globalism refined – local manufacturing of 

some goods. 

The response to early supply chain crises 

regarding supply of personal protective 

equipment, medical ventilators and some 

household goods have led to the call to de-

globalize the supply chain for some goods and 

services. This may lead to a re-localization of 

some manufacturing in the future.  

The public realm and transportation  

10. Less transit use  

The pandemic’s impact on transit has been 

significant, creating a feedback loop of low 

ridership due to an economic lockdown and 

fear of the tight social spaces, creating a 

financial crisis which resulted in lower service 

levels, which further reduced use.  Use of 

cycling and automobiles has replaced transit in 

many areas.  After the pandemic, it is likely 

that transit use will resume however, as with 

elevators, transit has now been identified as an  

 

important choke point for future pandemics and 

disruptions.  

 

11. A socially distanced public realm  

Most cities’ sidewalks, plazas and parks were 

not designed to accommodate their projected 

occupant loading with pandemic social 

distancing rules.  The response to this issue in 

many cities has been to restructure movement 

corridors, including giving street space to 

pedestrians.  Some cities will return to normal 

after the pandemic, but others may choose to 

retain more public space at the expense of 

street space in key pedestrian-focused areas. 

 

12. More structured public space  

The need to give guidance or enforce social 

distancing has resulted in many cities giving 

more structure to public open space, including 

structuring pathways by direction, creating 

special markings on the ground to guide a 2m 

distancing, and others.  It is likely that many of 

these moves will be reversed after the 

pandemic, but lessons will have been learned 

for future adaptability in park design.  

 

13. More use of outdoor space  

As many urbanites live in multi-family living, 

including condominiums that have little private 

outdoor space, the need for public outdoor 

space has increased, especially outdoor space 

near ones home that minimizes the need to 

travel to a destination park.  In most cities, the 

addition or restructuring of park space is 

difficult for many reasons and as such, parks 

policies may change, but it is likely that it will 

be along time before long term changes to park 

supply will emerge if at all. 

 

14. Less team sports and greater demand for 

sma 

 

  

 

 

small group activities 

Social distancing rules have also impacted 

team sports and the parks that are focused on 

providing team sports facilities.   Solo or 

smaller group sports and activities have had to 

take their place – a change which can 

significantly change the strategies for parks and 

recreation design.  Team sports are a major 

societal element, and it can be presumed that 

team sports will return post-pandemic.  

Socio-political changes  

14. More social pods and less general 

socializing 

The public policy regarding the number of 

people who are permitted to be in non-social 

distancing contact, as well as limits on the 

number of people who can gather in one 

location, have changed our social realm.  

Socializing patterns that are essential to 

maintaining social capital have been disrupted 

and have had to pause or move online, 

resulting in an increase in a sense of isolation 

for many.  Socializing will likely return to 

“normal” after the pandemic, although the 

increase in proficiency and acceptance of 

online modes of communication will mean 

these become a more accepted element in 

social relations.   

 

15. Social distancing and contagion anxiety  

The omnipresent sense that asymptomatic 

individuals may be able to spread the virus and 

the public policy of social distancing has 

created a new sense of unease in the public 

realm. This is compounded by the new 

presence of face masks that obscure facial 

features and facial communication (such as 

smiles) and make it more difficult to 

understand each other’s speech.  Post-

pandemic, it is likely this 
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anxiety will ebb and socializing will return to 

pre-pandemic levels, with possible additions of 

additional safety measures for those more 

vulnerable (seniors).  

 

17. Digital democracy 

The longstanding social element of civil society 

and governmental processes has been severely 

disrupted.  Sittings of the government, city 

council meetings, public meetings and public 

hearings, all of which are essential to liberal 

democracy, are now increasingly forced online. 

This has had both positive and negative 

impacts, and it has introduced a new 

technological element to help (increase access 

for those who cannot physically attend 

meetings) or hinder democracy (in the case of 

technical malfunctions).  It is likely that in-

person democratic activity will return to normal 

post-pandemic, but online elements may also 

be added, to secure the benefits they bring, now 

that they are widely available. 

 

18. Online consultation 

The growth of any community involves 

landowners and developers consulting with the 

community.  With contagion anxiety and social 

distancing impacting communication, much of 

the personal relationship elements of project-

related community relations work is now 

changed to mailbox notifications, socially 

distanced doorway discussions, and online 

communication.  Post-pandemic, community 

relations can return to pre-pandemic norms but 

there may be a  greater  acceptance  for   online 

communications modes. 

The home  

19. More takeout and food delivery  

The changes in the service and food industry  

have been significant, with most restaurants 

closed 

 

closed for on-premises consumption for 

months.  This change has led to a rise in take-

out or delivery food, a factor which may 

remove some of the “location” factor to the 

success of restaurants, recognizing that 

customers order from restaurants they know 

and trust before trying new ones and the 

historical location factor will have influenced 

what restaurants customers know.  

 

20. More at home cooking 

The reduction in the share of daily food 

consumption coming from restaurants, 

combined with extra time at home during the 

pandemic lock down, triggered a widely 

discussed surge in home cooking.  This 

changed food purchasing patterns, created 

shortages of certain food stuffs in various areas, 

and triggered TV shows about learning to cook, 

as well as a significant amount of social media 

coverage of home cook’s experiences and 

accomplishments.  It is difficult to determine to 

what extent this change will endure, but re-

activated a focus on home cooking in a cultural 

activity that had been waning.  

 

21. Homes designed for working and 

entertainment 

The public and corporate policy to send 

students and white-collar workers to work and 

learn from home significantly changed how 

many families used their homes.  A significant 

surge in the demand for internet bandwidth was 

noticed along with a repurposing of rooms in 

the house, as a building that once was primarily 

for domestic use outside of business and school 

hours had to adapt to one or more parents 

working from home, home-schooling their 

children simultaneously.   As schools reopened,  

 

the home-schooling factor diminishes, but a 

prediction that the predominance of work from 

home offices will grow, may change the 

demands in the marketplace for homes, interior 

design and furnishings.  

 

 22. More private outdoor space  

The cloistering of families in their homes, 

especially those with children, combined with 

the public policy decision to close many parks 

has led to a re-evaluation of the importance of 

sufficient private outdoor space – balconies and 

front or back yards.  This impact was 

especially noticed in European countries where 

urban living often involves smaller apartments 

and more time spent in the public realm.  The 

long-term impacts of this trend are unclear, but 

it is likely that private outdoor space will be 

seen as more valuable, given the experience of 

billions of urban dwellers in 2020.  

Smart city trends 

23. More monitoring technology   

The imperative to trace contagion vectors 

raised a new dimension of personal 

(temperature) and spatial monitoring 

technology in a short time.  The willingness of 

populations to have their spatial location 

monitored to support personal and public 

health objectives changed and a range of apps 

and other technology is now in wider use.  The 

longer-term acceptance of such tracing is yet to 

be determined but the widespread 

dissemination of this technology in a short time 

is remarkable.  

 

24. More non-touch design  

Every virus is transmitted in unique ways and 

the COVID 19 pandemic was primarily 

transmitted through saliva or mucus particles 

on  

 

on surfaces. This fact has led to a push for 

more non-touch technology switching so as to 

limit the need to touch switch surfaces.  This 

trend is likely to continue as it is in alignment 

with the general move to smart cities and smart 

infrastructure.  

 

25. More automated and internet-connected 

things 

Much has been written about the rising trend of 

the Internet of Things (IOT) and the need to 

limit physical surface contact has also helped 

this trend advance.  The ability to interact or 

control devices from smart phones or through 

voice protocols is likely to increase, in 

alignment with current growing trends in 

artificial intelligence (AI) and others.   

As noted in the above description, the scope of 

change is significant in the short term, and 

many vectors of change will continue, 

introducing new norms and accelerating other 

trends that were already underway.  In 

addition, the short-term pandemic response will 

result in a re-evaluation of some trends that 

may have been less fully understood, such as 

the assumption that many want to work from 

home all the time.   

Regardless of the elasticity of the changes and 

the extent to which society returns to pre-

pandemic norms over time, the scale of impact 

this pandemic had on the world and its 

economy cannot be understated. As such, it has 

shown areas of significant fragility in norms 

and paradigms of planning and development 

that need to be explored.  

The following outlines perspectives on one of 

these paradigms or models of growth 

management - the ubiquitous regional growth  
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models of central business districts (CBD) and 

town centres.  The impact of the pandemic calls 

for a rethinking of our past patterns of growth 

management.  

The conventional wisdom and planning models 

for growth management since the 1970s has 

been dominated in North America by theories 

of “smart growth.”  This model of growth 

focuses on several core elements:  

• A high density urban CBD;  

• Smaller commercial and mixed use town 

centres around the CBD;  

• A mix of areas of largely single or 

somewhat mixed land uses – single family, 

multi-family, industrial and others, around 

the CBD and town centres;  

• Transit and transportation infrastructure 

connecting these areas; and  

• Some level of control on the spatial extent 

to which growth is permitted at greater 

distances from the CBD, usually through 

adoption of urban containment boundaries.  

Much of the last half -century of growth in 

North American cities has been roughly 

following this pattern.  However, the pandemic 

delivered a massive disruption to core elements 

of this model, including:  

• Highlighting the critical problems with the 

inherent distances between employment 

and residential areas and the focus on 

transit as a means of transportation between 

      these two core uses;  

• Challenging the assumption that large 

towers in CBDs and town centres, for both 

employment and residential uses, are highly 

desirable, or even the natural conclusion of 

good planning and decisions in a growing 

metro region, because a virus can make 

even 

 

elevators a major movement problem to 

even get into or out of a building without 

incurring significant health risks;  

• Forcing the rethink of the home as a 

primarily domestic space by requiring it to 

temporarily (or in many cases more 

permanently) a place of work and learning 

as well;  

• Challenging the emerging urban model of 

living in a small apartment with small 

kitchens and minimal outdoor space and 

instead relaying on restaurants, other urban 

services, and a limited supply of public 

parks to provide for urban dwellers’ needs;  

• Providing a statistical model of the 

significant reduction in climate change 

emissions (GHG) that can be achieved 

when regional populations travel less;  

• Demonstrating how fragile the conventional 

retail model is to online shopping; and 

• Highlighting how much we desire to be in a 

social neighbourhood, with local shops, 

services and socializing of many types, 

when we are deprived of this aspect of our 

lives.  

 

These and other lessons, along with the rise in 

housing prices that has occurred as a result of 

the smart growth model’s constraints of land 

for new housing and growth, suggest that this 

historical modern model of regional growth 

needs to be revisited.  

There are a core set of assumptions in 

conventional planning today that we need to 

challenge including:  

The geometry of growth – We need to 

question the assumption that there are only two 

options for growth – sprawl or a CBD with 

guidw 

 

town centres.  And further, we need to 

question 

the assumption that urban or town centres 

need to have a roughly radial or ovoid 

geometry, as can be seen on most urban 

and regional plans. 

• The early 20th century model of cities – 

We need to question the assumptions that 

city patterns that developed originally in a 

world with few automobiles or telephones 

should be the foundational model for the 

21st century, with the internet and 

smartphones.  

• The Central Business District – We need 

to question whether the 19th century model 

of a single regional central business district 

of tall towers is the ideal or natural 

conclusion of good urban planning in the 

21st century.  

• Housing – We need to question the 

emerging assumptions that sustainable 

cities have few people living in low density 

housing and the majority living in high 

density apartments in downtown towers.  

• Transit – We need to question whether a 

regional growth pattern that forces the 

majority of the population to travel long 

distances between where they can afford to 

live and where they work is necessary or 

ideal, and that the public should invest in 

large scale expensive transit systems to 

support this long distance commute.  

Urban and regional planning is a complex task 

involving many variables.  As such, the 

planning profession creates policy and spatial 

models of cities and growth patterns to shape 

plans that inform decisions, to achieve the best 

possible levels of performance on various 

objectives.  

 

These models then, through the planning 

process and the approval of those plans by 

local governments, become regulations which 

then enforce the ongoing physical expression 

of the abstract or principled models.  As 

regulations, they then, in practice, preclude 

other options or models for serious 

consideration or discussion, if only because of 

the scale of effort it takes to undertake a major 

update to an urban or regional plan.  This 

paradigm and regulatory momentum then have 

a cultural impact of positioning the underlying 

models as common sense, true, timeless and 

unchallengeable in the minds of many.  

However, over time, the models of mid and 

later 20th century urban planning have created 

many problems and they now need to be re-

examined. In this paper, that examination will 

focus on questioning the relevance of the 19th 

and 20th century concepts of the CBD, town 

centres and the geometry of growth to the 

realities of the 21st century.  

We can identify several primary problems that 

are emerging as a result of these dated urban 

models.  

The first core issue is the mismatched dynamic 

of supply and demand of land and the 

implications to land prices, and thereby to the 

prices of housing and commercial space.  

The demand for land in our major urban 

centres is high and the constrained CBD and 

town centre geometric models place significant 

constraints on the availability of land to absorb 

new growth.  In a typical city, barely 3% of 

residential units will be put on the market or 

sell in a year, and since many of those are 

multifamily residences, the actual amount of 

amount  
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developable land available will be a small 

subset of that. As such, of the few parcels that 

have true capacity for redevelopment within a 

conventional city plan, a tiny fraction will 

become available in any given year. Therefore, 

the only parcels that may be available will be 

owned by a few landowners. Therefore, a 

highly constrained base of land on which the 

local government will reasonably entertain 

redevelopment proposals, places the possible 

implementation of the urban densification plan 

in the hands of a few land owners, who will 

logically be motivated to speculate – either 

keeping back their land to see its value 

appreciate, or setting an inflated market price 

when a developer approaches them.  

It costs roughly the same amount of money to 

build a building in most North American urban 

jurisdictions because the costs of materials, 

labour and interest rates are widely similar (see 

Altus building cost reports).  The core 

differences in the cost of buildings lies then in 

the cost of land, and to a much lesser degree, in 

the cost of municipal fees and expectations for 

community amenity contributions.  Therefore, 

the primary driver of expensive residential 

commercial space is the price of land. The 

mid/later 20th century, smart growth model of 

growth management has largely been the cause 

of the land availability constraints that have 

driven the rise of land costs and thereby created 

the rise in prices of housing and commercial 

buildings in the most successful North 

American cities.  

 

The next major problem that emerges in 

response to expensive urban housing is that 

people will choose a long commute in order to 

live in a home that meets their needs and 

wants. This means that people will choose to 

expensi but 

live a long distance away from the more 

expensive urban centres and commute to them 

every day in order to optimize their career, 

income and housing options.  

 

This pattern, notwithstanding excellent rhetoric 

about mixed use neighbourhoods in most urban 

plans, has translated in reality into a pattern in 

most North American urban metro regions of a 

high-density CBD, a few peripheral town 

centres, and large areas of single uses – single 

family housing, highway commercial and 

industrial areas, and others.    

A massive transportation infrastructure must 

then be built and maintained to support the 

travel necessities of connecting sprawling 

residential areas into the concentrated 

commercial and employment centres. This 

travel then takes individuals far away from 

their neighbourhood, along major 

transportation corridors on a daily basis, 

resulting in the clustering of automobile 

oriented commercial along these corridors.   

The focusing of a significant percentage of 

regional commuters along a few major 

highways then naturally supports large format 

retail and regional commercial centres to arise 

along those highways to cater to that significant 

concentration of regional customers, which 

then can undermine the viability of the retail, 

office and service economy within local 

neighbourhoods. 

This pattern also creates infrastructure 

management problems as there is little natural 

logic to the extension of water and sewer as it 

must expand in a radial pattern away from the 

commercial centres in all directions, increasing 

its coverage algorithmically and unevenly over 

impossibl 

time. This pattern means that it is nearly 

impossible to truly model the longterm demand 

for trunk mains, and as such, existing 

infrastructure is frequently deemed to be 

inadequate for newly proposed growth, 

resulting in the costly need to upsize and 

replace existing servicing infrastructure, as 

growth actually occurs. 

A further complication emerges because the 

planning geometry is radial in its concept.  The 

term “sprawl” has been used to describe the 

expansive development of lower density, single 

use development around metro core areas. The 

rhetoric of “sprawl” had defaulted to measuring 

the relative sustainability of growth based on 

the distance it is from either the CBD or the 

nearest town centre – with farther distances 

being judged as “sprawl.”   

 

The goals of smart growth have always been 

laudable.  However, the core problem with its 

expression has been in the geometry of growth 

it assumed was normal or appropriate – that of 

a 19th and early to mid-20th century model of a 

CBD with peripheral town centres, and 

residential growth in all areas in between.   

This spatial model yielded the dense CBDs and 

town centres which have now faced major 

challenges with the COVID 19 pandemic 

realities and are at the root of the major 

transportation emissions driving climate 

change.  

In effect, a virus shut down North America’s 

economic core – its urban centres – through its 

impact on location of work, transit, and the 

reality of large buildings with insufficient 

elevators to permit social distancing.   

 

 

 

The 21st century will not contain fewer 

pandemics, but rather it will contain more, as 

there were few that impacted OECD countries 

since the so-called Spanish Flu a century ago, 

until the last two decades when several 

emerged (MERS, SARS, others) and now 

COVID 19.  The rest of the 21st century likely 

contains increased risks as well as cumulative 

effectives of climate change and other issues 

that will impact the desirability of feasibility of 

the late 20th century model of regional 

planning.  

 

Fortunately, the seeds of the solution to this 

problem lie in the current models, they just 

need to be understood and applied differently, 

which leads to the new model of regional 

growth this paper will now turn to.  

 

The best model of city land use and density 

patterns in current use in planning today is the 

New Urbanist Transect – a conceptual model 

and diagram that breaks a city down into seven 

character subareas.  Each character area will 

have a range of land uses, but they have a 

distinct pattern of density and land uses, 

including:  

                                                      

 

 

T-1 Natural zone    

T-2 Rural zone  

T-3 Sub-urban zone  

T-4 General urban zone 

T-5 Urban centre zone  

T-6 Urban core zone  

T-7 Special district zones 
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bilateral transect that can be extruded into the 

landscape – and we get a “corridor urbanism.”    

Corridor urbanism is a model of urbanism that 

does not concentrate commercial and high 

density solely in a CBD and town centres, 

surrounded by lower density, single use 

“sprawl,” but rather focuses growth into a 

regional network of “high streets”, with a 

diversity of land uses, densities and special 

urban districts along these high-street centred 

corridors.    The high streets and the blocks on 

either side of it function as the urban core / 

centre transect zones, and the adjacent areas on 

either edge of the corridor devolve into lower 

density sub-urban areas – ultimately reaching 

concurrent corridors of rural and natural land, 

that parallel the urban corridor.  

In this conceptual model, this corridor 

would: Be approximately 1.5km or 1 mile 

across, ensuring every home or business 

was within a roughly 800m or 10-minute 

walk of the high street.   

• Have a high street retail, commercial, office 

and service uses along its centre, with a 

frequent regional transit system at its core. 

• Have higher density residential on either 

side of the side of the high street, reaching 

back one or two blocks occasionally in 

areas of higher commercial concentration. 

• Locate lower density residential uses in the 

land remaining to the rural/natural 

boundary on the edge of the corridor.  

 

 

 

The geometry of urban growth containment 

boundaries would likewise then evolve, from 

attempting (and often failing) to enforce an 

ovoid settlement pattern, to rather enforcing the 

network pattern, to protect the rural, 

agricultural and natural areas along either side 

of each regional corridor.  This pattern would 

then ensure that every home or business in the 

Corridor was also within easy walking distance 

of natural and agricultural areas that existed 

alongside the corridor.  

Special districts of commercial, industrial, or 

institutional uses would occasionally punctuate 

this general pattern, where the need or demand 

occasioned.   In addition, a regional highway 

and/or transit network can intersect with these 

Corridors periodically, to better link any 

neighbourhood along the Corridor with the 

larger region.  

When we compare the conventional smart 

growth model with the Corridor Urbanism 

model, we can see that the Corridor Urbanism 

model outperforms the conventional model on 

most all factors:  

• Housing diversity – The conventional 

smart growth model has little housing 

diversity in most neighbourhoods (either 

high density in urban areas or low density 

elsewhere) whereas Corridor Urbanism    

sde 

 

offers a diversity of housing in every area 

diversity of housing in every area along the 

Corridor. 

 

• Housing prices – The conventional smart 

growth model constrains growth into a 

small area of overly expensive land 

targeted for infill, whereas the Corridor 

Urbanism model permits not only infill, but 

also new land for all uses to be continually 

added to the many corridors in a region, as 

they expand in an orderly fashion with 

many arms – both ensuring there is 

sufficient land to keep housing prices stable 

as well as minimizing the ability of any 

landowner to successfully speculate.   And 

all new greenfield growth is immediate 

mixed use, mixed density, and transit 

oriented.  

 

• Incremental growth - The demand required 

to presell, or prelease large buildings is 

significant, because a new large building 

cannot secure presales unless there is 

significant unmet demand – which always 

entails rising prices. In contrast, in the 

Corridor Urbanism model, most growth is 

medium scale, albeit still at transit 

supportive densities, but requiring less 

market pressures to ensure the success of 

each incremental new development.  In 

addition, concrete towers are very 

expensive to build and the percentage of 

the development and construction industry 

that has the expertise and financing to build 

large buildings is relatively small (most 

towers start in the range of $100,000,000 in 

costs).  However, more modest buildings 

can be built and financed by a much larger 

number of developers and builders and 

finan  

 

 

The characteristics of each of these Transect 

zones can be immediately intuited, based on a 

gradient of rural to urban densities, housing 

types, commercial types, and open space.  

This transect is a great tool, however the 

unexamined assumption underpinning its 

application that has caused the problems 

addressed here, is one of simple geometry - 

that the urban centre and core zones are in a 

centre, and the other transect zones spread 

around them in an encompassing and radial 

pattern, making these urban areas roughly 

ovoid in shape.  This assumption is based on 

19th and early 20th century realities where cities 

developed in a context of few vehicles or 

telephones and the face of the imperative that 

businesses needed to be therefore in close 

physical proximity in order to function.   

Today, however, in an age of smart phones and 

emerging 5G internet capacity, the historical 

assumption that businesses must be in as close 

a proximity to each other as they needed to be a 

century ago must be reassessed, and with it, the 

regional and urban geometry which it spawned.  

The core argument of this paper is that we need 

to change the geometry of growth, from CBDs 

and town centres to a spider web network of 

mixed-use corridors. Rather than taking people 

and homes to these urban cores where we have 

artificially constrained commercial and 

employment uses, we need to take the jobs and 

services out to where people live.    

Interestingly, this is relatively easy to envision.  

If we take the Transect and rather than see it as 

a radial gradient consistent with the 19th and 

20th century, we instead restructure it as a 

bilateral transect, then we change our 

problematic assumptions about radial / ovoid 

spatial urbanism, and instead see it as a 

bilateral 
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financiers, with much smaller incremental 

costs and risk, thereby minimizing that 

upward pressure on prices and increasing 

the diversity of housing options.  

 

• Minimizing sprawl – The conventional 

smart growth model accidentally creates 

sprawl due to the reality of land scarcity in 

its urban centres and the simple regional 

reality that people will live where they 

choose.  In contrast, the Corridor urbanism 

model does not measure “sprawl” as the 

distance from a single CBD or town centre, 

but rather extends those commercial uses 

across the entire region along the high 

streets.  As such, there is no “CBD” centre 

from which to measure distance from, 

because the commercial has been brought 

to where the residential is along the high 

streets rather than concentrating it in only a 

few expensive and difficult to access 

central urban areas.  

 

• Active transportation - The conventional 

model struggles to advance active 

transportation and transit agendas because 

neighbourhoods offer a limited range of 

services because they are outcompeted by 

large format regional commercial centres, 

and convenient transit supply to expansive 

low-density single use areas is not feasible.  

In contrast, a Corridor Urbanist model is 

built around transit, connecting the region 

through the interconnected high streets.  

More importantly, everyone lives within 

walking distance of the high street, thereby 

increasing the probability of a high active 

transportation modal share.  

 

• Access to green space – The conventional 

model 

 

 

model struggles to provide parks and access 

to natural spaces within walking distance of 

most residents. In contrast, the Corridor 

Urbanism model provides access to green 

and agricultural space as well as large and 

small parks along both sides of the Corridor 

everywhere.  

 

• Economic diversity and resiliency – The 

conventional model favours regional scale 

retail and businesses, connected by 

primarily automobiles. In contrast, the 

Corridor Urbanism model privileges the 

neighbourhood scale retail because of the 

concentration of residential along both sides 

of each high street.  Regional commercial 

centres will emerge along the Corridors, 

especially where a regional transportation 

line intersects with one, but it will not 

dominate the neighbourhood economy of 

the Corridor, and no one regional centre 

will be declared “The CBD” around which 

the region expects to be ordered.  

 

• Social capital – The conventional model 

with its time-expensive regional 

transportation patterns, reduces the social 

capital created within neighbourhoods due 

to the low percentage of time spent 

circulating within the neighbourhood. In 

contrast, the Corridor Urbanism model has 

everyone spending more time in and 

walking through the neighbourhood to 

connect to the high street with its 

employment and transit system, thereby 

increasing longer term social interactions 

and relationships.  In addition, the 

conventional model tends to limit housing 

diversity in any given area, whereas the 

Corridor Urbanism model provides a full 

diversity 

 

diversity of housing in all areas, thereby 

supporting aging-in-place and the 

maintenance of long term neighbourhood 

and family proximity and relationships.  

 

•    Infrastructure systems – The 

conventional smart growth model provides 

poor anticipation of future infrastructure 

patterns, resulting in the inefficiencies of 

having to upsize existing infrastructure.  In 

contrast, the Corridor Urbanism model has 

a clear regional network for infrastructure 

that can be planned many decades in 

advance.  

 

   Environmental preservation – The 

conventional smart growth model was 

created largely to respond to environmental 

impacts of sprawl, however, due to its 

misunderstandings of how land value and 

land assembly works, it has rarely reduced 

urban sprawl, even in areas with growth 

boundaries.  Because regions are 

federations of local governments and 

individuals can choose to live where they 

want, development continues to occur in 

peripheral regions and more intensive lock 

downs of development into fewer areas in 

core areas, drives more families to the 

periphery. This pattern also fragments and 

minimizes natural areas within cities.  In 

contrast, the Corridor Urbanism model 

keeps a regional network of natural, rural 

and agricultural lands as an interconnected 

web throughout the entire region, thereby 

protecting the regional ecosystem to a 

much greater extent.   

 

•  Healthy communities – The conventional 

model, with its reliance on regional scale 

transportation and concentrated commercial 

 

areas results in much more time spent in 

transportation, and less for physical activity or 

social time.  In contrast, the neighbourhood and 

active transportation / transit orientation of 

Corridor Urbanism along with great access to 

clean area and open space will increase the 

health of urban residents.  

 

  COVID resilience – Returning to the 

beginning of this paper, the conventional 

model of regional growth is highly fragile 

in the face of pandemics, as towers and 

elevators are a major problem, as is mass 

transit.  When people are then forced to 

work from home, many have little access to 

open space or local services.  In contrast, 

the Corridor Urbanism model, is far more 

resilient with a more decentralized, active-

transport oriented pattern of development, 

with smaller, more resilient local services 

that can survive better with take- 

out/delivery food services. In addition, the 

greater levels of social capital will further 

support resilience and survival of both 

individuals and businesses.  Contact tracing 

for contagion vectors is much easier in this 

model as well.  
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This paper has examined a core set of factors in 

our current urban regions that has been 

structurally impacted, both in the short-term 

and possibly the long-term in response to the 

COVID 19 pandemic.  It then proposed an 

alternative spatial and geometric model for 

regional growth, based on an adaptation of the 

previously radial or ovoid-geometric urban 

transect into a linear model of Corridor 

Urbanism.  It then compared the performance 

of the conventional smart growth regional 

model to that of Corridor Urbanism along a 

dozen key factors of urban health and 

sustainability, demonstrating that Corridor 

Urbanism outperforms the conventional smart 

growth model in all factors.  

Corridor Urbanism is a new adapted model and 

therefore has not been adopted and 

implemented as a formal regional growth 

model in any region yet.  As such, it is to be 

expected that the model will require 

refinements and greater granularity and 

flexibility to achieve its full potential.  

However, it is proposed as a timely and much 

needed challenge to the current dominant 

model of regional and urban growth, to the 

address its many weaknesses, not only in the 

face of COVID 19, but in the face of the 

ongoing and cumulative challenges that lie 

ahead in the 21st century.  

 

 


