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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that are now out of date as a basis for regional 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 

               

 
 
 
 

 

Chapter – 2  



 
                                     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Future Plans   25            Volume 2. Issue 1.                                                       Future Plans                                                                 26                                                Volume 2. Issue 1. 
 
 

 

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.   

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Future Plans        27 Volume 2. Issue 1.                                                        Future Plans                                                                    28                                                  Volume 2. Issue 1. 

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 

 

 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

       Future Plans       29 Volume 2. Issue 1. Future Plans                                                           30                                                              Volume 2. Issue 1. 
  
 

 

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.  

 

 


