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Abstract 

By exploring the perceptions and experiences of Yukoners living in Dawson City and 

Whitehorse, YT, this research discusses planning challenges in the Yukon and their influence on 

community sustainability. Analysis of planning policy revealed aspirational rather than action-

oriented language, and interviews with residents identified three barriers to change: the role of 

culture, insufficient environmental education, and lack of personal responsibility. The culmina-

tion of this project is seven practical recommendations designed to improve community sustain-

ability outcomes. The recommendations include thoughtfully incorporating local context through 

program design, demonstrating commitment to sustainability, balancing local knowledge and in-

novation, effectively developing public land, prioritizing economic diversification, ensuring the 

relevance of zoning bylaws, and promoting non-vehicular travel appropriate for cold-weather 

climates. By implementing these recommendations, Yukon communities may find they are more 

capable of responding to exogenous shocks, and also that this can come with the co-benefit of 

increased housing affordability.  
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

Community planners must be resourceful, innovative, and adaptive in order to turn high-

level guidelines into locally proactive and effective land use planning policies. This research is 

intended to fill a gap in understanding by exploring the ways in which housing affordability and 

availability can complement and be enhanced by sustainable community development initiatives 

in the Yukon. Other movements, like new urbanism and smart growth (SG), have proven suc-

cessful in other, larger cities, but research and application of these approaches in smaller, north-

ern, non-urban locales has been minimal. Therefore, this research is unique as it focuses on a 

northern context and considers the conflicting land use objectives created when a community 

simultaneously holds a desire to stay “wild” as well as a desire to accommodate the growing 

number of people who wish to live and work in the Yukon.  

By exploring the perceptions and experiences of Yukoners with respect to housing, smart 

growth, and the three imperatives of sustainability (the ecological, social and economic), as well 

as the governance structures that influence these experiences, this research aims to address the 

following central question: how can Yukon planners more effectively implement sustainable 

community development principles in a way that helps address the increasing demand for afford-

able housing? In order to answer this question, the following sub-questions also need to be ex-

plored. 

● How well are the two communities integrating sustainable community development prin-

ciples in their current planning? 
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● What perceived and/or actual barriers exist that impede further implementation of new 

projects and/or policies? 

The culmination of this exploration into sustainable community development in the 

Yukon is an implementation framework that can be accessed by practitioners, elected officials, 

and other professionals in Yukon communities to begin to understand how to conceptualize the 

many ways that sustainable community development can take shape, and how to take steps to do 

so at a local level in a way that is practical and well-thought out yet bold and forward-thinking. 

This has been a challenge for Yukon communities, not because sustainable community develop-

ment is not feasible in small or remote communities, but because those tackling this issue at a 

variety of scales and levels in the Yukon do not have, or are not experienced with, adequate tools 

to balance tradeoffs between multiple community objectives that are often viewed as competing. 

However, it is critical that planners are able to overcome this hurdle as it becomes increasingly 

clear that our current systems and methods are not sufficient to achieve the level of change re-

quired to adequately address climate change (Burch et al., 2014; Leach et al., 2012). 

 In order to address this need for more effective implementation tools for sustainable 

community development, it is important to understand the role that context plays when develop-

ing a local approach. Theoretically, the concept appears logical and easy to understand, however, 

there is no one right or easy way to implement these ideas on the ground (Berke & Manta Con-

roy, 2000). Therefore, this research acknowledges that there is no one-size-fits-all approach to 

planning for sustainable community development. The types of tools used in major urban areas 

will be different from the tools used in a small northern city like Whitehorse, and different still 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?lkHWye
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?lkHWye
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?lkHWye
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?HJ3xa6
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?HJ3xa6
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from a small town with large ambitions like Dawson City. One cannot simply carbon-copy an 

approach from a different context and hope or expect the initiative to be successful. Understand-

ing the community vision and the perceptions and experiences of its residents is fundamental, as 

the approach needs to be different depending on the place characteristics, the community and the 

scale.  

 The final key to developing an implementation framework for sustainable community 

development in the Yukon is the recognition that it cannot be considered ‘sustainable’ when some 

members of the community are left behind, and as such the social imperative must be actively 

and effectively planned for (Dale & Newman, 2009). It is important that when planning for sus-

tainability, we are planning for all members of our community, not just the loud voices or the 

most well represented groups; environmental and economic goals cannot be achieved without 

equitable access to the benefits of new policies and programming intended to address sustainabil-

ity (Leach et al., 2012).  Therefore, the implementation framework addresses this core idea of 

how Yukoners can ensure that the environmental imperative is not achieved at the expense of the 

social imperative, and to explore ways in which sustainable community development can occur 

without making housing and services inaccessible to portions of the community.  

Thesis Outline 

This thesis is divided into six main chapters, beginning with the context of the problem 

and culminating with an applied implementation framework intended for practical use by plan-

ners, elected officials, and other professionals who may find themselves contemplating sustain-

able community development in their work. Chapter 1 provides a detailed overview of the re-

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ptDWwO
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?iBa1yy
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search questions being explored, and the reasons why this research is timely and important. 

Chapter 2 begins to explain some contextual background of the key themes that will be explored 

throughout this work. The key themes to be explored in this chapter include sustainable commu-

nity development and affordability and availability of housing. Further to this, Chapter 2 also 

begins to explore these themes through a lens of northern community planning, which is contex-

tually very different from planning for and in large urban centres. Finally, this chapter will intro-

duce Dawson City and Whitehorse as the two main communities being examined in this re-

search.  

Chapter 3 explains the core methods employed by the researcher for data collection and 

analysis. At a high level, this research was conducted as a set of two interconnected case studies 

with literature and document reviews with a series of open, semi-structured interviews being the 

primary data collection. Analysis was conducted using two primary methods: first, the planning 

framework in each community was evaluated through the application of assessment criteria 

adapted from Burke & Manta Conroy (2000). Second, interview coding was used to analyze the 

perceptions and experiences of participants in relation to the existing body of knowledge on 

planning for sustainable communities. The result of this combined approach is a set of actionable 

recommendations which form the basis of the implementation framework.  

Chapter 4 is the core of the analysis, where the literature review, content analysis, and 

coded interviews come together to paint a picture of the current status of sustainable community 

development in the two case study communities. This section goes into a high level of detail, 

separating out sections on housing, smart growth, environment, economy, social/equity, and gov-
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ernance. Chapter 5 explores emergent themes that presented themselves through the semi-struc-

tured interviews in the two communities, and then presents the implementation framework for 

practical use in local applications. Finally, Chapter 6 presents some options for next steps and 

future research and concludes with the major findings and takeaways of this research project.  
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Chapter 2. Context 

Sustainable Community Development 

 At its core, sustainable community development requires the reconciliation of the three 

‘capitals’: natural, economic, and social; or said otherwise, the three imperatives of sustainable 

community development: ecological, social and economic (Dale, 2001). However, despite the 

importance of this effort towards reconciliation, natural capital tends to be least recognized and 

social capital is the most pivotal in achieving meaningful change (Dale, 2001; Lister, 2012). By 

focusing on ways to strengthen or reconcile natural and social capital, communities can support 

economic capital in a more sustainable way and therefore increase resiliency (Chapin et al., 

2010; Millenium Ecosystem Assessment, 2005; Turner et al., 2003). This type of reconciliation 

requires integration of the three imperatives, which is a challenge due to the way that social and 

ecological systems are often ‘decoupled’ from, or poorly understood as compared to economic 

systems (Armitage et al., 2012; Campbell et al., 2010). For example, Steffen et al. (2015) argue 

that planning for the basic needs of a community requires careful consideration of the limits of 

ecological systems, also referred to as planetary boundaries, in order to ensure that the natural 

systems that sustain us are healthy and thriving over the long term.  

In order to move forward with sustainable community development, planners and leaders 

need to foster communities that are respectful of the limits of the natural resources they are de-

pending on, in a way that acknowledges the importance of planning and providing for the needs 

of future generations in addition to the needs of the current generation (Dale, 2018). To adequate-

ly incorporate a sustainability lens requires a combination of both top-down and bottom-up ap-

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?deLoII
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?XCR9de
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?8FKvgK
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?8FKvgK
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?6yE4vy
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?6yE4vy
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?6yE4vy
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?6yE4vy
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?6yE4vy
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?HUaIrd
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?15yhzO
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proaches to decision-making (Burch et al., 2014; Geneletti et al., 2017; Hudalah et al., 2007). 

This aligns with a systems approach to planning which argues that planning is “an acceptance 

that cities and regions are complex sets of interconnected parts which are in constant flux… there 

is a ‘ripple effect’ at work where a change in one part of a system leads to implications and feed-

back from others” (Allmendinger, 2002 p. 43). While seemingly simple in theory, this type of 

integration has proven challenging in practice; there tends to be a breakdown when trying to 

move from theoretic and planning phases into decision-making and implementation (Voss et al., 

2006). In the words of Allmendinger (2002): “academics claim that practitioners ignore theory 

while practitioners claim academics are divorced from reality. Yet both clearly influence the oth-

er” (p. 17).  

Part of this implementation gap may come from a cultural perception held by many that 

sustainable community development implies a heavy focus on the environment at the expense of 

the social and economic imperatives, when in fact, it is the integration of all three that is critical 

(Van Opstal & Hugé, 2013). Frameworks such as new urbanism and smart growth have long 

been viewed as a means to achieving this reconciliation, however, some analyses find that these 

frameworks swing so far to the economic imperative that the environment and social components 

of balanced sustainable development are not realized (Berke, 2002; Garde, 2004; Kim & Larsen, 

2016). It is important then, to understand and be able to adequately disseminate the idea that sus-

tainability in the context of communities is not only about conserving environmental resources: it 

is about learning how to foster communities that feature reasonable, necessary growth within 

natural limits that is accessible to all (Hoffman & Haigh, 2011). In the words of Dale (2018), “we 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?yYvb3K
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?yYvb3K
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?yYvb3K
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?yYvb3K
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?yYvb3K
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?xtosmG
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?xtosmG
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?xtosmG
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?xtosmG
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?gOC6QP
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?BZQcrB
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?BZQcrB
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?NfAuxR
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?xwhGw7
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need economic development that is restorative and regenerative, that reduces greenhouse gas 

emissions, contributes to social justice through equitable wealth distribution, human wellbeing, 

biodiversity, and quality of life, reducing inequalities, and material throughout” (p. 97).  

Affordability and Availability of Housing 

 The quality of housing is intimately tied to quality of life in a variety of ways, and there-

fore it is a critical piece of the conversation about sustainable community development. The af-

fordability of housing, as well as the availability of adequate housing, influences how much of a 

family income is available to meet other needs, how much time is spent at work, and how much 

time and money is available for non-essential purchases and activities that influence overall 

wellbeing (Avery, 2016). The Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation (CMHC) defines af-

fordable housing as housing that is less than 30% of gross income (Canada Mortgage and Hous-

ing Corporation, 2018), yet finding housing that meets these needs is an increasing challenge in 

most Canadian communities. Housing that is of reasonable quality and size, within a reasonable 

proximity to employment and shopping/recreational opportunities, and meets this definition of 

affordability, is out of reach for many (Newman et al., 2017). In fact, in many cases, compromis-

es need to be made or are made for economic reasons, such as when more affordable housing 

opportunities are developed on the outskirts of communities, which is problematic from an equi-

ty or access perspective (Buckley et al., 2016).  

 Further to the equity challenges caused by the location and proximity of affordable hous-

ing options to necessities, as sustainable developments become increasingly prominent some af-

fordability challenges are exacerbated.  For example, it has been demonstrated that developments 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?2XW5Uw
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ewCLEP
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ewCLEP
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ewCLEP
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ewCLEP
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?NbdN48
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?NbdN48
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?NbdN48
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?UWLqAS
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?UWLqAS
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?UWLqAS
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that embody smart growth principles like walkability, access to transit, good urban design, green 

and environmentally-conscious neighbourhoods, and safe, pleasant streetscapes can increase 

housing prices in already expensive, high-demand central locations. This becomes an inherent 

contradiction, as a development like this may have positive attributes but is not truly sustainable 

if it is not accessible to the population it aims to serve (Dale & Newman, 2009). In many cases in 

large urban centres, gentrification results in the original inhabitants of a community being pushed 

out by the higher prices of more ‘sustainable development areas’. 

 There is also concern that applying an environmental lens can further make housing unaf-

fordable and inaccessible. The CMHC affordability threshold of 30% of gross household income 

also includes non-rent housing expenses such as utilities (including energy). Therefore, as energy 

costs continue to increase, low-income families will continue to pay an increasingly dispropor-

tionate amount of their income on heating their homes (Haffner & Boumeester, 2015), especially 

in northern climates. There is also increasing interest in more conscious design and construction 

that considers energy efficiency, energy provision, sustainable building materials, and more; in 

many jurisdictions, this interest has spurred programs that incentivize and even require the con-

sideration of the impacts of buildings on climate change and energy, such as the British Co-

lumbia Energy Step Code (Government of British Columbia, 2020). However, without adequate 

consideration of how increased building code requirements might impact the cost of developing 

affordable housing, there is the potential to reduce the availability of housing that meets the 30% 

threshold (Estep et al., 2013). Finally, biodiversity conservation efforts often mean that there is a 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?l2SH6U
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?eelne2
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?TrwLN6
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?5C2c9q
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?5C2c9q
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?5C2c9q
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heightened focus on higher density urban developments to reduce the amount of expansion or 

sprawl to protect natural areas (R. I. McDonald, 2015).  

A Northern Lens 

 Another factor in the implementation gap for sustainable community development is the 

fact that there is no standard definition of what a sustainable community looks like (and nor 

should there be). As mentioned previously, it is clear that context is absolutely critical; it is not 

reasonable nor practical to take a community-developed solution that was implemented in Van-

couver, and attempt to use the same strategy in Whitehorse or Dawson. The community contexts 

are far too different, and the results are not likely to be the same.  

 Many northern communities cycle through very prominent boom and bust economic cy-

cles (Markey et al., 2013); Yukon communities are no exception, with construction and mining 

being two heavily seasonal industries that are currently economically vital in the north (Govern-

ment of Yukon, 2019). However, narrow views of economic development can restrict a commu-

nity’s ability to diversify and innovate. It is important that any strategy for sustainable communi-

ty development in northern communities is sensitive to this context and creates opportunities for 

growth and diversification that transcend seasonal and political changes (Markey et al., 2013). 

Northern communities must position themselves to be prepared to take advantage of innovation 

and economic upswings in new and existing markets, as well as prepare to reinvest revenues 

back into the community. In order to be truly sustainable, this reinvestment must consider the 

social and environmental aspects of community development.  

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?X6jkQN
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?lf46XO
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?lf46XO
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?lf46XO
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?sgryrQ
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?sgryrQ
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?d8mznM
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Dawson City and Whitehorse: Two Case Study Communities 

 In order to explore these ideas in greater detail at the community level, two communities 

were selected for this study: Dawson City and Whitehorse. A location map of the two communi-

ties relative to one another is shown in Figure 1. 

Figure 1  

Location of the Two Case Study Communities: Dawson City and Whitehorse, YT 

  As the capital of the Yukon, the City of Whitehorse is a logical starting point to 

begin to understand how sustainable community development principles can be applied at small-

er scales. Whitehorse is experiencing a period of population growth, growing to 25,805 in 2016, 

which is an increase of 7.8% from 2011 and results in a population density of 60.2/km2 (Gov-

ernment of Canada, 2017). The City of Whitehorse is located within the traditional territories of 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?jvPsfJ
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?jvPsfJ
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the Kwanlin Dün First Nation and the Ta’an Kwäch’än Council (City of Whitehorse, n.d.). In 

Whitehorse, government services alongside utility provision and major business operations form 

the bulk of the economic activity. While mining is not considered to be a major economic activi-

ty in Whitehorse, planners acknowledge that the economy is indirectly but intimately tied to ebbs 

and flows in the mining industry (City of Whitehorse, 2018). Whitehorse benefits from extensive 

recreation and cultural opportunities, as well as access to expansive natural spaces (City of 

Whitehorse, n.d.).  

Table 1 

Community Profile: Whitehorse 

Note. Table created with data from Statistics Canada (2016). Census Profile, 2016 Census: 

Whitehorse, City, Yukon. https://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/dp-pd/prof/de-

tails/page.cfm?Lang=E&Geo1=CSD&Code1=6001009&Geo2=CD&Code2=6001&Search-

Text=whi&SearchType=Begins&SearchPR=01&B1=All&TABID=1&type=0. 

Total Private Dwellings 10,710

Total Occupied Private Dwellings 10,185

Average Age 37.9

Average Household Size 2.4

Median Income $49,448

Unemployment Rate 7.0%

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?C41LxY
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?hbLx4C
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?u8yWwv
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?u8yWwv
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 By contrast, the City of Dawson is the second-largest incorporated community in the 

Yukon but is substantially more remote. The City is located within the traditional territory of 

Tr’ondëk Hwëch'in, and similar to Whitehorse, Dawson is experiencing population growth with 

a 4.2% increase from 2011 to 2016, resulting in a 2016 population of 1,375 permanent residents. 

Combined with the small municipal boundary and large portions of undeveloped land, Dawson 

has a population density of only 42.4/km2 (City of Dawson, 2019b; Government of Canada, 

2017). Despite its small size, Dawson provides municipal services at a level that might be ex-

pected of a much larger municipality, and therefore provides an interesting opportunity to con-

sider how sustainable community development principles can be used to help manage future 

growth in areas outside of large urban centres. Government and related services, alongside placer 

mining and tourism related services are widely considered the three main economic influences. 

Culturally, the City of Dawson prioritizes a wilderness lifestyle with a vibrant arts community 

(City of Dawson, 2019b).  

Table 2 

Community Profile: Dawson 

Total Private Dwellings 756

Total Occupied Private Dwellings 675

Average Age 39.5

Average Household Size 2.0

Median Income $41,984

Unemployment Rate 10.8%

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?lixMF6
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?lixMF6
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?fc2QO7
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Note. Table created with data from Statistics Canada (2016). Census Profile, 2016 Census: Daw-

son, Town, Yukon. https://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/dp-pd/prof/details/

page.cfmLang=E&Geo1=CSD&Code1=6001029&Geo2=CD&Code2=6001&SearchText=daw

&SearchType=Begins&SearchPR=01&B1=All&TABID=1&type=0. 

 Both cities, Dawson through their Guiding Principles and Whitehorse through their Val-

ues as listed in their respective Official Community Plans, appear to have value sets that align 

well with the main goals of sustainable community development, including ideas like promoting 

environmental stewardship and access to nature, striving for increased local economic develop-

ment opportunities, fostering an authentic sense of place, and prioritizing collaboration, particu-

larly with First Nations (City of Dawson, 2019b; City of Whitehorse, 2018).  

The two communities have many similarities in their economic and social profiles, de-

spite being very different. Throughout the course of this analysis, it will be shown to what extent 

these guiding principles actually permeate into action and implementation, and how community 

members perceive the way their local and territorial governments are supporting these ideas in 

practice. 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?u0cTpV
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Chapter 3. Research Methods 

Grounded Theory 

A core competency of community planners is the ability to understand the many varied 

views and interests held by the residents of the communities they work in, similar to a social 

constructivist worldview in which a researcher seeks to develop theories and create knowledge 

by interpreting their participants’ experiences and how that has shaped their views (Creswel, 

2009; Hershberg, 2014). As such, a methodological approach that draws from grounded theory 

was well suited to understanding stakeholder perceptions about how effectively northern land use 

planning integrates the three imperatives of sustainable community development (Dale, 2001). In 

order to effectively adapt to our rapidly changing environment in a way that is socially responsi-

ble and equitable, we need to work harder to connect these ideas together. Therefore, this thesis 

explores how to integrate the concepts and present an implementation framework based on the 

data collected from participants (Corbin, 2017). 

Grounded theory is appropriate for determining where relationships exist between con-

cepts through iterative study design and analysis with purposive sampling to constantly compare 

data, which makes it an ideal approach for this project (Flick, 2014; Lingard et al., 2008; 

Urquhart, 2013) In grounded theory studies, data is obtained through interviews, observations, 

and documents, and analysis of this data begins immediately to identify categories. Further data 

collection takes place as needed based on emerging concepts (Urquhart, 2013). Further, Mills et 

al. (2010) state that “in an inductive case study project the research project will not always be 

conducted in a linear way. This means that the phases of theory construction, data gathering, and 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?TQwba5
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data analysis will often be carried out simultaneously” (813). Therefore, data collection and 

analysis was an iterative process in order to continuously reflect on the data being collected as 

the framework was developed and implications of application considered. Iterative collection and 

analysis were continued until a point of apparent theoretical saturation; in other words, when no 

new information was emerging from the data (Flick, 2014; Given, 2008; Urquhart, 2013). At this 

point, the interviews had sufficiently explored the patterns and complexity of the relationship 

between housing and sustainable community development as experienced by Yukon communi-

ties, and minimal new ideas were being contributed to the dialogue. The specific methods are 

described in further detail below. It is also important to note that while this research project drew 

from grounded theory, to develop a theory was not applicable to this project given its applied na-

ture. To use grounded theory in research where a theory is not built is seemingly common: “the 

data analysis procedures are… frequently leveraged by those who may not be building a theory. 

These procedures are well-known and described in the literature and, as such, are seen as a very 

legitimate way of analyzing qualitative data” (Urquhart, 2013, p. 9).  

Case Study Methodology 

 Case study is a qualitative research method that is used to improve the decision-making 

process in public policy by working directly with key stakeholders and informants to understand 

the different perspectives that inform the complexity of the situation (Mills et al., 2010). This 

aligns well with the description above of grounded theory as an effective methodology to address 

this research question. The cross-sectional design of this study means that the data collected rep-
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resents one place in time that can be used to analyze the public policy realm and what steps could 

be taken to continue to move in a bold way towards an equitable and sustainable community.  

 This research was designed as a case-to-case synthesis, or a multi-site case study. This 

means that the study was designed to integrate two cases, by “utilizing common questions, pro-

cedures, data sources, propositions, and analyses across several bounded systems”, to gain a 

more comprehensive understanding of the problem (Mills et al., 2010, p. 130). Mills et al. go on 

to argue that a benefit to this type of research is to consider why similarities and differences may 

exist between different cases (in this case two different cities), allowing this research to capture 

the nuance of how people experience cities.  

Data Collection 

Document review. As a starting point to this research, it was important to understand 

how well communities are already integrating sustainable community development into their 

planning policies. Data collection in this stage involved accessing major planning documents in 

each community such as Official Community Plans, zoning bylaws, and various policies that in-

fluence growth and development, such as incentive and grant policies.  

Interviews. Interviews were conducted using a purposive sampling method, similar to 

that used in Loring et al. (2014). Purposive sampling is considered to be an effective sampling 

method for a multi-site case study (Mills et al., 2010). As such, interviews were conducted with 

key stakeholders that are well connected to sustainable community development projects in the 

community. Some examples include public and private sector planners, land development de-

partments across various levels of government (for example Yukon Government and First Nation 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?CsbOBX
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Governments), self-build home builders, private developers, and nonprofit organizations, similar 

to the approach used by Dale and Newman (2009). A total of 19 interviews were conducted rang-

ing from 45 to 85 minutes. The only other criteria placed on participants was that they have lived 

in the Yukon for at least one year. Snowball sampling was an effective method in this research 

because there is no obvious source for locating potential participants (Given, 2008). This purpo-

sive snowball sampling allowed the researcher to continuously develop, with the assistance and 

consent of participants, a growing list of potential participants who could have insights to share 

during the development of the implementation framework.  

 The interviews themselves were semi-structured conversational interviews based on an 

interview guide that consists of a list of topics to be covered (Given, 2008). In a diverse commu-

nity like the Yukon, this approach is important in order to allow participants to freely share their 

opinions and values (Given, 2008), making potential connections throughout the interview and 

branching in directions that might not have occurred in a more structured setting. A comprehen-

sive literature review of both recent and seminal works in planning theory and sustainable com-

munity development was used as a foundation for developing the interview guide. However, it is 

important to note that while the literature was used in order to develop a strategic interview pro-

tocol, the literature was not used to create a list of codes. This distinction is important and is 

aligned with Urquhart’s (2013) assertion that in grounded theory, literature reviews should only 

be undertaken before fieldwork when it is possible to ensure that the literature does not “influ-

ence the coding process”, allowing researchers to discover new knowledge, rather than working 

to fit their work into existing theories (7).  

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?WqyOb9
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Interviews were intended to be conducted in person wherever possible, however, the re-

search design was modified due to the emergent COVID-19 pandemic, and only interviews con-

ducted between December 2019 and February 2020 were conducted in person. All others were 

conducted via telephone in order to practice safe physical distancing. All interviews were record-

ed using password-protected smartphone Voice Memo software with the consent of the partici-

pants and then transferred to a secure computer file. These recordings were kept exclusively to 

facilitate accurate transcription and avoid changes such as deletions, additions, substitutions, and 

relocations (Flick, 2014). Transcriptions were completed using ExpressScribe Transcription Pro. 

Focus groups. As a supplement to the interviews, the original research design for this 

project included a focus group in each community in order to further explore key ideas and 

themes in a group setting where stakeholders could continue to develop their ideas with further 

context provided by their peers. Early participants were asked during the interview phase if they 

would be willing to participate in a group session, and individuals who agreed would have been 

invited to a session with other participants in their community in order to discuss emerging 

themes and topics and provide new insights based on the shared experiences of the participants. 

However, this portion of the research design was excluded due to complications with COVID-19. 

An in-person group session was no longer feasible; the session could have been replaced with a 

virtual session, however, the timing of this project was incompatible with this solution. It became 

clear during interviews, and even during interview requests, that many individuals were faced 

with increased demands on their time due to ever-changing work and home arrangements as the 

pandemic evolved. Therefore, the decision was made to remove this portion of the project from 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Em2PkU
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the research design in order to proceed with the project and reduce the potential for further de-

lays.  

Data Analysis 

Content analysis. Content analysis is described as “a tool of qualitative research used to 

determine the presence and meaning of concepts, terms, or words in one or more pieces of 

recorded communication” useful for case study research (Mills et al., 2010 p. 225). Mills et al. 

(2010) go on to describe a more advanced version of content analysis that moves beyond word 

counts and into the realm of conceptual analysis of the text (p. 227). This research employed this 

style of complex content analysis to review documents identified as relevant during the docu-

ment review. Berke and Manta Conroy (2000) developed a content analysis method using a set of 

assessment criteria to answer the question of how well sustainable development is being planned 

for and whether or not it makes a difference for implementation if the plan explicitly identifies 

sustainable development as a goal or not. They determined that well-designed planning docu-

ments that do not explicitly follow a sustainable development framework are still reasonably 

successful, and sometimes more successful, at implementing sustainable development principles. 

As part of the analysis, this project evaluated the Official Community Plans (OCPs) of each case 

study community using a modified version of Berke and Manta Conroy’s content analysis 

method to add depth to the analysis of the current successes (or failures) of implementation of 

sustainable development in the Yukon. 

 In order to do this, OCP policies for each community were evaluated based on whether 

they promoted one of the six principles, and to what extent. The policies that promote one of the 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?C4ZQS5
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six principles were then further assessed to determine whether or not they are action and imple-

mentation oriented (i.e. required) or more aspirational in nature (i.e. suggested). This analysis 

helped to demonstrate whether or not communities are actively planning for sustainable commu-

nity development, even when this was not explicitly stated. The original method used in Berke 

and Manta Conroy (2000) was quantitative and assigned numerical scores, but due to the small 

sample size of two case studies as compared to a larger study of 30 plans, the approach used in 

this research is intentionally qualitative to provide a deeper look at the two communities.  

Coding and categorization. The research question being addressed in this project lends 

well to a thematic analysis; in other words, looking to interpret relationships and patterns that 

may exist; coding, or a “process of closely inspecting text to look for recurrent themes, topics, or 

relationships” is considered to be an effective strategy for this type of analysis for multi-site case 

study research (Mills et al., 2010 p. 926). Using strategies from grounded theory, initial analysis 

was conducted using open coding based on the initial data collection and literature review. This 

step grouped statements and observations into descriptive concepts, attaching labels to help nar-

row down the themes and categories present in the data and give direction to the research (Flick, 

2014; Urquhart, 2013). Second, a combination of axial and selective coding was employed. 

When the open codes reached a point of saturation and themes were beginning to emerge, the 

open codes were organized into scaled up, more generalized groups where the data could be re-

assembled to identify relationships, patterns, and phenomena based on the beliefs, perceptions, 

and experiences of the participants (Flick, 2014; Urquhart, 2013). It is the connections between 

these categories which proved critical given the importance of relationships in a grounded theory 
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study (Urquhart, 2013, p. 9). Thus, coding of data in this manner provided the foundation for 

context-specific, actionable recommendations about the affordability and availability of housing 

through a lens of sustainable community development. Atlas.ti was used to assist with coding 

and analysis, acknowledging that the software is a tool and not a means for analysis within itself.  

Developing the Framework  

 Again drawing from grounded theory, the framework was built using constant compari-

son between instances of data labeled with the same or similar codes and then by integrating the 

new ideas presented in this research with existing knowledge from planning and sustainability, 

using this to help with the robustness of the new knowledge being presented (Urquhart, 2013).  

Further, the framework was designed to be general conclusions drawn from specific examples 

given in the data collection phase, aligning with the inductive process described by Urquhart 

(2013, p. 8).  

Bias 

 Prior to initiating this research, the author considered several opportunities for potential 

perceived or actual unintended bias, and ways to reduce this risk. It was identified that there is 

the risk of unintentional bias in snowball sampling created when selected participants nominate 

new informants who are likely to be linked to them in some tangible way, thus potentially acci-

dentally focusing on one subset of the population and missing out on another (Given, 2008). To 

reduce this risk, eligible participants were placed into the categories described above (e.g. local 

government planners, developers, nonprofit representatives, etc), and prospective participants 

were contacted equally from each sector to ensure a balanced approach to purposive sampling.  

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?fPZh13
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Finally, throughout the research, the author intentionally considered Guba and Lincoln’s 

(1985) criteria for rigorous qualitative research: transparency (adequately and accurately describe 

the process taken), credibility (representing the data fairly, checking back in with participants 

regarding interpretations), and reflexivity (acknowledging that the presence of a researcher can 

influence participants). 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?c7emId
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Chapter 4. Findings and Discussion 

Planning for Sustainable Development 

 In this section, a modified version of the content analysis method developed by Berke 

and Manta Conroy (2000) is used to evaluate the extent to which planning documents advance 

their stated six principles of sustainable development (p. 23). This content analysis method was 

chosen as a tool for this research because the six principles have significant overlap with the 

main themes of this project. The six principles (Berke & Manta Conroy, 2000, p. 23-24) are as 

follows.  

1. Harmony with nature: similar to the planetary boundaries approach described by Steffen 

et al. (2015) above, this principle proposes that land use should support and work within 

natural processes, rather than modifying systems to better suit development interests.  

2. Liveable built environment: the principle of a liveable built environment is similar to 

smart growth in that it advocates for a mix of land uses, a strong sense of place, and qual-

ity urban form.  

3. Place-based economy: this principle focuses on local economic development that func-

tions within the limits of natural systems, which aligns with the ideas presented by 

Markey et al. (2013) above about context-specific economic development and diversifi-

cation in small northern communities.  

4. Social/Equity: similar to arguments made by Dale & Newman (2009), this principle cen-

tres around the idea that development should be intentional about ensuring equitable ac-

cess to necessities and amenities.  

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?koEL8V
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5. Polluters Pay: this principle has not yet been explicitly discussed in this work, however 

the idea that those responsible for negative environmental impacts should be responsible 

for mitigating damages is an important principle from a community perspective.  

6. Responsible regionalism: the final principle focuses on the importance of not negatively 

impacting other jurisdictions through local actions; perhaps the most prominent northern 

example of this is the relationship between First Nations, municipal, and territorial gov-

ernments, as in the Yukon there is substantial overlap in jurisdiction.  

Dawson City. Dawson’s OCP has several policies that align with the harmony with na-

ture principle. Some of these include protecting environmentally sensitive areas, encouraging 

local food production, and promoting compact development to reduce impacts to surrounding 

natural areas. However, much of the focus on environmental stewardship is actually focused (in-

directly) on adapting to climate change hazards and protecting human health and investments 

from damage. For example, there is commentary about the requirement for geotechnical analysis 

in areas with steep slopes, and the implementation of FireSmart standards to reduce community 

wildfire risk. There are comparatively few environmental policies that are focused on working 

within natural systems and respecting ecosystem boundaries, which is the key to adequate im-

plementation of this principle.  

 The liveable built environment principle seems to be the most well-defined of the six in 

Dawson’s OCP. With strategies like planning for compatible land uses, protecting heritage re-

sources and the historic Downtown Core, and promoting a strong sense of community through 

community-focused downtown development, Dawson appears to do a good job at encouraging 
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community cohesion, identity, and attachment through built form that is specific to the needs of 

the residents. The OCP largely remains a land use planning document with many policies on fu-

ture growth, development, and land uses; heritage (cultural & built form) is prominent due to the 

importance of Dawson’s history to community identity and sense of place.  

 Economic development components of the OCP somewhat touch on the importance of 

local economies and diversification, but do not touch on the natural system limits that are impor-

tant to a place-based economy. With policy goals like supporting new and existing economic sec-

tors, meeting the commercial/consumer needs of the population, and putting focus on finding 

ways to have residents develop professionally without needing to leave the community to do so, 

it seems clear that the economic priority is community growth and stability. The importance of 

ensuring this growth occurs within the natural limits of the environment is missing from these 

policies.  

 From a responsible regionalism perspective, there is a focus on collaboration and partner-

ships with Tr'ondëk Hwëch'in specifically in reference to Settlement Lands within the municipal-

ity. However, this collaborative approach doesn’t explicitly consider the impacts of the OCP on 

Tr'ondëk Hwëch'in goals and values with respect to their traditional territory more broadly, 

which is a missed opportunity to ensure that acting in the interests of the municipality is not hav-

ing a negative impact on the interests of the First Nation, considering that the traditional territory 

extends far beyond the municipal boundaries, or even beyond recognized Settlement Lands. 

Partnerships and collaboration with Yukon Government are briefly mentioned with respect to 
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finance and recreation, but not elsewhere in the plan, despite the strong development influence 

Yukon Government has in the community.   

 Principles of equity are demonstrated minimally, and largely in a housing context (i.e. 

adequate provision of affordable rental housing), but otherwise doesn’t appear to be a focus of 

the OCP policies. Further, the polluters pay principle does not appear to be contemplated as a 

priority in the goals and policies of the document.  

Whitehorse. Whitehorse’s OCP policies make considerable efforts towards development 

activities that minimize and mitigate impacts on the natural environment with strategies such as 

compact development and striving for habitat connectivity. Sensitive habitats are protected using 

tools such as a 30 metre riparian setback along most bodies of water, and wetlands are acknowl-

edged as important for habitat functions as well as water quantity and quality. There is also lan-

guage about restoring degraded habitats, but the impacts of these statements are lessened when 

they are qualified with statements such as ‘where resources allow’. The final component of this 

principle that does not appear to be fully considered is the idea of supporting natural systems and 

cycles and developing within these systems rather than attempting to manipulate them to suit de-

velopment preferences.  

 Whitehorse’s approach to liveable built environments focuses on a compact development 

pattern, protecting wilderness areas, a strong downtown core, and prioritization of infill devel-

opments. Similar to Dawson, this is a very land-use planning approach to liveable communities. 

There is some focus on community cohesion with policies around protecting the physical and 
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social characteristics of the riverfront areas and carefully considering the impacts of development 

patterns such as density, range and mix of built forms, and quality public spaces.  

 With respect to economic development and a place-based economy, Whitehorse focuses 

on growth and diversification through building relationships with businesses, as well as by focus-

ing on the tourism industry as a major driver of growth. However, also similar to Dawson, there 

appears to be very minimal focus on fostering opportunities for local and small businesses based 

on local need, nor is there consideration of the impact of economic development on natural sys-

tems and how to ensure that growth does not outpace the ability of natural systems to provide the 

necessary capital for future economic development needs.  

 Whitehorse’s approach to equity in land use patterns is more robust than in Dawson; 

some strategies include incorporating universal design and providing accessible and adaptable 

housing options in addition to the somewhat standard approach of promoting a diversity of hous-

ing types. A range and mix of housing options is an important part of equity but it is not suffi-

cient in itself, so it is positive that Whitehorse has gone this step beyond. However, equity of ac-

cess to social, environmental, and economic resources is still not well addressed.  

 Indirectly, the one way that Whitehorse addresses the polluters pay principle is by con-

sidering expanding landfill policies to include more reflective tipping fees and more effective 

protocols on acceptable materials to tip. This certainly puts the onus on the individual or compa-

ny creating the waste to ensure that they are paying to dispose of it adequately. However, this is a 

very limited application of the polluters pay principle and could certainly be expanded to consid-

er harms caused by other types of development or industry.  
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 From a regional perspective, the City of Whitehorse prioritizes positive relationships with 

the Kwanlin Dün First Nation and the Ta’an Kwäch’än Council and states that Council will con-

sider their perspectives when making decisions; the extent to which they ‘consider’ First Nation 

perspectives is not exactly clear. Further, similar to Dawson, there is no mention of the impacts 

of municipal development decisions on the broader territories of either First Nation. Whitehorse 

also attempts to consider regional impacts in more diverse ways, such as collaborating with other 

levels of government to control the negative impacts of air pollution, which is an element of re-

sponsible regionalism that goes a step beyond collaborating on projects exclusively within the 

municipal boundary.  

Implementation of the six principles. Both the City of Dawson and the City of White-

horse use predominantly aspirational language in their OCP policies when contemplating actions, 

whether the action is related to one of the six principles or not. Language such as where feasible, 

where budgets allow, promote, encourage, strive for, etc. is very high-level and ambiguous. By 

strategically avoiding language such as will, shall, must, and the like, many policies are lacking 

substantial commitment to the ideas presented in the plans. This will likely impact planners’ abil-

ities to implement the policies effectively as it sends the message to the community that these 

policies are not requirements and can be overturned where a more desirable option can be ar-

gued.  

Housing 

The availability of affordable housing was widely considered by participants in both 

communities to be extremely low. Many participants cited limited housing choice, particularly 
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for a renter, meaning that many end up paying more than they wanted or could comfortably af-

ford. For example, one participant in Dawson stated that “affordable housing right now is nonex-

istent, as far as I'm concerned. There's nothing that's designed to be affordable. There have been 

some initiatives like apartments and stuff in town, but you have people involved in that process 

that profit”. Further, it was clear that the range and mix of available housing impacts affordabili-

ty in both communities, and this includes lots for new development for families that are interest-

ed in building their own homes: “a lot of people are stuck in rentals because there's nothing they 

can afford to buy, or there's just simply nothing available that's what they need, and so that's 

putting extra pressure on availability and on rentals”. Therefore, it is clear that in order to ade-

quately address the shortage of affordable housing, balancing availability across the full housing 

spectrum must be addressed in order to make housing that meets the needs of the community 

more accessible and increase the diversity of housing stock. This includes both affordable hous-

ing in different neighbourhoods to increase availability and choice for lower income households, 

as well as new construction and different types of housing developments to increase the variety 

throughout the housing spectrum (Aurand, 2010; Kim & Larsen, 2016).  

 The range and mix of housing throughout this continuum is largely missing in Yukon 

communities. In Dawson, small houses and cabins were the norm in the historic townsite, and 

many residents felt that there is still a place for this model rather than exclusively using apart-

ments and townhomes as the primary form of density. However, it was also acknowledged that as 

families grow and incomes increase, there needs to be options for these families within the hous-

ing continuum. Similar trends were noted in Whitehorse; one participant explained that it is rela-

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?QxCKuO
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tively simple to find a one- or two- bedroom unit, but to find adequate housing as either a single, 

low-income earner or as a larger family in need of a larger unit is extremely challenging.  

Land constraints and the development model in the Yukon were frequently cited as large 

contributors to this ‘housing crunch’, or the lack of availability that drives up affordability. As 

explained by a Whitehorse resident involved in land use planning:  

The housing situation in Whitehorse is, I think, I don't know, it fluctuates between diffi-

cult and crisis quite often. We're a pretty closed market up here, and we can only develop 

so quickly. So you know, if we get a population boom like we saw in the, you know, lend-

ing rate changes, or other things that spur home ownership and purchase, and we get a 

boom in property ownership or population in the Yukon, uh, we see the housing crunch 

happen, and prices escalate because it's really difficult to keep up based on the model of 

the development up here. 

In the Yukon, the majority of development is managed by the Yukon Government on pub-

lic land, which is in contrast to many Canadian cities where housing is developed privately (City 

of Whitehorse, 2018). As alluded to above, this model is often criticized by residents as being 

extremely slow and not in the best interest of the community. As stated by one Dawson resident, 

“we don't have all of the parts working. Like, the fact that it's been a quarter of a century since 

the Yukon Government has piped a lot in town, I think it's criminal.” Perhaps part of the solution 

is a more collaborative approach between the municipal and territorial governments to invest in 

new types of development scenarios with bold policy and legislative changes that empower 

communities to develop in innovative ways (Dale, 2018). In fact, it has been argued that current 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ExdvMo
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ExdvMo
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?tduuYr


SUSTAINABLE COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT IN THE YUKON                                       38

governance structures actually make it inherently more difficult to respond adequately to chal-

lenges (Westley et al., 2011). 

 Land and geographical constraints impact the developable area in both Dawson and 

Whitehorse. Many participants noted the challenges in Dawson. The main townsite is con-

strained on all four edges: to the north is Moosehide Slide, a geotechnically unstable ancient 

landslide, to the east a steep slope leading to the Midnight Dome, to the south the Klondike Riv-

er, and to the west the Yukon River. In Whitehorse the challenge is slightly less dramatic, though 

the Yukon River to the east and the hills known as the ‘clay cliffs’ to the west certainly constrain 

development to an extent. Steep terrain and waterfronts are cited as factors that can impact a 

community’s ability to increase housing supply (Buckley et al., 2016), and both of these factors 

impact Dawson and Whitehorse to varying degrees. The limited supply of land increases the cost 

of housing and therefore the cost of both renting and purchasing housing (Avery, 2016).  

 Additional affordability challenges include the high cost of construction and its relation-

ship to rental costs and building code/zoning restrictions. Both Whitehorse and Dawson currently 

have development incentives to try and encourage the private market to develop affordable hous-

ing, however, it has been noted that given supply is low across the continuum, even with these 

incentives it is more economical in many cases to develop market rentals. “I think that the supply 

is so low, that the demand is there and they can just get that higher level, and they're not looking 

so much at an affordable housing model”. 
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Figure 2 

Map of Dawson City with 40m Contour Lines  

Figure 3  

Map of Whitehorse with 100m Contour Lines 
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Even a non-profit organization who accessed a development incentive struggled to keep the rents 

affordable enough to truly be accessible to the demographics they were trying to support. Gov-

ernment subsidies and incentives are noted as an important way to supply housing to low income 

households (Kim & Larsen, 2016), however, these experiences suggest that the current incentive 

programs are not sufficient to meet the needs of the communities.  

 Building codes and zoning bylaws have also been cited as creating additional barriers 

rather than supporting the types of development that the community wants to see and needs. For 

example, it is a requirement in Dawson that the main dwelling size is above a certain threshold 

when new lot development is proposed; this ranges from 256 to 900 square feet depending on the 

zoning of the lot (City of Dawson, 2019a). In the Golden Horn Local Area Plan in the White-

horse area, rural residential lots can only be developed at the extremely low densities of two 

dwellings per 5 hectares (Government of Yukon, 2004). This has been cited as something that 

contributes to the availability of housing: “we have fairly restrictive building here… there's a lot 

of open spaces, and we all love that. But in protecting that, it's very hard to create more homes”. 

Research has suggested that rigid density and building standards like this negatively impact 

housing affordability (Buckley et al., 2016), and as such, this needs to be addressed along with 

the development models and incentives that are currently not adequately serving community 

needs.  

Smart Growth 

These principles are designed to equip communities with strategies to design attractive, 

safe, and healthy communities. Therefore, the interactions between reducing urban sprawl, pro-

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?KuSbPJ
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?fPeE0O
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?r1EInE
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?U4YICm


SUSTAINABLE COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT IN THE YUKON                                       41

tecting the environment, and providing affordable, adequate housing are of increasing impor-

tance (Addison et al., 2013). Some principles of smart growth are discussed in other sections of 

this report and, therefore, are not repeated here, such as range and mix of housing, environment, 

predictable and fair development decisions, and community and stakeholder collaboration. This 

section focuses on others: mix of land uses, compact building design, an attractive and strong 

sense of place, transportation choice, and walkability.  

Mixed use neighbourhoods combine a variety of land uses in a comprehensive and com-

patible manner, rather than the more traditional approach of having separate zones for each type 

of use (Aurand, 2010). However, the latter style of zoning can be detrimental to a community’s 

efforts to develop in a sustainable way (Geneletti et al., 2017). Mixed use developments, while 

commonly associated with dense downtown cores in urban areas, can help smaller communities 

to use resources effectively in similar ways, and this idea was supported by participants in both 

communities. Common comments in Dawson focused on the idea of mixed use buildings that 

have commercial units on main floors and residential above, and the integration of community 

gathering spaces in key locations. Some even commented that this type of built form and build-

ing design is compatible with the intent to conserve the historic nature of the townsite. In White-

horse, with its larger footprint and more distinct subdivisions, ideas about mixed use were ex-

panded to the creation of complete communities in various neighbourhoods: “Whistle Bend was 

designed to have smaller lots... they’re going to have a commercial area there, they've got the 

extended care facility there, they're going to have recreational facilities and schools”.  

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?5qFh6h
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?5qFh6h
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?5qFh6h
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Compact design also factors into the efficiency of smaller communities. Therefore, it has 

become a priority to consider the role of infill in ensuring that the land needs of the community 

are adequately met. Infill development helps to avoid the need to expand outwards, revitalizes 

neighbourhoods, and contributes to a continuous, more dense urban fabric by redeveloping va-

cant parcels (Kim & Larsen, 2016). Small structures in dense clusters is typical of the Gold Rush 

period which drives most urban design patterns in the Yukon today, and many participants were 

able to identify vacant lots in their communities that they felt could benefit from redevelopment, 

contributing to the compact design promoted by smart growth advocates. Further, most partici-

pants agreed that increased density in their community would be viewed as positive when man-

aged appropriately. For example, as one Dawson participant stated, “seeing a lot of these vacant 

long-time lots that are filling up... I feel like that's kind of like a model that we should be push-

ing, is that increased density in the downtown core”. Similar sentiments were echoed by White-

horse participants: “by the clay cliffs, that part of downtown is still primarily single family 

homes. You're seeing more and more duplexes or triplexes go in. So I think that could be denser, 

and I wouldn't have a problem with it”. It was identified above that some zoning bylaws can 

have unintended consequences on housing affordability; increasing density through mixed use 

properties and infill developments can help to lessen this pressure, particularly when land is in 

short supply (Buckley et al., 2016). Further, gently increasing density in this way rather than ma-

jor increases in short order helps to ensure diversity in built form that contributes to a strong 

sense of place (Jacobs, 1961).  

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Rh91hX
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Part of the reason that well-planned, gentle density in key areas may promote a strong 

sense of place is the increased connectivity and diversity that arises with access to multifunction-

al places (Dale, 2018). Sense of place was identified as a key reason that many participants felt 

connected to their community; words like open, welcoming, unique, and inclusive were common 

when describing Dawson’s community. For example, one participant cited that they enjoy the 

ability to learn and share with others: “it's the land of opportunity. Like if you want to teach any 

course, this town is so welcoming of anyone who wants to share their talents with the communi-

ty”. This type of connectivity needs a strong foundation, including access to space to gather safe-

ly. The welcoming and powerful community is also noted in Whitehorse: “if you've been here for 

30 days, and you embrace the Yukon, and you embrace what we have here, it's like you've been 

here for a millennium. It doesn't matter. And that's what I love about it”. Design also contributes 

to sense of place, in that many people feel strongly about preserving their community’s heritage 

through built form.  

Finally, transportation choice and walkability are key components of smart growth. Ac-

cording to Fraker (2013), in addition to a strong mix of commercial, institutional, and residential 

uses, sustainable communities also prioritize connectivity for pedestrians and other non-motor-

ized uses such as bicycles. A majority of Dawson participants stated that their primary mode of 

transportation is actually a mix between walking and driving. In Whitehorse, driving tended to be 

the primary mode of transportation, though for some cycling was important to their routine as 

well. In both cases, severe winter weather was cited as a concern for year-round walking and cy-

cling. For example: “there's more and more times in the winter where it's really unsafe to bike. 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?eqaXTR
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Zdm6XU
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We have those mid-winter melts and it's just a skating rink out there. I've tried to bike a few 

times and fallen”. However, successful pedestrian-oriented communities in extreme winter cli-

mates are possible when planners are sensitive to the weather patterns and design pedestrian and 

bike connectivity accordingly (McDonald, 2012; Newman & Waldron, 2012).  

Interestingly, transit was not cited as a viable option in either community; in Dawson, most par-

ticipants recognized that the small population could not support traditional public transit, and in 

Whitehorse most participants felt that the transit system was not sufficient to meet their daily 

needs.  

Environment 

When prompted on what they value about their community, many participants cited the 

value of the natural environment and the fact that their community was surrounded by immense 

wilderness: “it's like we're in the most beautiful part, with mountains and trails right outside our 

back doors. And two rivers that connect. To fish, or swim, or throw rocks in, or ski on”. Under-

standing how environmental values factor into a sense of place is important for understanding 

how individuals and communities will respond to environmental changes and the policies intend-

ed for adapting to or mitigating these changes (Devine-Wright, 2013). In this case, it is clear that 

the environment is a strong component of place attachment for many individuals in the Yukon.  

 Due to this place attachment, the most common discussion points when considering the 

environment centred around various human actions that impact the environment. The two most 

common of these were mining and development. With respect to mining, many cited concerns 

about antiquated mining regulations to do with where land can be staked for mining, the time 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?V39c59
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?GBX0Pb
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frame of mine development and how it impacts the community’s ability to use the land for other 

purposes, and the accountability (or lack thereof) of miners when it comes time for reclamation. 

Even some with ties to the industry felt that there could be refinements to the process that would 

better serve the community. 

I do my work at placer mines, I'm on their side, but the idea that someone can get a water 

licence, dig up all the ground, and then claim broke and walk away and leave that, it 

blows me away. These miners make enough money that if they spent $10,000 to contour 

the land, throw some seed down so that it becomes earth again, that makes sense to me. 

But until that gets regulated, where money has to be put up front to allow someone to 

placer mine, there's no environmental gains up here. It's all just stripping. 

 With respect to development, there is concern about the impact of goods and materials 

that will merely end up in the landfill, whether it is immediate (i.e. packaging) or over the long 

term (i.e. non-recyclable building materials). Further, many were concerned about the impacts of 

development on greenspace and biodiversity. Some species of concern were also noted, along 

with the particular human actions that have been impacting them, such as over-fishing in Alaska 

impacting salmon runs, or drilling in the mineral exploration industry impacting caribou migra-

tion patterns. Both of these environmental impacts are good examples of the ways that humans 

can influence the health of ecosystems. When human action results in a loss of ecosystem health 

this is detrimental of course to the environment but also over time to the communities that rely 

on local and regional ecosystems for various ecosystem services (Folke et al., 2002). The detri-

mental impact of industry and development on natural environments suggests that there is a need 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?XVyqzT
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to change the way that communities interact with their environment (Chapin et al., 2010) through 

an increased effort to understand and respect the natural limits of the environment (Steffen et al., 

2015). This will help reduce negative human impacts on the environment that is so revered by 

most Yukoners.  

In addition to the specific examples of anthropogenic impacts to the environment, many 

also noted impacts that they attributed specifically to climate change. The most prominent im-

pacts noted are on hydrological systems, particularly low water levels. Low water levels may be 

impacting the Yukon River crossing in Dawson, which was the most commonly cited climate 

change concern. The winter ice bridge is an important factor in the socio-economic wellbeing of 

residents of Dawson City, but specifically of West Dawson. With no permanent bridge in-

frastructure, West Dawson is accessed by ferry during the open water season and by ice bridge 

during the winter months. This is a pattern commonly noted in cold regions, with river-ice sea-

sons delineated by freeze-up and breakup processes. In the northern hemisphere, almost 60% of 

rivers experience this (Beltaos & Prowse, 2009). Many researchers have noted the likely impacts 

of climate change on hydrologic patterns. For example, Beltaos and Prowse (2009) note that 

warming climate causes higher water and air temperatures that can result in delayed ice forma-

tion, early dislodgement, mid-winter melt events, and reductions in the length of the ice season. 

Additionally, Herman-Mercer et al. (2011) note that arctic and subarctic locations are at a height-

ened risk of climate change effects including permafrost melt and ice changes due to warmer 

temperatures. Their interviews with residents along the Yukon River identify concerns about 

thinner river ice as a socio-economic issue in the entire river basin due to the importance of 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?JQFWPK
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frozen rivers to winter travel, which is jeopardized by thin ice and open leads due to changing 

weather patterns.  

Interestingly, some others felt that other than changes to salmon runs, the changes were in 

large part not substantial and that the environment was relatively stable. For example, “for me, 

the only difference that I see environmentally is fish. Everything else seems pretty healthy...” or 

"the aquatic system is in dire straits. Uhm, and it has nothing to do with anything here. Uhm, but 

the uhm, non-aquatic environment is quite healthy, I believe”. It is possible that this could be due 

to what has been referred to as optimistic bias, where people become emotionally detached from 

the impacts of climate change and assume that the impacts are being experienced elsewhere and 

not in one’s own location (Nicolosi & Corbett, 2018). This phenomenon has been noted in both 

northern climates and in developed nations, and could be a result of fear or denial (Adger et al., 

2009; Nicolosi & Corbett, 2018).  

 An increased focus on ecosystem stewardship and environmental leadership at a munici-

pal level is a potential driver for change in communities that are facing negative environmental 

impacts due to anthropogenic factors. Optimistic bias could result in non-action due to a lack of 

belief that there is any reason for behavioural change, therefore, there is a clear need to consider 

how to reduce this emotional distance from the climate change crisis (Schuldt et al., 2018). Some 

participants felt that with municipal leadership, their communities would feel more empowered, 

or even obligated in some cases, to confront these challenges at a local level. In the words of one 

Dawson resident:  

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?FbBHm4
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The City just adopting policies that they stand by, even would be going to some electric 

cars, or any of those kinds of things I think would not only be a good step in and of itself, 

but it would demonstrate leadership, and this is the type of community we want to create.  

Or, in the words of a Whitehorse resident:  

At the municipal level, people are always saying they value sustainability, but then I don't 

know whether we line up our budgeting process with our community values. Just in terms 

of transportation, just how much money we spend on where we want to go, versus how 

much money we spend on the norm. 

 Therefore, perhaps one way to reduce optimistic bias and encourage action would be to 

change the narrative. If municipal leadership were to focus on strong environmental policies that 

were framed in a positive way, backed by current research explained in a non-technical manner 

to lend credibility to decision-making, this may help to decrease uncertainty and encourage 

community members to take a more active and empowered role in ecosystem stewardship (Mor-

ton et al., 2011). Bold municipal leadership can also support and strengthen the relationship be-

tween housing and environment through policies and programs that bring down barriers dis-

cussed above - namely cost and expertise - with respect to designing and building energy effi-

cient, environmentally conscious homes.  

Economy 

 A vast majority of interview participants were able to adeptly identify that currently, the 

three main economic sectors that influence growth in the Yukon are mining, tourism, and gov-

ernment services. Less commonly, construction and arts were cited. However, local economic 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ri1Skx
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development and economic diversification were considered as lacking by many. There is recog-

nition that a strong economy for future generations requires planning ahead; one participant stat-

ed the importance of understanding “the local economy, predicting the kind of types of economic 

sectors that will be viable into the future, and just understanding the local needs, like what people 

want, and where they foresee growth happening”. A few participants expressed concern about the 

future of Yukon communities when culturally and economically there is much stock held in a 

non-renewable resource like gold. Continuing to focus on creating jobs in the mining industry is 

not sustainable in the long run, and takes the focus away from opportunities to innovate and tran-

sition to new and diverse economic opportunities (Dale, 2018). A strong emotional or cultural 

attachment to a single industry can reduce community resilience due to an inability to respond 

effectively to changing circumstances (Devine-Wright, 2013). Further, this lack of focus on eco-

nomic diversification also has the unintended consequence of leaving communities unprepared 

for further climate change impacts (Markey et al., 2013).  

 Some participants noted that investing in mining as the primary economic sector in the 

Yukon is not only economically unsustainable, but also environmentally unsustainable, which 

ties to the concerns above about the environmental impact of the industry. 

I think Dawson's doing some things right. You know, chasing big mines, from a munici-

pal perspective, we're not doing that. The Yukon Government might be doing that, and I 

do disagree with that, I just don't think mining has a particularly good track record for 

sustainability in many ways. Both sustainability of jobs, like jobs that disappear in 5-10 

years, but also environmental sustainability. 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?b5X5p7
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This highlights the need to reconsider how the environment and the economy are inextricably 

linked, particularly in the north. This is not to say that there is no place for mining in the Yukon; 

it is clearly fundamental to the culture and sense of place for many. However, it is important to 

consider that a place-based economy requires a prioritization of strategies that balance the cul-

tural, economic, and environmental needs of a community (Markey et al., 2013; Turvey, 2015). 

Currently, however, many critics of the ‘growth for growth’s sake’ mindset argue that communi-

ties are stuck in a cycle of economic growth that is both financially and environmentally unsus-

tainable (Laloux, 2014). This argument appears to apply here, which is why innovation and eco-

nomic diversification to restore balance between the three imperatives will be critical in moving 

forward.  

 Participants suggested that one way to encourage innovation and economic diversifica-

tion was through the provision of more robust incentives to encourage behavioural change over 

time. Two key areas that were suggested for further incentivization were environment/energy and 

residential development. According to Westley et al. (2011), change must be accompanied by 

new markets for innovations; this could be influenced by the provision of incentives that focus 

on economic diversity (Chapin et al., 2010). Incentivizing energy efficiency and other environ-

mental goals helps to balance environment and economy, and can also contribute to a green 

economy through diversification of jobs (i.e. new jobs created in research, installation, and main-

tenance of energy efficient and renewable energy systems) (Dale, 2018; Turvey, 2015).  

 Finally, many participants acknowledged the importance of infill development, and resi-

dential development more generally, as critical from an economic development perspective. This 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?yU5mo4
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is in large part due to housing challenges being a primary reason why some individuals do not 

accept employment or leave after a short period of time. When prompted about an example, one 

participant spoke about a family who left the territory entirely because they could not find ade-

quate housing.  

Her and her family had to move out of the territory and move their children, they had to 

move to BC and move their children into new schools because they lost their rental home 

because it was being developed, and they couldn't find a home to rent that would allow 

them to have their dogs, and you know, they have four children, and they actually had to 

leave the territory.  

The role of infill in increasing density has already been discussed in previous sections, however, 

some challenges in this strategy were identified when participants were prompted to think about 

infill from an economic development perspective. It is evident that communities suffer economi-

cally when there is not sufficient stable housing to support the work force; two main barriers to 

using an infill development strategy to alleviate this pressure include ownership and contamina-

tion. Ownership challenges were the most commonly cited; private ownership and land specula-

tion is a major challenge contributing to large vacant parcels in downtown spaces. Further, gov-

ernment ownership creates friction due to the previously noted slow pace of development at the 

territorial level. Many sites are more challenging to develop due to contamination, a hallmark of 

brownfield development: “I would say in the case of big, easily developable spaces, especially in 

downtown, it's typically contamination has been the holdup”.  
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It is worth exploring ways to overcome these challenges; Dorsey (2003) argued that 

brownfield development brings economic vitality back to underutilized areas, of which many 

were identified in both communities. Infill and brownfield development can also contribute to 

economic diversification through job creation and community revitalization (Dale & Newman, 

2009), particularly when these developments are collaborations between the public sector and 

local businesses (Kim & Larsen, 2016). This could be an argument in favour of continued and 

expanded economic incentive programs.  

Social/Equity 

One of the most common themes participants came back to when discussing equity in 

sustainable community development is that of ensuring the community is adequately engaged 

and/or consulted at an appropriate level. Van Opstal & Hugé (2013) identify that connecting local 

visions with sustainable community development principles could be a path to implementing 

these principles by ensuring that community vision is reflected in the approach. This is funda-

mental to equity in planning: since the 1960’s, it has been acknowledged that cities are built and 

designed for many people of varying backgrounds, socioeconomic status, and values (Lynch, 

1964). As such, in order to plan truly sustainable communities, decision-making must actively 

and equally seek out the voices of these various populations. It would appear that most of those 

involved in planning at the municipal and territorial levels understand the importance of this lev-

el of consultation. For example one participant stated that “the more that you can involve your 

community in the planning and have a say in what the neighbourhood looks like, the better out-

comes you have… you can start getting the key pieces that are really important to people”, which 
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acknowledges that what is good for one stakeholder group or demographic may not meet the 

needs of another group, and that it is critical to consider who is benefiting and who is not benefit-

ting from planning decisions (Armitage et al., 2012; Dale & Newman, 2009). Further, more in-

clusive planning will help planners to develop stronger, more effective plans that are based on a 

wider knowledge and experience base by leveraging more than just the most vocal and active 

stakeholders (Markey et al., 2013). 

However, there is a clear disconnect between this acknowledgement and the perceptions 

held in the community about the quality of consultation and engagement. Many people expressed 

concern that consulting on planning projects simply felt like ‘ticking a box’. 

They've already made up their mind. When they had those meetings, everybody walked 

away going they've already made their decision. This is just a courtesy meeting, is all 

they're doing. We've all had the feeling that they've already made up their mind and it's 

just a matter of time before implementing it. 

Thus, it is clear that the power dynamic present between the residents and those tasked with 

planning for the community must be considered. A rational approach to planning begins by iden-

tifying a ‘problem’ that needs to be solved, but decision-makers need to be careful to ensure that 

their process stays authentic and transparent, not allowing it to become a “smokescreen for deci-

sions that have already been taken and which mask powerful economic or political relations” 

(Allmendinger, 2002 p. 65). One strategy to help resolve this would be full transparency from the 

beginning of the process about what is on the table for discussion and what is not, or what deci-

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?4vuqBT
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sions have already been made and why, so that the discussion can focus on what decisions need 

to be made and what community feedback can help facilitate those decisions.  

 Second to concerns about the quality of public engagement, many also voiced a desire to 

have more consistent and adequate access to the information they need to feel well informed 

about decision-making in their communities. Public understanding is a critical component to 

consultation and engagement because professionals may have a different understanding of the 

issue at hand than the community, and without an adequate understanding of the issue at hand, it 

is impossible to provide an informed opinion (Van Opstal & Hugé, 2013). Planners must consid-

er who is left out of the conversation when this access to information is withheld, whether inten-

tional or not (Dale & Newman, 2009).  

Many expressed that access to information at this level is a gap in the planning process; 

some felt that unless they happened to know the name of the person planning the project, or if 

they had a connection on the ‘inside’, it was hard to find the correct information in a timely 

manner. Others felt that communication was poor at all points in the consultation process.  

I think the biggest one for me is always going to be information dissemination. And 

communication, ultimately. Sort of, how information gets out to people, how it comes 

back. This kind of encompasses consultation, feedback, community involvement. I really 

do think that  a lot of the issues and problems and challenges, but also opportunities faced 

by the community, a lot of those things can be enhanced by better communication and 

better, and correct information.  

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?LKrMZL
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Considering again the rational theory of planning, it is clear that planners need to be very cau-

tious about considering how information is disseminated and to whom: “the expert planner ver-

sus the layperson was a battle about more than simply access to computer models: it was about 

control. The ways in which the issues were presented concentrated control in the hands of plan-

ners and a select group of others” (Allmendinger, 2002 p. 66). Controlling who has access to in-

formation can be inadvertent (i.e. by having a website that is not user-friendly), however this 

clearly does not make residents feel any more comfortable with the process when they feel their 

access to adequate information is insufficient.  

 Despite these concerns about the process, most people recognized the importance of 

planning - they simply wanted to see an improved process. Community planning inherently in-

volves trade-offs, especially when considering the often perceived contrast between environmen-

tal and social goals. An effective way to adequately manage these trade-offs is by ensuring the 

process adequately captures the public interest and that the results of a planning process are 

communicated, and that planners are transparent about how policies and programs will impact 

various populations (Leach et al., 2012). Many residents were keenly aware of the need for plan-

ning and understood the importance of balancing the various components of sustainable commu-

nity development, as well as adequately consulting with critical stakeholders.  

The sustainability of the land around the environment, economy, and cultural components 

of it, which is a balancing act around here because we do have settled First Nations in the 

community and we have large settlement blocks within the municipality. So moving for-

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?TVjabU
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ward, I think that planning is key to that land, so that we are using it sustainably with all 

of those factors in mind.  

Markey et al. (2013) come to the same conclusion: that it is critical for economic longevity that 

communities plan equally across the various demographics, and that leaving some behind is not a 

sustainable solution.  

Governance and Policy 

 Community planning is sometimes criticized as being too reactive rather than proactive in 

nature, to the detriment of the communities that lose out on the comprehensive, well-designed 

and integrative policy landscapes that are created when planners are given the space to incorpo-

rate community vision (Hanna & Slocombe, 2012). A majority of residents felt that this is true in 

the Yukon. One resident put it quite succinctly: “they just react. They don't look at everything. 

They don't look at the big picture. They don't look down the road”. Interestingly, similar to the 

disconnect with the perceptions of the planning process by community members and those work-

ing in planning or government, many at the local or territorial government levels view their work 

as proactive. For example:  

The fact that the Yukon Government wanted to develop this strategy and take a longer 

term view… I've been very impressed with the proactive nature of that. So, yeah. I feel, 

I'm happy to see that we're doing basically a planning exercise to try and figure out what 

needs to be done to achieve where we want to be in the future.  

Perhaps the two issues are closely connected; proactive planning can contribute to equity in 

planning (Kim & Larsen, 2016), and one way to do this is by taking the time to insightfully in-
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corporate a comprehensive and meaningful consultation strategy early in the process. However, 

as described above, community members can only provide informed opinions when they have 

adequate and accurate information. The most proactive strategy development is not going to be 

viewed as positive in the community if the majority of residents don’t feel comfortable partici-

pating due to a lack of information or a perception that the consultation is empty and the deci-

sions have already been made. Moser & Ekstrom (2010), based on the research of Adger et al. 

(2009), argue that these types of barriers can be overcome “with sufficient political will, social 

support, resources, and effort” (p. 2). Therefore, there is a role at the government level to provide 

adequate financial and human resources, alongside political support, to ensure that planning is 

managed in a proactive and integrative manner, including allowing sufficient time and budget for 

education components and effective consultation.  

 This requires leadership, accountability, and transparency, three traits that were common-

ly cited as being lacking at the municipal and territorial level in the Yukon. In addition to these 

three key features, a level of flexibility in politics is another key feature of adaptive governance 

(Olsson et al., 2006). Further, transparent decision-making is one path to successful governance, 

even in the face of uncertainty (Westley et al., 2011), and leadership at the political level has 

been shown to be critical to planning for sustainable communities (Beatley, 2017). One example 

that was frequently cited was environmental leadership and the idea that perhaps more people 

would take action if they saw the government acting; as an example: “that would be a big en-

couraging point for other people to imitate or follow, or know it's possible. But to not have that 

example lead the way, it's discouraging for people”. In terms of accountability and transparency, 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Y3zh2K
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Y3zh2K
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?AGCMkW
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?AGCMkW
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?fh6jbn
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?oSOZaM
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Ef4Q6q
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some participants expressed frustration at the fact that some decisions appear to be made to ‘save 

face’ or based on pressure received by louder constituents.  

I think Mayor and Council needs ownership of their actions, and I think they need to un-

derstand you can't make everyone happy in a small community, and it's okay if people 

don't like you. And that's the problem. They want everyone to like them, they want to 

please everybody. 

Another participant expressed similar frustrations with decisions that are made at the Council 

table, such as spending money on innovative technologies that have not been well-tested in the 

north: “how could they spend that much money on something that is not proven, and then ends 

up not working? ...I guess the accountability gets lost in the, you know, in government some-

where”. There seems to be a clear lack of trust that the government is making decisions in the 

best interest of the community, and it is likely that this also ties back to the themes of adequate 

access to information and consultation in the planning process. Perhaps if the community had 

confidence that the decisions being made are based on the best available information and with 

the input of a robust cross-section of the community, there would be less of a perception that de-

cisions are being made at the political level that are not reflective of the needs of the community. 

In a way, another interconnected part of the solution to the accountability issue in fact is in-

creased transparency. When the reasons for a decision are made public and are linked back to the 

results of research and consultation, they are more defensible and this further increases commu-

nity trust.  
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Chapter 5. Analysis 

Emergent Themes  

 The primary benefit of semi-structured interviews in this research was the opportunity for 

participants to highlight the key ideas that they felt were important to the subject matter based on 

their own experiences and perceptions, even if these ideas were not explicitly prompted by the 

interview protocol. This strategy resulted in three emergent themes that did not directly fall under 

one of the six sub-topics of the interview protocol. First, many participants cited the role of cul-

ture in the Yukon as a barrier to change. Second, there was a desire to see a stronger focus on en-

vironmental education as a means to shift this mindset. Finally, many felt that while the govern-

ment should definitely play a stronger role from a leadership perspective, there is also a role to 

play at the individual level; individuals need to take a greater personal responsibility for how 

their actions impact the community at large.  

The role of culture. The culture of the Yukon, particularly of those who have lived a par-

ticular lifestyle for a long period of time or even generationally, was cited repeatedly as a barrier 

to change. As explained by one participant:  

I think there's more reaction for people who have lived here for generations, because they 

don't maybe want to change the way things are, because it's worked for them in the 

past…we have to find new and better ways of dealing with things now, but still respectful 

[sic] of the thing that worked 100 years ago. 

Several examples of this resistance to change were noted throughout this research. Two prom-

inent examples were that of housing form and modes of transportation. Many spoke of the desire 
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of many Yukoners to own their ‘piece of paradise’ in the wilderness, even if that comes at the 

expense of others in the future having that same luxury. Rural residential lots are often in high 

demand due in large part to the desire for proximity to nature and a high degree of privacy. Most 

people recognize this as part of the culture of the Yukon yet struggle to reconcile this desire with 

the attempts of planning professionals and local governments to develop in an efficient and com-

pact manner. A second example that is contentious is that of transportation; the Yukon is com-

monly referred to as having a car culture. It is an interesting paradox that many participants cited 

the walkability of their community as a key feature, yet most still own a vehicle and drive it reg-

ularly. One participant noted that the problem is not necessarily car ownership (which is often 

considered necessary for those living in rural remote communities), but the culture around multi-

ple vehicle ownership, excessive driving, and irresponsibility or carelessness about the environ-

mental impacts of driving.  

The one thing that I think just absolutely rubs my nerves wrong, is all the big trucks and 

everyone having like, two cars, and three cars, and they're constantly driving...If it's cold-

er than -40, like -45 or -50. You have to actually leave your car running when you go to 

the grocery store, or you have to have a jumper in the back of your car. Because your car 

could well seize and stop. But as soon as it's winter, everyone, it feels like to me, oh, it's 

winter, it's -10. And they're like, oh, leave their cars running when they go into the gro-

cery store. And I literally lose my mind. 

Adger et al. (2009) explain that culture, values, and perceptions at individual and collective lev-

els can influence how a community responds to emergent issues and the types of actions and 
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adaptations that they are willing to accept. By employing governance strategies that resonate 

with the community, as described in previous sections, it is possible to encourage a collective 

shift in mindset at a community level. This strategy will prove critical, as the environmental, 

economic, and social values of a community need to be represented for successful implementa-

tion of sustainable development principles (Berke & Manta Conroy, 2000). Culturally, this bal-

ance will be hard to achieve in a meaningful way without a strategy in place for ensuring that 

individuals better understand the larger implications of their daily choices. However, as ex-

plained by Allmendinger (2002), even ideas which seem new and out of step with the current 

way of doing things can eventually be included as part of the new normal.  

The value of environmental education. The role of community culture and collective 

mindset, then, is closely linked to the value of environmental education. Some participants felt 

that many people in their community hold strong environmental values but don’t know what ac-

tions to take, while others felt that they don’t know enough about the subject to make informed 

decisions or change their actions. Fear of the unknown or paralysis caused by uncertainty was 

commonly expressed, for example one Dawson business owner who expressed that better educa-

tion would be helpful in changing peoples’ behaviour.  

I think education. I think it's the fear of the unknown, and that's when, like, when you talk 

to somebody and they get their back right up and they get mad and pissed off, usually it's 

because they're not educated properly. Or that they're educated wrongly. And that's when 

their backs go up. Like if you can educate me, I'll sit down and you can educate me. And 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?JK9dIR
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then I'm less likely to get my back up about something. It's the unknown. People get their 

backs up because of the unknown. And they're scared of it. 

A few participants in high-level professional roles acknowledge the important role of knowledge 

holders, particularly scientists and other professionals whose research and recommendations are 

influencing decision-making. For example, one Whitehorse participant working as an educator 

wanted to see more effort to disseminate information in effective ways.  

We have all of these important things to say, but we don't know how to say it outside of 

our little silos of academia … There's this gap between the knowledge that could help 

people to understand what they could do to help, and the people who have the knowl-

edge. 

Fraker (2013), in his research on low-carbon communities, also argues in favour of the impor-

tance of increased public education on topics like environment and sustainability. In some of his 

case studies, he acknowledged the importance of educating residents on the importance of their 

daily choices such as how much energy and water they are consuming and ways that they can 

reduce their consumption. This education component ended up being a major factor in the ability 

of some projects to meet their targets. Further, he also argued for more effective education efforts 

at multiple stages in the development process, and the same could be said for major policy deci-

sions: educating residents on why some decisions are being considered, what the impacts could 

be, and how they could help make a difference might go a long way towards encouraging be-

haviour change, especially if these educational campaigns are designed in ways that resonate 

with and build on a community’s existing culture and values.  

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?aeTkjq
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Lack of personal responsibility. The third recurring theme that was brought up inde-

pendently by several participants throughout this research is that of personal responsibility. These 

people felt that apathy or even laziness also plays a role in the willingness of individuals to par-

ticipate in community decision-making or to take responsibility for their own knowledge and 

values. There was frustration expressed about the level of resistance from some individuals who 

seemingly choose not to take an active role in decisions that impact them. In this way, some peo-

ple felt that while there is a role for various levels of government to show more leadership and 

take bolder action, there is also a role for community members to use their individual and collec-

tive voices to advocate for change: “you can't complain like, oh it's so hot here, and we're having 

these terrible fires, but it's okay that my family of three has five big trucks. No, it's not. There has 

to be a personal responsibility”. Perhaps this attitude towards the role of the individual is related 

to the optimistic bias previously discussed: those demonstrating what some peers view as ‘apa-

thy’ may simply feel that climate change and environmental issues are something that the Yukon  

does not need be concerned. It could further be explained by strong economic ties to mineral de-

velopment which is often viewed as at odds with environmental goals.  

 Armitage et al. (2012) argue that individuals generally come to the table with an idea of 

what values they hold that are relevant to the topic at hand and will naturally focus on how these 

values will be impacted by policy decisions. Therefore, the personal responsibility aspect is in-

trinsically linked to the culture and environmental education components discussed above. Using 

the truck example in the previous quote, an individual who does not fully understand the envi-

ronmental impact of owning and driving several vehicles is not likely motivated to change their 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?PfwcYR
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values, therefore they likely feel little personal responsibility to advocate for change in their 

community. This may suggest a need for combined regulatory and voluntary tools to tip the 

scales in more challenging cultural contexts, as suggested by Collins & Flynn (2015).  

A Framework for Sustainable Community Development 

It is clear that sustainable community development is context-dependent; scale, place, 

and time all matter (Dale, 2001). Thus, a single framework for sustainable development is not the 

right approach: the solution requires a diverse range of actions uniquely tailored to a specific 

context (Robinson & Dale, 2012), particularly when applying concepts to rural and/or northern 

communities. Failure to do this will result in solutions that do not fully address the problem 

(Weigeldt, 2012). Tools that aid planners in creating forward-thinking, context-specific, imple-

mentable solutions to complex sustainability problems are more appropriate than a single pre-

scriptive framework (Godschalk, 2004).  

Therefore, this research has explored a few different tools that, combined with a context 

specific, collaborative approach, could provide a starting point for more effective planning in 

Yukon communities. Planners can use this proposed framework to support policies that will work 

within the community’s unique context. However, many municipalities focus on ‘easy wins’, 

though studies on this show that this is no longer sufficient (Robinson & Dale, 2012). As such, a 

key challenge is to ingrain sustainability into planning practice in a more practical, actionable 

way. Planning practice needs to move away from being reactive and approvals-based, and back 

towards being an exercise in creating a shared vision for the community and executing that vi-

sion well (Hanna & Slocombe, 2012).  
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Acknowledging this, this project has provided some insights into some key ways that 

communities, particularly northern communities like in the Yukon, can use community context to 

their advantage by applying sustainable development principles in ways that foster community 

cohesion and resiliency in the face of an ever-changing and uncertain future. The proposed 

framework for sustainable community development is a series of seven recommendations. These 

recommendations are not prescriptive in nature. Instead, they are designed to encourage local 

governments, elected officials, and planners to think more critically about how to plan for sus-

tainable community development using context-appropriate tools. Many of the strategies includ-

ed in the framework have the capacity, when applied thoughtfully, to directly or indirectly im-

prove the affordability and availability of housing. It is clear through this research that housing 

and community sustainability in the north are intrinsically linked when looking at the wider pic-

ture of environmental, social, and economic sustainability as three parts of a whole. The seven 

recommendations that could be implemented at the local government level for a framework for 

sustainable community development in the Yukon are as follows.  

1. Consider the goals of the community’s diverse and unique population when developing 

policies intended to improve sustainability, rather than including sustainability as a top-

down conceptual idea. This includes ensuring that policy planning is well-designed, ac-

cessible to all, and includes effective consultation and access to relevant information to 

influence informed decision-making. Mimicking policies and programs that have proved 

effective in other locations is not an effective strategy for fostering a cohesive, engaged, 

and resilient community.  
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2. Demonstrate leadership and commitment to sustainability goals through actionable rather 

than aspirational language, actively and regularly measure progress towards goals and 

targets, and report back to the community in plain language how strategies are working or 

are being adjusted and improved. Local governments can further demonstrate this com-

mitment by taking a more active role in implementing their own policies at a corporate 

level, rather than only encouraging or requiring them at the community level. A final way 

to demonstrate leadership and commitment to sustainability would be through more in-

novative and relevant incentive programs that encourage the types of behaviours in vari-

ous domains (such as housing, energy, or transportation) that help implement sustainabili-

ty goals.  

3. Capitalize on a balance of local knowledge and innovation to develop creative ways to 

overcome land constraints. In land restricted environments, there simply is not enough 

space to develop in a sprawl pattern, and this is a prominent issue in the Yukon that im-

pacts affordability. Acknowledging this unique issue, there is massive opportunity in 

thinking outside the box about how to foster complete, stable, and welcoming communi-

ties that meet the needs of those who wish to live and work there. Some examples of less 

common development scenarios that have been suggested by residents include tiny home 

‘villages’ or less restrictive secondary suite requirements on country residential lots. To 

be successful here, it is important to move beyond engagement and towards collaboration 

to empower the community to build solutions that truly work for them. The trust needed 

in this scenario may need to be built over time.  
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4. Advocate for a new approach to developing public land that better serves the needs of the 

community. A top-down approach led by planners and territorial government employees 

that often have only minimal ties to the communities they are planning creates friction 

and tension in the development process. A more collaborative and community-led ap-

proach would be far more effective in gaining community buy-in and ensuring the long-

term success of projects. Further, local governments can be intentional about aligning 

support from other levels of government through grant funding, transfer payments, or 

technical expertise to develop city-owned land with a goal of improving the range and 

mix of housing opportunities.  

5. Prioritize economic diversification and innovation through a lens of respecting the natural 

limits of the environment. Diverse economies are more resilient to change and fostering 

innovation in new and existing economic sectors can help facilitate a more diverse econ-

omy. New and expanding sectors that are frequently cited for the Yukon include arts, edu-

cation, and local food; these three sectors align well with a desire to create space for 

community members to create and contribute to a strong sense of place. Innovation in 

existing major economic sectors can help to ensure that cultural identities related to spe-

cific sectors (such as placer mining) are not compromised, but also can create space to 

reduce environmental impacts associated with these industries.  

6.  Strategize intentional ways to update zoning bylaws in a way that is community-specific, 

relevant, and reflective of the wants and needs of the residents. Zoning bylaws and the 

development regulations therein can work in favour of or accidentally against the ability 
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of a community to effectively balance a sense of place, heritage, housing affordability, 

and environmental goals. The most overlooked way that a zoning bylaw works against 

these goals is likely the attempted implementation of regulations that are outdated or out 

of context.  

7. Research best practices in national and international cold-weather climates for inspiration 

on how to promote non-vehicular travel that is appropriate for cold-weather climates. 

Safety and comfort are barriers to methods of alternative transportation such as walking 

and biking, but there are lessons to be learned from communities with similar climates 

that could help the Yukon reduce reliance on short vehicle trips (though longer trips be-

tween communities is likely to require a longer-term strategy).  
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Chapter 6. Conclusions 

This research demonstrates that there is substantial opportunity for Yukon planners to 

more effectively implement sustainable community development principles in a way that helps 

address the increasing demand for affordable housing and the overall vitality of communities. 

Through the analysis of the Official Community Plans of both case study communities, there was 

evidence of an awareness of the importance of this topic, but there was perhaps some uncertainty 

on how to effectively and boldly develop and implement strategies to support sustainable com-

munity development. Action and implementation language was often missing from policy lan-

guage, meaning that the use of these planning documents as an implementation tool is quite lim-

ited. This is reflected in the way that municipal leadership was frequently cited as limited, inade-

quate, or reactive: the experiences of those who live and work in the community are shaped by 

the implementation of various plans and policies, whether this is consciously recognized or not.  

Therefore, the seven recommendations presented in the framework are a strong starting 

point for communities to begin to critically examine their policies and programs and how well 

they balance the economic, social, and environmental aspects of sustainable community devel-

opment for resiliency in the face of an uncertain future. These recommendations acknowledge 

the fact that community planning is not one-size-fits-all, and the community context is absolutely 

critical for an effective strategy that is backed up by research and is supported by the community. 

These recommendations also address some of the more common barriers (whether perceived or 

actual) as described by participants, such as land constraints, development models, lack of eco-

nomic diversity, restrictive, irrelevant, and/or outdated bylaws and policies, and a lack of strong 
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environmental leadership. By implementing these recommendations at a local government level, 

a community is likely to find not only that they are more prepared to deal with growth and 

change, but also that this has come with the co-benefit of increased affordability throughout the 

housing spectrum.  

Scalability  

 One of the major takeaways from this project has been the importance of effective leader-

ship that acknowledges the context-specificity of planning. Therefore, it is important and inter-

esting to note that the framework recommended in this project could be scalable to other ap-

plications. Many of the recommendations may be appropriate in a variety of local government 

contexts for leaders who want to think critically about how to more effectively implement sus-

tainable community development principles. One of the most important things about this, or any 

framework or set of recommendations, is that a community can and should adapt the approach to 

their own specific needs, and not attempt to directly replicate what has worked for another com-

munity. The framework presented here is well-suited to this type of approach.  

Future Research 

 One of the core criteria for participation in this project, other than being connected in 

some way to community development, was that the individual has lived in the Yukon for at least 

one year. However, some subsets of the population that were repeatedly identified as being ad-

versely impacted by affordability issues, such as students, summer workers, or newly hired em-

ployees from out-of-territory, would not have been represented here as they likely have not lived 

in the Yukon for a full year. Therefore, an interesting avenue for a future project might be to ex-
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plore the ideas presented in this research with these, and other, less-established demographic 

groups to effectively consider how their experiences might be different than longer-term resi-

dents and what that may mean for policy development. Further, it would be interesting to explore 

the potential of an action research project to implement these recommendations at a community 

level. Finally, the three emergent themes that presented themselves in this project (culture, envi-

ronmental education, and personal responsibility) could be explored in more detail with respect 

to their impacts on sustainable community development.  
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