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urbanstrategies.com

Simon Fraser University Burnaby, BC

Urban Strategies led the development of a Campus Master Plan that aims 
to organize and unify the campus, preserve and enhance the Erickson/
Massey architectural legacy and ensure a remarkable setting that will 
support SFU’s academic mission and enhance the overall quality of 
campus life. The new master plan takes a leap forward to 2065, providing 
a foundation and structure to strengthen SFU Burnaby as an inspiring 
and beautiful destination for academic learning, cutting-edge research, 
and broad community engagement over the coming five decades.
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Agriculture and  
rural planning
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I
t is often said that, “If you’ve visited one 
rural town, you’ve visited one rural town.” 
That is to say, that issues, challenges, and 
opportunities facing rural communities are 

not at all the same from one community to 
another. Issues such as affordable housing, 
labour shortages, rapid growth in the face of 
nearby urban expansion, the unequal transfer 
of wealth, or the development of community 
capacity are not confronting each community 
in the same way.

As in other western countries, anticipated 
demographic changes will fundamentally 
impact rural Canada. Numerous rural 
communities face an aging population, 
limited migration, and, for many, a stable 
or declining population. Some grapple with 
a fluctuating economy reflecting a fragile 
primary industry and still others struggle to 
provide opportunity and retain their youth. At 
the same time, there are communities that 
are thriving, sometimes because of locational 
advantages and sometimes because of 
innovative and energetic leadership. Some 
have embraced the agricultural or tourism 
sector as major components of their 
economy. Other communities have created 
means to help retain local wealth through 
place-based philanthropy. All of these 
strategies can help to chart a positive way 
forward. We can look to these communities 
for guidance and inspiration while tackling 
our own unique challenges. 

This issue of Plan Canada highlights 
agriculture and the important and pressing 
issues facing rural and small-town 
communities across the country. The idea to 
focus on this topic germinated at the 2019 
CIP Conference in Ottawa. John Steil, David 
Connell, and Wayne Caldwell co-presented a 

Wayne Caldwell, PhD, RPP, FCIP and Mary McInnes RPP, MCIP

session on planning and agriculture, during 
which they asked, “So, how many of us here 
like to eat?” When posed in the public session, 
this seemingly whimsical question got a near 
universal show of hands and a chuckle. More 
seriously, the question invites us to think about 
the food we eat and how it gets to our table. 

Applying a planner’s lens to the topic 
introduces a whole host of questions: 
how secure is the land base that sustains 
us? How adequately are we planning for 
agriculture? Are we planning for the broader 
agricultural system? Have we recognized 
important rural-urban linkages? Have we 
adequately thought about food distribution 
and security and those individuals who 
may be food insecure? And finally, how 
does agriculture fit within the broader rural 
community, which is equally trying to cope 
in a changing world? There is more that can 
and should be done to protect the precious 
land base that produces our life-sustaining 
food and planners need to be at the forefront 
leading this charge. 

Rural and agricultural communities across 
Canada are a critical resource, particularly 
in the context of major global climate 
change impacts. Not only will production be 
challenged, but international agricultural 
markets can also be expected to face turmoil. 
At the same time, there is the challenge of 
addressing complex social issues at a local 
level. Rural and small town communities, 
and all of Canada, need to recognize and 
work towards reconciling the injustices of the 
past and embrace the recommendations of 
the Truth and Reconciliation Commission. 
There is much to be done, and planners 
can start by developing a stronger 
knowledge base, including working 
with Indigenous communities to more 
effectively implement responsibilities 
related to our duty to consult. 

We hope that you find this collection of 
articles to be helpful and informative as you 
work towards food security across Canada, 
with enduring agricultural lands and strong 
rural communities. ¢
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Aménagement  
agricole et rural

O
n dit souvent que « si on a vu une 
ville rurale, on n’a vu qu’une ville 
rurale. » Autrement dit, les enjeux, 
les défis et les possibilités avec 

lesquels doivent composer les collectivités 
rurales ne sont pas les mêmes d’une 
localité à une autre. Des problèmes comme 
l’abordabilité du logement, les pénuries de 
maind’œuvre, la rapidité de la croissance de 
l’étalement urbain, le transfert inéquitable des 
richesses ou la mise en valeur du potentiel 
des collectivités ne se posent pas avec la 
même acuité dans toutes les collectivités.

À l’instar d’autres pays occidentaux, les 
changements démographiques prévus 
frapperont de plein fouet les régions rurales 
du Canada. Bon nombre de collectivités 
rurales sont aux prises avec un vieillissement 
de leur population et une migration limitée 
ce qui entraîne une stabilité, voire un déclin, 
de leur population. Pour d’autres, il y a des 
problèmes de fluctuations économiques 
liés à la fragilité du secteur primaire et des 
difficultés d’offrir des possibilités aux jeunes 
et de les maintenir en région. Parallèlement, 
certaines collectivités sont en plein essor, 
tirant parfois parti de leur emplacement ou 
encore d’un leadership innovant. Certaines 
ont fait des secteurs de l’agriculture et du 
tourisme des éléments majeurs de leurs 
économies. D’autres ont trouvé moyen de 
retenir la richesse du milieu grâce à la 
philanthropie locale. Toutes ces stratégies 
peuvent contribuer à tracer la voie vers un 
avenir meilleur. Nous pouvons prendre conseil 
et nous inspirer de ces collectivités au moment 
de nous attaquer à nos propres problèmes. 

Ce numéro de Plan Canada attire notre 
attention sur l’agriculture et les problèmes 
importants et pressants auxquels font face les 
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Wayne Caldwell PhD, UPC, FICU et Mary McInnes UPC, MICU

collectivités et petites municipalités rurales 
où qu’elles soient au pays. L’idée de consacrer 
un numéro à cette thématique a germée 
lors du congrès 2019 de l’ICU qui se tenait à 
Ottawa John Steil, David Connell et Wayne 
Caldwell coanimaient une séance portant 
sur l’aménagement et l’agriculture, pendant 
laquelle ils demandèrent, So, how many of 
us here like to eat? (Combien de personnes 
ici aiment manger?) Abordée ainsi en séance 
publique, cette question en apparence 
farfelue a fait lever presque toutes les mains 
et en a fait ricaner plusieurs. Mais, plus 
sérieusement, la question porte à réfléchir 
aux aliments que nous consommons, et sur la 
façon dont ils parviennent à notre table. 

Aborder cette thématique du point 
de vue d’un urbaniste soulève maintes 
questions. Dans quelle mesure la superficie 
des terres cultivables essentielles à 
notre survie est-elle protégée? Notre 
aménagement en fonction de l’agriculture 
est-il adéquat? Aménageons-nous dans 
une perspective globale de l’agriculture? 
Avons-nous reconnu des liens importants 
entre l’urbanité et la ruralité? Avons-nous 
suffisamment réfléchi à la distribution 
alimentaire et à ceux et celles qui 
pourraient ne pas jouir de la sécurité 
alimentaire? Et enfin, comment l’agriculture 
cadre-t-elle avec le reste de la ruralité qui, 
elle aussi, tente de s’adapter à un monde 

en changement? Il y a beaucoup de choses 
à faire ou qui devraient être faites pour 
protéger ces terres qui nous nourrissent, et 
les urbanistes doivent être aux premières 
lignes de ce combat. 

Les collectivités rurales et agricoles, où 
qu’elles soient au Canada, constituent une 
ressource vitale, surtout dans le contexte 
des impacts majeurs du changement 
climatique. Non seulement la production 
sera-t-elle menacée, mais on peut aussi 
s’attendre à des bouleversements sur les 
marchés agricoles internationaux. Il y a 
aussi le défi de résoudre des problèmes 
sociaux complexes sur le plan local. Les 
collectivités rurales et les petites localités, 
tout comme le reste du Canada, doivent 
reconnaître les injustices du passé, 
travailler à la réconciliation et prendre acte 
des recommandations de la Commission 
de vérité et de réconciliation. Il y a fort à 
faire, et les urbanistes doivent commencer 
pas élargir leur base de savoir et de 
connaissance, y compris en travaillant avec 
les collectivités autochtones pour mettre en 
œuvre plus efficacement nos responsabilités 
liées à notre devoir de consulter. 

Nous espérons que vous trouverez ce 
recueil d’articles informatif et utile pour vos 
travaux liés à la sécurité alimentaire partout 
au Canada et à la préservation de terres 
agricoles et de collectivités rurales saines. ¢

Il y a beaucoup de choses à faire ou qui 
devraient être faites pour protéger ces terres 

qui nous nourrissent, et les urbanistes doivent 
être aux premières lignes de ce combat.
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E very day, land use planners must 
contend with the competing 
interests of residential, commercial, 

industrial, infrastructure, and other uses 
while trying to balance private and public 
goals. They must also consider ecological, 
social, and economic priorities. Agricultural 
land fits among these, somewhere, but 
where and how? 

A century ago, Thomas Adams wrote 
about the negative effects of land speculation 
on agriculture near urban areas. One 
hundred years later, the future of Canada’s 
agricultural land base remains precarious, 
but not only because of speculation. 

The conversion of agricultural land to 
non-farm uses has been documented 
since the late 1950s. Between 2001 and 
2014, Statistics Canada published reports 
that represent a comprehensive account 
of continued encroachment of urban 
settlement into agricultural areas.1 The 
following results from these studies help to 
illustrate the problem:
• Over the 40 years from 1971 to 2011, 

farm area in Canada declined (-6%) from 
68.7 million hectares to 64.8 million 
hectares. The loss of 3.9 million 
hectares of farm area is equal to an area 
approximately the size of Vancouver Island 
in British Columbia.

• From 2001 to 2011, the farm area located 
on prime (classes 1-3) agricultural land 
declined by 969,802 hectares.

• From 2000 to 2011, there was a 19% 
increase in the settled area occupying 

PROTECTING FARMLAND
Principles and beneficial practices

SUMMARY

The historical loss of agricultural land 
in Canada, combined with a greater 
demand for food under changing 
climatic conditions, puts pressure 
on land use planners to protect 
agricultural land. This article presents 
a set of four principles and examples 
of beneficial practices that can help 
planners develop land use policy that 
has a stronger focus on protecting 
agricultural land.

By David J. Connell

SOMMAIRE

Au Canada, la perte historique de 
terres agricoles, conjuguée à une 
hausse de la demande de denrées 
alimentaires dans un contexte de 
changement climatique, impose aux 
planificateurs de l’aménagement 
du territoire des pressions pour 
une meilleure protection des terres 
agricoles. Cet article nous propose 
quatre principes et exemples de 
pratiques bénéfiques qui peuvent 
aider les planificateurs à élaborer des 
politiques d’utilisation du sol qui soient 
davantage axées sur la protection des 
terres agricoles.
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prime (Classes 1-3) land in Canada and a 
29% increase on Class 1 agricultural land. 

• The largest increase in settled area on 
dependable agricultural land occurred 
in the area bounded by three Great 
Lakes in the south and extends along the 
St. Lawrence River to Quebec City), which 
grew by 128,030 hectares (+27%), with 
over half of this growth coming from the 
Greater Golden Horseshoe.

• For the Greater Golden Horseshoe:
• From 2000 to 2011, settled area in 

southern Ontario’s Greater Golden 
Horseshoe region increased by 28% 
from 2,972 km2 to 3,807 km2.

• From 2000 to 2011, almost 200 km2 
within the Greenbelt was converted 
from agricultural land to settled area.

• The number of people living in the 
central settled area around Toronto, 
Oshawa and Hamilton increased 6% 
from 2001 to 2011, but population 
increased by 57% in adjacent areas.

The results of past studies have come with 
stark warnings about the continued loss 
of agricultural land. As Hofmann et al. 
stated in 2005, “The loss of any dependable 
agricultural land is a concern given the 
limited amount of this non-renewable 
resource. Once consumed, this land is, for all 
intents and purposes, permanently lost from 
agriculture.” However, our focus should not 
be restricted to the loss of farmland to urban 
development. In rural areas throughout 

Canada, the use of agricultural land for 
non-farm development, including energy 
development (e.g., oil and gas, solar, and 
wind), has increased significantly in recent 
years, amounting to a significant cumulative 
impact of non-farm developments on the 
agricultural land base.

What about the future supply of 
agricultural lands? What might Canada look 
like with as many as 70 million people by 
2068, as projected by Statistics Canada?2 
Based on historical patterns of developments, 
Canada will continue to convert agricultural 
land at a time when we have more people to 
feed. At the same time, national food security 
will be vulnerable to the repercussions of 
climate change on the global food system. 
Under these conditions, the need to protect 
agricultural land to support food production 
seems unquestionable.

PRINCIPLES AND POLICY TOOLS

Since 2013, the Agricultural Land Use 
Planning in Canada research program has 
been evaluating the quality of farmland 
protection policy in Canada.3 The researchers 
are measuring the strength of legislative 
frameworks, i.e., the quality of legislative 
frameworks as they are written, rather than 
looking at measures related to outcomes.4 
To date, evaluations of over 50 legislative 
frameworks have been completed at 
provincial, regional, and municipal levels of 
government. Collectively, these assessments 

illustrate a wide range of quality, from 
very weak to very strong. A legislative 
framework for agricultural land use planning 
includes legislation (e.g., laws, bylaws, and 
regulations), enforceable and aspirational 
policies, and governance structures (e.g., 
agricultural land commissions, planning 
advisory committees). A legislative 
framework to protect agricultural land 
defines the context and constraints for what 
a government can and must do. 

To measure the strength of legislative 
frameworks, the method of evaluation 
centres on a set of four principles:
• maximize stability
• integrate public priorities with other 

jurisdictions
• minimize uncertainty 
• accommodate flexibility
Each principle, on its own, addresses an 
aspect of quality that contributes to stronger 
policy to protect agricultural land; collectively, 
they are mutually reinforcing. The principles 
can guide the development of a legislative 
framework for any level of government. In this 
article, we focus on local governments.

Maximize stability

A stable legislative framework is one 
that makes a clear, legally enforceable 
commitment to protect agricultural 
land. This commitment should be firmly 
established in statutory plans and steady 
in purpose. For example, “to protect 
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agricultural land” is a strong, clear, and 
direct statement; “support agricultural 
uses of agricultural land” is moderate; and 
“support agriculture” is helpful, but weaker. 
The location in the document of the most 
important statements also contributes to 
stability. Generally, statements at the front 
end of a plan are important for expressing 
broader, overarching public priorities, 
including long-term vision and goals for 
land use planning. Where agriculture is 
a dominant feature of the landscape and 
economy, it is important to acknowledge 
the role of agriculture at the outset. Issues 
and driving concerns (e.g., loss of farmland 
and urban development pressures) should 
also be included. To maximize stability, the 
statutory plan warrants a policy section 
dedicated to agricultural land that includes 
goals and objectives to protect farmland and 
support agriculture.

In a high quality legislative framework, 
a statutory plan is supported by zoning and 
other implementing bylaws.5 Jurisdictions 
with areas that include a significant portion 
of contiguous agricultural land should 
consider adopting a sub-area plan, which 
can provide more detailed goals, objectives, 
and policies for a geographically limited 
agricultural area. In addition, a clear 
commitment expressed in the statutory 
plan should be substantiated by enforceable 
policies, such as an agricultural strategy, 
agricultural land use inventory, and food 
security strategy, all of which would include 
additional details such as a sector profile, 
statistics, maps, and action plans.

Integrate with other jurisdictions

Integrating public priorities with other 
jurisdictions is about one government 
formally aligning its commitment to protect 
agricultural land with similar priorities of 
other levels of government. For example, a 
local government should include a dedicated 
section within its statutory plan (and other 
relevant documents) that explicitly explains 
how its commitment to protect agricultural 
land aligns with provincial interests to 
protect agricultural land.

Three factors influence how a 
commitment to protect agricultural land can 
be aligned with broader public priorities. 
First, senior governments often require 
lower-level government bylaws “to be 
consistent with” or “to conform to” upper-
level legislative frameworks. Second, a 

local government’s authority over land 
use planning is affected by the extent to 
which senior levels of government retain 
(or delegate) approval of local government 
statutory plans and implementing bylaws. 
Third, if there is room for discretion, a local 
government may express its interest in 
protecting agricultural land in a way that 
exceeds minimum requirements. 

The benefit of integrating vertically with 
other levels of government depends on 
the strength of corresponding legislative 
frameworks. For example, a higher level 
of integration by a local government with 
strong provincial legislative framework 
serves to enhance the strength of the 
local government’s legislative framework. 
An expression of integration can range 
from a single sentence that demonstrates 
consistency in general terms, without 
specific reference to agriculture (weak) to 
a detailed statement that demonstrates 
consistency with agricultural land use 
policies (strong). However, if an upper-
level government has a weak legislative 
framework, there is limited benefit for a local 
government to integrate. In this situation, 
a statement that expresses that the local 
government has exceeded upper-level 
agricultural land use policies may be helpful. 

The principle of integration also applies 
horizontally, with other municipal or regional 
governments at the same level, as well as 
with agencies working with the government.

Minimize uncertainty

It is important that a local government’s 
commitment to protect agricultural 
land is not compromised by its other 
priorities or land use policies, especially 
as these priorities and policies relate 
to urban development. Threats of non-
farm development of agricultural land 
can be minimized through urban growth 
management policies that include 
designated urban growth boundaries and 
density targets. This commitment must 
be clear, direct, and integrated with other 
policies to help direct future development 
to urban areas. A review of the urban 
growth boundary should include a timeline 
for review, a mechanism to change the 
boundary, and target thresholds (e.g., based 
on population projections, estimates of land 
supply/capacity, and combinations thereof) 
that will trigger changes when conditions 
are met. Explicitly linking urban growth 

management to protecting agricultural land 
reinforces the mutual benefits of the two 
policies. Ideally, a commitment to containing 
urban development reduces speculation 
and, correspondingly, reduces prices for 
agricultural land. 

Even when the legislative framework 
makes a clear commitment to protect 
agricultural land, the presence of ambiguous 
language and open-ended conditions can 
contribute to uncertainty by undermining 
that commitment. Ambiguous language 
appears in different forms. Qualifying terms 
are those included at the end of a sentence, 
usually preceded by a comma. For example, 
a government may state its goal as “To 
protect farmland, whenever feasible.” These 
types of qualifiers raise questions regarding 
intent, signifying loopholes that can support 
the conversion and alienation of farmland. 
Similarly, the use of an unspecified qualifier 
for agricultural lands, e.g., “to protect viable 
agricultural land,” introduces uncertainty. 
Including “viable” infers that not all 
agricultural land will be treated equally. 
Furthermore, the absence of specific criteria 
that explain what “viable” means would leave 
the goal open to interpretation. Uncertainty 
is also introduced when a need to 
accommodate non-farm uses in agricultural 
areas is left open-ended. 

Beneficial practices include policy tools, 
such as covenants and designating specific 
areas for future development under pre-
defined conditions, and clear restrictions 
regarding non-farm activities in agricultural 
areas. If a local government knows that it 
needs to convert agricultural lands in order 
to accommodate future urban development, 
uncertainty can be reduced by explicitly 
identifying lands either as special study 
areas or as urban/residential reserves. 
Recognizing “right to farm” legislation is 
also very important.

Accommodate flexibility

The principle of accommodating flexibility 
is concerned with how known or new needs 
and interests are addressed alongside a 
commitment to protect agricultural land. 
Policies that accommodate non-farm 
development may be justified when a 
need for alternative uses is substantiated. 
Importantly, a government should consider 
how it might accommodate flexibility within its 
legislative framework only after it addresses 
the other three principles, such that the 
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primary functions of maximizing stability and 
minimizing uncertainty are not compromised.

An important means to accommodate 
flexibility is through governance 
mechanisms, such as agricultural advisory 
committees. Governance mechanisms, 
in conjunction with associated tools (e.g., 
agricultural impact assessments), ensure 
that agricultural voices and interests are 
represented in the decision-making process. 

Agricultural impact assessments should 
be required when considering non-farm 
developments that affect agricultural land and 
farming activities. Relevant considerations 
include capability of the soil, suitability of the 
land for agricultural uses, negative impacts 
on the industry, fragmentation of the land 
base, preservation of minimum parcel sizes, 
directing of development away from prime 
and viable agricultural lands, and mitigation 
of negative impacts on existing or adjacent 
agricultural areas.6

Several other beneficial practices can 
be employed to accommodate flexibility. 
Edge planning addresses farm/non-farm 
interface areas that are vulnerable to 
conflicts by using planning techniques (e.g., 
buffers and setbacks) to ensure greater 
compatibility among uses and mitigate 
affects between farm and non-farm uses. 
The BC Ministry of Agriculture, for example, 
has produced a comprehensive guide to edge 
planning.7 Development permit areas help 
to accommodate flexibility by designating 
geographic locations that need special 
treatment for certain purposes, such as edge 
planning. A detailed process for changing 
urban boundaries helps accommodate 
future non-farm uses of agricultural land by 
specifying known or new needs and interests 
in advance. Where appropriate, multiple 
agricultural zones can help accommodate 
different combinations of non-farm uses that 
take into consideration factors such as the 
quality of agricultural land and distance from 
urban areas, thereby accommodating more 
non-farm uses while mitigating impacts on 
prime agricultural areas.

EXAMPLES OF BENEFICIAL PRACTICES

As evident above, there is a variety of policy 
tools that can be incorporated in a legislative 
framework. When looking at a legislative 
framework as a whole, what matters more 
than the use of individual tools is how a 
comprehensive and complementary set of 
policy tools can be used to provide a very 

strong focus on protecting agricultural land. 
Based on evaluations completed as part 
of the national research project previously 
mentioned, the following legislative 
frameworks of local governments exemplify 
beneficial practices.

Richmond, British Columbia

The City of Richmond’s legislative framework 
for farmland protection is very strong. The 
City has a very clear, direct commitment to 
protecting agricultural land that is supported 
by a comprehensive set of policies. The 
vision statement of the city’s statutory 
plan refers to “protected and productive 
agricultural lands.” A dominant theme of the 
section on agriculture is protecting farmland 
and minimizing urban/rural conflicts, which 
is consistent with strong language in sub-
area plans. The city’s bylaws are supported 
by the Agricultural Viability Strategy (and 
corresponding Profile and Survey Reports), 
which states, “The purpose of the AVS is 
not to remove land from the Agricultural 
Land Reserve unless there is a substantial 
net benefit to agriculture and there is 
consultation with agricultural stakeholders.”

Several other qualities make Richmond’s 
legislative framework strong. There is 
substantial integration between Richmond’s 
legislative framework and Metro Vancouver’s 
Regional Growth Strategy (RGS). Compliant 
with provincial legislation, the city’s statutory 
plan includes Regional Context Statements, 
which list specific strategies and goals 

that align its statutory plan with Metro 
Vancouver’s RGS. A clear urban containment 
boundary helps to minimize uncertainty 
by restricting growth to urban areas while 
protecting farmland. Richmond’s zoning 
accommodates flexibility by providing 
three different types of agricultural zones 
that distinguish traditional farming uses 
from those with seasonal farm labour 
accommodation and cranberry processing 
facilities. Furthermore, Richmond has a 
number of Site Specific Zones in their zoning 
bylaw, three of which pertain to agriculture. 
The City also accommodates flexibility 
through landscape buffers. Agricultural 
Advisory Committees operate at the 
municipal and regional levels. 

Agglomération de Longueuil, Québec

The strength of the legislative framework to 
protect farmland for the Agglomération de 
Longueuil is strong. Agriculture is a clear 
priority and the boundaries of agricultural 
land are clearly defined. The statutory plan 
states, “the agglomeration’s peri-urban 
agricultural zone is not a territory awaiting 
urban development but constitutes a wealth 
which must be protected and developed 
for agricultural purposes.” Moreover, the 
agglomeration aims to increase the area of 
cultivated land by 10% (425 ha). The level 
of integration with other jurisdictions is 
also very strong, with explicit connections 
to provincial legislation, the provincial 
land commission, and the Montréal 
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regional land use plan. As well, member 
municipalities must determine boundaries 
and authorized uses of the agricultural 
zone in their territories.

In terms of accommodating flexibility, 
the Longueuil agglomeration limits urban 
expansion while also permitting expansion 
under certain conditions. The agglomeration 
formally delimits specific areas for rural 
development that accommodate non-farm 
residential development. Agricultural land 
is classified into four types, representing 
varying conditions for non-farm 
development. The impacts on agricultural 
land must be documented and proposals 
must demonstrate lack of available land 
elsewhere in the agglomeration or region. 

Town of Lincoln, Ontario

The Town of Lincoln, located in the Niagara 
fruit belt region, has a strong legislative 
framework that makes a very clear 
commitment to protecting good agricultural 
land. This commitment, a foundation 
of the town’s vision to be a Centre of 
Excellence for Agriculture, asserts that the 
“balance of the Town will remain an intact, 
protected, rural area where the top priority 
is agricultural development and related 
activities are a focus.” Correspondingly, the 
town identifies prime agricultural land as 
a scarce resource. The focus on protecting 
agricultural land is complemented by 
a very strong commitment to constrain 
urban expansion. This dual commitment 
is also reflected in the vision statement 
for the town’s statutory plan to manage 
rural and urban land uses in order to foster 
agriculturally-related economic activity.

CONCLUSION

When we consider the historical loss of 
farmland in Canada, combined with on-going 
land speculation in the “urban shadow” 
and the cumulative impacts of non-farm 
developments in agricultural areas, the 
future of agricultural land remains in doubt. 
Technology may help improve yields, but 
the costs to the environment and nutritional 
quality may outweigh the benefits of 
increased productivity. Climate change 
will improve growing conditions in some 
local areas, but will increase uncertainty 
about food supply at a global scale. 
Notwithstanding these challenges, we do 
have some control over the agricultural land 
base within our jurisdictions for the benefit 

of local and national food security.
On a parcel-by-parcel basis, agricultural 

impact assessments, development permit 
areas, and similar planning tools are 
necessary to mitigate conflict. However, 
to be most effective, individual planning 
tools must be part of a comprehensive 
and complementary legislative framework 
that has a strong focus on protecting all 
agricultural land within a jurisdiction. To 
this end, our aim of presenting beneficial 
practices within a set of four principles 
was to provide land use planners with 
a strategic approach to strengthening 
farmland protection – by maximizing the 
stability of farmland protection as a focus 
of legislative frameworks, by integrating 
farmland protection as a public priority 
with other jurisdictions, by minimizing the 
uncertainty of future non-farm development 
in relation to agricultural land, and, only as 
needed and appropriate, by accommodating 
flexibility to address specific needs and 
interests without compromising the overall 
strength of the legislative framework to 
protect agricultural land. 

David Connell, PhD, RPP, MCIP is an 
Associate Professor in Ecosystem  
Science and Management at the Univer-
sity of Northern British Columbia. David 
is leading a national research program 
to assess the state of agricultural land 
use planning for farmland protection 
in Canada (www.aglup.org). Central to 
this work is a method for evaluating the 
strength of legislative frameworks. He 
has published in the areas of plan evalu-
ation (plan quality), planning theory, and 
farmland protection.
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INTRODUCTION

Some of the best farmland in Canada exists 
in southern Ontario. The region known as 
the Greater Golden Horseshoe possesses 
a combination of soils, topography, and 
favourable climate with ample precipitation 
that contributes to a diverse and highly 
productive agricultural sector. Adjacent to 
the Greater Toronto Area (GTA), this region 
is also home to the most rapidly urbanizing 
population base in Canada. Historically, as 
a result of these growth and development 
pressures, prime agricultural lands have 
often been consumed to accommodate  
on-going urbanization. 

In recognition of the significant loss and 
development of these valuable agricultural 
lands, the provincial government pledged 
to take action to protect sensitive lands and 
promote growth in a more sustainable manner. 
At the time, the Greater Golden Horseshoe was 
forecast to grow by nearly four million people 
over a 30-year timeframe, potentially exasper-
ating issues of low intensity urban sprawl and 
impacts from traditional development patterns. 

In 2005, the Province enacted the 
Greenbelt Plan, providing enhanced 
protection to farmland and ecologically 
sensitive landscapes around the Greater 
Toronto Area. Specific to farmland, the 
Greenbelt Plan protected prime agricultural 
land – land classified by the Canada Land 
Inventory as 1, 2, and 3 soils – and specialty 
crop areas. These lands were captured under 
a Protected Countryside designation, which 
encompassed 404,685 hectares of land. 

GREENBELT GETS IT RIGHT
Balancing preservation of agricultural land  
and urban development

SUMMARY

Following the December 2004 
introduction of the Ontario provincial 
government’s Greenbelt Plan to protect 
prime agricultural land within its 
borders, concerns were raised over 
potentially greater losses of those lands 
beyond the Greenbelt, where provincial 
policies are less restrictive. To evaluate 
the Plan’s impact on development 
trends, the University of Guelph tracked 
plan amendment data redesignating 
prime agricultural land from 2000 to 
2017 in the Greater Golden Horseshoe 
region. Results show that rather than 
encouraging development beyond the 
outer boundary as anticipated, the 
Plan may have contributed to greater 
intensification in the Whitebelt region 
of the Greater Toronto Area. Concurrent 
preservation of prime agricultural land 
within Greenbelt borders confirms 
how complementary growth and 
urban development policies lead to 
successful planning. 

By Emma Drake, Sara Epp, and Wayne Caldwell

SOMMAIRE

En décembre 2004, à la suite du 
dévoilement par le gouvernement 
provincial ontarien de son Plan de la 
ceinture de verdure visant à protéger les 
terres agricoles à fort rendement sur 
son territoire, des inquiétudes ont été 
soulevées concernant d’autres pertes 
des terres de qualité à l’extérieur de la 
Ceinture de verdure où les politiques 
provinciales sont moins contraignantes. 
Pour évaluer l’impact du Plan sur 
les tendances en aménagement, 
l’Université de Guelph a procédé à un 
suivi des données sur les modifications 
du Plan visant la désignation de terres 
agricoles de qualité de 2000 à 2017 dans 
la région élargie du Golden Horseshoe. 
Les résultats démontrent que plutôt 
qu’encourager comme on avait prévu 
le développement au delà des limites 
fixées, le Plan aurait contribué à une 
plus grande intensification dans la 
Ceinture blanche de la région du 
Grand Toronto. Les mesures de 
préservation concurrentes des terres 
agricoles de qualité à l’intérieur des 
limites de la Ceinture verte confirment 
que les politiques complémentaires 
de croissance et de développement 
urbain peuvent contribuer à la réussite 
de l’aménagement. 
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Under the Protected Countryside 
policies of the 2005 Greenbelt Plan (3.1.2.2 
and 3.1.3.2), specialty crop areas and 
prime agricultural lands were not to be 
redesignated in municipal official plans 
for non-agricultural uses, with certain 
exceptions provided. While these policies 
provided enhanced protection to those 
lands within the Protected Countryside, 
implementation also created a scenario 
where agricultural lands outside of the 
Greenbelt receive relatively less protection. 

METHODOLOGY

The research analyzed official plan amend-
ments for upper- and single-tier municipali-
ties in the Greater Golden Horseshoe, which 
redesignated prime agricultural lands to 
non-agricultural designations and purpos-
es from 2000 to 2017. This time frame was 
specifically chosen to capture amendments 
initiated both before and after implementation 
of the Greenbelt Plan. 

Official plan amendments, including 
those for official plan reviews, were 
used as the chosen method of tracking 
prime agricultural land, as they provided 
a consistent methodology to track 
implemented decisions on agricultural 
land conversions. Where possible, the 
redesignation of prime agricultural lands 
through the implementation of a new official 
plan was also captured.

All 21 upper- and single-tier 
municipalities within the Greater Golden 
Horseshoe were initially considered in 
the research. However, only 15 of these 

municipalities were identified to have prime 
agricultural lands designated in their 
official plans as of 2000. The remaining six 
municipalities did not contain a significant 
presence of designated prime agricultural 
lands in 2000 and were likewise removed 
from the research. A summary of the 
municipalities included in the research is 
provided in Table 1. 

The data for this research was collected 
largely from the upper- and single-tier 
municipalities noted in Table 1. However, 
where an upper- or single-tier official 
plan did not differentiate between prime 
agricultural and rural lands, amendments 
were analyzed at the local level. Amendments 
were also analyzed at the local level where an 
upper-tier official plan was not yet in effect. 

Official plan amendment data was 
collected through a combination of 
site-visits, electronic records and email 
correspondence, depending on the record 
system of the municipality. The official 
plan amendments were reviewed on an 

Municipality Upper- or Single-Tier* Status

City of Toronto Single Not Included

Durham Region Upper Included

York Region Upper Included

Peel Region Upper Included

Halton Region Upper Included

City of Hamilton (in progress) Single Not Included

Northumberland Region Upper Included

City of Peterborough Single Not Included

Peterborough County Upper Included

City of Kawartha Lakes Upper Included

Simcoe County Upper Included

City of Barrie Single Not Included

City of Orillia Single Not Included

Dufferin County Upper Included

Wellington County Upper Included

City of Guelph Single Not Included

Waterloo Region Upper Included

Brant County Upper Included

City of Brantford Single Not Included

Haldimand County Upper Included

Niagara Region Upper Included

Table 1. Municipalities in the Greater Golden Horseshoe considered in the research
* Upper-tier municipalities consist of counties/regions. Lower-tier municipalities (local level) include 
townships, towns, and cities and are part of the upper-tier structure (for example the upper-tier Region 
of Niagara includes 12 lower-tier municipalities). Single-tier municipalities consist of former upper- and 
lower-tier municipalities that have been amalgamated into a single unit.

In Ontario, prime agricultural lands 
outside the Greenbelt Plan are protected 
by the Provincial Policy Statement (PPS), 
which guides land use planning across 
the province. While the PPS directs 
that prime agricultural areas shall be 
protected for long-term use in agriculture, 
the redesignation of those lands may be 
permitted under certain criteria, thereby 
representing a lesser standard than afforded 
by the Greenbelt Plan.

Given the contrasting policy conditions, it 
was speculated that following implementation 
of the Greenbelt Plan, development would 
migrate beyond the Greenbelt Plan borders, 
where fewer restrictions on the redesignation 
of prime agricultural lands were in place. 
Specifically, an increase in development on 
the agricultural lands to the north of the 
Greenbelt Plan was anticipated, due to the 
phenomenon known as the leapfrog effect. 
The research therefore sought to analyze 
the impact of the Greenbelt Plan on prime 
agricultural lands within and beyond its 
borders and investigate any evidence of 
changing land use patterns. 

“In Ontario, prime 
agricultural lands
outside the Greenbelt 
Plan are protected by
the Provincial Policy
Statement (PPS), which
guides land use planning 
across the province.”
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individual basis. Key points of information 
including the date of application, date of final 
adoption, purpose, former and new land use 
designation, area affected by the amendment 
(hectares), special policy permissions, 

and location were recorded. As required, 
additional information was also obtained 
from review of related documents, including 
planners' reports, Ontario Municipal Board 
files and application forms, as well as 

general correspondence with the planners of 
the municipality. Once tabulated, the results 
were summarized and confirmed with the 
respective municipality. 

Following collection of the official plan 
amendment data, the amendments were 
mapped according to location, either within 
the Protected Countryside of the Greenbelt, 
in the countryside to the north, or in the 
countryside located between the built up 
area of the Greater Toronto Area (GTA) and 
the southern Greenbelt border, also known 
as the Whitebelt. (See Figure 2.)

Amendments were also categorized by 
year of application, and were sorted into 
three five-year time-frames to recognize the 
policy regime in place during consideration 
of the amendment, as listed below: 
• 2000 – 2004 – Prior to Greenbelt 

implementation
• 2005 – 2009 – 1-5 years following 

Greenbelt implementation
• 2010 – 2014 – 6-10 years following 

Greenbelt implementation
While data was collected for amendment 
applications from 2015 to 2017, analysis of 
these amendments remains ongoing. 

RESULTS

During the study time frame, more than 
18,120 hectares of prime agricultural 
land were redesignated within the Greater 
Golden Horseshoe through 163 official 
plan amendments. 

In the five years prior to the implemen-
tation of the Greenbelt Plan (2000-2004), 
83 amendments, which redesignated 
4,561 hectares of prime agricultural land, 
were identified within the Greater Golden 
Horseshoe. Of the 83 total, only 13 amend-
ments, representing 891 hectares, were 
within what would become the Greenbelt  
Protected Countryside. The remaining 
70 amendments and 3,670 hectares were 
redesignated in the countryside outside of 
the Greenbelt boundaries, thus suggesting 
that even prior to Greenbelt implementation, 
prime agricultural lands outside the Green-
belt eventual borders were under greater 
pressure than those within. 

Of the prime agricultural lands redesignated 
outside of what would become the Greenbelt 
Plan area, the majority (2,601 hectares) were 
north of the Greenbelt boundaries, while the 
remaining 1,069 hectares were redesignated 
south of the Greenbelt borders (Whitebelt 
region). (See Table 2 on the next page.)

Figure 1. Map of Ontario’s Greenbelt Plan

Figure 2: Greenbelt and Whitebelt Lands
Source: Allen, R., & Campsie, P. (2013). Implementing the Growth Plan for the Greater Golden Horseshoe. 
Toronto, ON: Neptis Foundation.

Source: The Neptis Foundation. Ontario’s Greenbelt [map]. Layers used: Greenbelt Boundary, Greenbelt 
Area, Upper/Single-Tier Borders, Upper/Single Tier Labels, Lower-Tier Borders, Lower-Tier Labels. Scale 
unknown. Map generated by Emma Drake, using “Neptis Geoweb” https://www.neptisgeoweb.org (Accessed 
January 19, 2020).
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In the five years following the 
implementation of the Greenbelt Plan (2005-
2009), three amendments representing 
316 hectares of prime agricultural land 
loss were identified within the Protected 
Countryside. While seemingly contrary 
to Greenbelt policy, these amendments 
largely captured exceptions permitted under 
Greenbelt Plan policy for settlement area 
boundary expansions initiated – but not yet 
applied for – prior to implementation of the 
Greenbelt Plan. More specifically, Policy 
3.4.4 of the 2005 Greenbelt Plan specified 
that municipally initiated settlement area 
boundary expansions that were initiated 
prior to December 16, 2003, through 
a council resolution or the substantial 
completion of background reports and 
expenditure of municipal funds, may be 
considered. (See Table 3.)

Outside of the Greenbelt boundaries during 
this same time frame (2005-2009), prime 
agricultural land redesignation increased by 
nearly 150%. Approximately 9,159 hectares 
of prime agricultural land was redesignated 
beyond the Greenbelt boundaries. 
Interestingly, the spatial distribution of the 
amendments was also substantially altered 

Application Time-Frame

Official Plan Amendments 2000-2004

Greenbelt Protected 
Countryside

North of 
Greenbelt

South of Greenbelt 
(Whitebelt)

Number of Amendments 13 64 6

Hectares Redesignated 891 ha 2,601 ha 1,069 ha

Application Time-Frame

Prime Agricultural Land Redesignated 2005-2009

Greenbelt Protected 
Countryside

North of 
Greenbelt

South of Greenbelt 
(Whitebelt)

Number of Amendments 3 34 5

Hectares Redesignated 316 ha 1,432 ha 7,728 ha

Percent Change in Hectares 
Redesignated 2000-2004

-64.5% -44.9% +622.9%

Application Time-Frame

Prime Agricultural Land Redesignated 2010-2014

Greenbelt Protected 
Countryside

North of 
Greenbelt

South of Greenbelt 
(Whitebelt)

Number of Amendments 0 25 7

Hectares Redesignated 0 ha 1,065 ha 2,904 ha

Percent Change in Hectares 
Redesignated 2005-2009

-100% -25.6% -62.4%

Table 2. Prime Agricultural Land Redesignated from 2000-2004

Table 3. Prime Agricultural Land Redesignated from 2005-2009

Table 4. Prime Agricultural Land Redesignated from 2010-2014
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during these five years. The majority of 
amendments were not to the north of the 
Greenbelt, where only 1,432 hectares were 
redesignated, but rather in the Whitebelt 
region. In the Whitebelt, five amendments, 
redesignating 7,728 hectares, were applied for 
from 2005-2009 and subsequently approved, 
representing more than a 620% increase from 
the five years previous. 

In the following five years (2010-2014), no 
prime agricultural lands were redesignated 
within the Greenbelt Protected Countryside. 
Beyond the Greenbelt boundaries, official 
plan amendments redesignated another 
3,969 hectares of prime agricultural land. 
(See Table 4.)

Of the total area of prime agricultural 
lands redesignated outside of the Greenbelt 
from 2010-2014, the majority was within 
the Whitebelt area, where 2,904 hectares of 
prime agricultural land was redesignated. 
Beyond the Greenbelt boundaries to the 
north, only 1,065 hectares were affected.

DISCUSSION

The results of the research generally 
indicate success from an overall land use 
planning perspective. 

Following implementation of the Greenbelt 
Plan, little to no prime agricultural land 
has been redesignated within the Greenbelt 
Plan boundaries, with exceptions for those 
amendments initiated, but not yet applied 
for, prior to Greenbelt implementation as per 
Greenbelt Plan policy 3.4.4. 

Further, the results contradict the notion 
of a leapfrog effect. While prime agricultural 

lands north of the Greenbelt boundary were 
under more pressure in the years preceding 
Greenbelt Plan implementation, from 2005 
to 2014 far more prime agricultural land was 
redesignated in the Whitebelt region. 

As noted in the Tables 1-4, from 2005 
to 2014, a little less than 2,500 hectares of 
prime agricultural land was redesignated in 
the countryside north of the Greenbelt Plan 
boundaries, while by comparison, more than 
10,630 hectares were redesignated in the 
Whitebelt. In relative terms, more than 84% 
of the prime agricultural land redesignated 
during this period was within the Whitebelt, 
compared to only 29% in the five years 
previous. While slightly less at 73%, this 
trend also remained relatively stable from 
2010-2014, with the majority of prime 
agricultural land redesignation remaining in 
the Whitebelt region. (See Figure 3.)

Furthermore, most prime agricultural 
land redesignated in the Whitebelt occurred 
from 2005 to 2009, at which time land 
redesignated also experienced a 620% 
increase over the five years previous. 

The results thus suggest that rather 
than aggravating the expansion of sprawl 
to the north through a leapfrog effect, the 
implementation of the Greenbelt Plan 
appears to correspond with a trend of 
intensification in the Whitebelt. The impact 
of the Growth Plan for the Greater Golden 
Horseshoe, 2006 (Growth Plan), has strong 
consideration in this outcome. 

As noted at the onset, the Province took 
action on land conversion and development by 
implementing policies to preserve landscapes 

and manage growth. In 2006, shortly after the 
introduction of the Greenbelt Plan, the Growth 
Plan for the Greater Golden Horseshoe 
(Growth Plan) was also introduced. The 
document provided specific direction on 
where and how to grow in the Greater 
Golden Horseshoe, largely encouraging 
intensification and limiting sprawl. Together, 
the policies of the Greenbelt Plan and the 
Growth Plan provided the provincial direction 
to preserve habitat, protect farmland, 
encourage transit efficiencies, and promote 
complete communities. 

Specific policies of the Growth Plan 
directed growth to settlement areas, 
requiring that by 2015 and each year 
thereafter, at least 40% of all new 
residential development would be within a 
built-up area. Furthermore, policies of the 
Growth Plan restricted settlement areas 
boundary expansions, and specified that 
such expansions may only occur as a result 
of a municipal comprehensive review, and 
may make sufficient lands available for a 
time horizon of up to 20 years. In addition, 
policies were introduced for density targets. 
Overall, the provincial direction introduced 
through the implementation of the Growth 
Plan was one that promoted compact built 
form and efficient growth. 

The intensification and growth 
management policies introduced by the 
Growth Plan thus likely played a role in the 
shift in land development patterns evidenced 
in this research. The policies of the Growth 
Plan help to provide rationale for why greater 
redesignation of prime agricultural land was 
experienced in the Whitebelt from 2005 to 
2009, as municipalities sought to incorporate 
this provincial direction into their land use 
planning documents through Growth Plan 
conformity exercises. 

Of the five amendments initiated in the 
Whitebelt region from 2005-2009, two of the 
three largest amendments, representing 
more than 50% of the prime agricultural land 
redesignated (approximately 4,150 hectares) 
made specific reference to Growth Plan 
conformity exercises. While they did not make 
specific reference to Growth Plan exercises, 
the remaining three represented settlement 
area boundary expansions and allocations for 
future growth of a similar nature. 

The pattern of large-scale official plan 
amendments to accommodate future growth 
in the Whitebelt also continued through 
to the final time phase of the research 

Proportion of all prime agricultural land outside of the Greenbelt lost within the northern 
unprotected countryside and the Whitebelt, by application time frame
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(2010-2014), as nearly 100% of all land 
redesignated in the Whitebelt during this 
time was for such an amendment. 

It is interesting to note the difference 
within the Whitebelt, relative to the 
countryside to the north. While official 
plan amendments for settlement area 
boundary expansions and future growth 
represented a substantial amount of prime 
agricultural land redesignated to the north 
of the Greenbelt, far more amendments for 
a site-specific purpose were experienced 
in this area. To the north, more than half of 
the prime agricultural land redesignated 
was for a site-specific purpose, such as 
individual businesses or private residential 
developments. (See Figure 4.) 

Notably, while prime agricultural land 
has been redesignated to the north of the 
Greenbelt, it has been to a much smaller 
scale when compared to the Whitebelt. Thus, 
the results have indicated that together the 
Growth Plan and the Greenbelt Plan have 
preserved farmland while accommodating 
the inevitable growth of the Greater Golden 
Horseshoe in an efficient form, and as an 
extension of existing built-up areas. 

While the results highlight the success 
of the Greenbelt Plan and Growth Plan 
combined, monitoring of the available land 
supply in the Whitebelt region will be of the 
utmost importance in years to come. While 
land is available in this area, it may continue 
to mitigate the anticipated migration of 
development to the north of the Greenbelt; 
however, should this land supply become 
exhausted, impacts of a leapfrog effect and 
greater loss of prime agricultural land may 
come to fruition in the countryside north of 
the Greenbelt boundaries. 

It is important to reiterate that while the 
Greenbelt Plan and the Growth Plan have each 
shown signs of success, the success of one 
may not have been possible without the other. 
If the Greenbelt Plan had been implemented 
on its own, a more traditional form of the 
leapfrog effect may have been experienced. 
However, by introducing the Greenbelt Plan 
and growth management policies at the same, 
these policy documents have worked together 
to preserve a valuable landscape by also 
promoting compact built form. 

In preserving prime agricultural land, 
guidance for growth that reinforces land 
preservation goals must also be emphasized 
and encouraged in order to achieve success. 
Urban containment mechanisms, such as 

greenbelts or agricultural land reserves, must 
be implemented together with policies that 
promote efficient growth. Furthermore, while 
goals may be focused on land preservation, 
sufficient land should be kept available 
outside of a reserve such as the Whitebelt 
area, to help ensure that inevitable growth 
can be efficiently accommodated and to avoid 
inefficient leapfrog development patterns. 

In summary, these results provide 
important insight into the future of 
agriculture, and urban development within 
the area to the north of Toronto. In this 
context, the Greenbelt Plan, in tandem 
with the Growth Plan, has achieved three 
things. First, provincial policies have been 
very effective in halting urban development 
within the area known as the Protected 
Countryside. Second, the lands to the south 
of the Greenbelt and north of Toronto (the 
Whitebelt) have been the focus of urban 
expansion. This area is developing at 
relatively high density and development is 
based on large-scale municipal planning 
schemes. Third, in a reversal of trends 
predating the Greenbelt Plan, the lands 
located to the north of the Greenbelt 
have seen relatively fewer official plan 
amendments and reduced conversion of 
agricultural land. 

The long-term effectiveness of these 
policies is neither certain nor guaranteed. 
For on-going success, they will continue to 
require a broad base of public and political 
support. The policies will continue to require 
the blending of rural and urban goals and 
aspirations, and they will require thoughtful 
foresight and steadfast implementation. 
Quality urban development and the protection 
of the rural spaces do not happen by 
accident, but rather through concerted effort.

Finally, continued success will require 
ongoing monitoring and evaluation. As 
effective as policy has been in directing 

growth to the Whitebelt and avoiding the 
protected countryside, there is a risk of 
development beyond the Greenbelt, as this 
area fills in. Through these efforts a balanced 
approach can be achieved, helping to ensure 
land preservation and quality development.

For further information on this research visit 
waynecaldwell.ca.
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INTRODUCTION

Food systems have historically been 
excluded from local planning and policy 
agendas, despite the significant impact 
food has on communities. The food system 
includes all the steps of the food supply 
chain, from production to processing, 
distribution, consumption, and waste 
management. As a field of practice, food 
systems planning addresses the impacts 
of the entire food system on societal and 
environmental wellbeing. This can include 
such things as the influence of the built 
environment on food access, the effects of 
farmland loss on the rural economy, the 
pollution of freshwater from agriculture, or 
the linkages between food security, poverty, 
and health. As food systems planning has 
emerged as a legitimate field of practice over 
the past two decades, so has opportunity 
to plan for a food system that works toward 
community, economic and environmental 
health and wellbeing.

In a 2009, Plan Canada dedicated a 
special issue to growing concerns around 
food security. In it, the late Jerome 
Kaufman, an American planning scholar, 
commented on recent progress within 
community food systems planning and 
provided several predictions for the next 
phase of the emerging field. Primarily 
drawing on experience in the US, Kaufman 
noted increased interest and engagement in 
community food systems planning. This came 
only a decade after Kaufman, and colleague 
Kami Pothukuchi brought attention to the 

PLANNING TO EAT
A new decade for food planning

SUMMARY

Ten years ago, American planning 
scholar Jerome Kaufman outlined 
key areas for the development of food 
systems planning in this publication. 
Now, after another decade, we 
assess the extent to which Kaufman’s 
vision has been realized, and offer 
three directions for the next decade 
of food planning. These directions 
include: 1) Comprehensive policy 
to plan across the food system, 
2) Collaborative planning to impact 
the food system beyond local 
boundaries, and 3) Multi-dimensional 
food system data collection to inform 
policy and monitor progress. A new 
approach that focuses planning at the 
bioregional scale is proposed to apply 
these three directions.

By Emily Hansen, Naomi Robert, and Kristi Tatebe

SOMMAIRE

Il y a dix ans, l’éminent spécialiste 
en urbanisme Jerome Kaufman 
décrivait dans ces pages quatre 
secteurs clés pour le développement 
de la planification des systèmes 
alimentaires. Une décennie plus 
tard, les auteurs de l’article font une 
relecture de la vision de Kaufman pour 
déterminer dans quelle mesure elle 
s’était concrétisée et nous proposent 
trois axes d’action pour la prochaine 
décennie de planification alimentaire. 
Ces axes comprennent 1) Des 
politiques globales de planification pour 
l’ensemble du système alimentaire; 
2) Une planification en concertation 
pour avoir des impacts sur le système 
qui dépassent les frontières des 
administrations locales; 3) La collecte 
de données à plusieurs niveaux sur 
le système alimentaire pour éclairer 
l’adoption de politiques et le suivi des 
progrès réalisés. Pour donner appui à 
ces trois axes, on propose une nouvelle 
approche à échelle biorégionale.   

19SPRING • PRINTEMPS 2020 | PLAN CANADA



Source: Thinkstock.

glaring omission of food issues from local 
government planning agendas.1 In his 2009 
article, Kaufman speculated that the future 
would see a rise in opportunities for food 
system planning professionals, as well as 
increased consideration for food systems in 
planning activities. 

This article revisits Kaufman’s predictions 
for the future of food systems planning, 
highlights progress made since, and presents 
three key directions for the coming decade.

ANOTHER DECADE OF PROGRESS 2009-2019

New opportunities for planning professionals

Kaufman envisioned a future with 
specialized job opportunities for food 
systems planners, and where professional 
development and knowledge exchange in 
the sector would increase. 

In Canada, opportunities for planners 
have indeed increased with new food-
specific roles in local governments 
and agencies. Both urban and rural 
communities have adopted food-
specific plans, increasing opportunities 
for planners to engage in this work. 
Examples include Calgary’s Food System 
Assessment and Action Plan, Revelstoke’s 
Food Security Strategy, Charlottetown’s 
Food Charter, and the District of Saanich 
Agriculture and Food Security Plan. 
Other communities have integrated food 
system considerations into comprehensive 
planning. For example, the City of Victoria 
dedicates a chapter of their Official 
Community Plan to food systems policy. 

These planning processes suggest that 
Canadian municipalities are dedicating 
additional resources to food systems 
planning, much as Kaufman predicted. 
However, the practice of food systems 
planning is still not fully understood or 
institutionalized in planning agencies 
and training programs. Despite notable 
examples, only a minority of Canadian 
communities dedicate capacity to address 
food systems through planning. Similarly, 
while food systems planning is a subject 
of interest for students within accredited 
planning programs, outside of the Rural 
Planning and Development Program at 
the University of Guelph, training for food 
systems planners is limited. As a result, 
knowledge of food systems, and associated 
planning skills are highly variable, and often 
limited across the country. 

Food systems planning aims to improve conditions across the entire food supply chain –  
from production to waste management. 
Source: Institute for Sustainable Food Systems, ISFS.
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Food Systems Consideration in Planning 

Kaufman imagined a future where more 
comprehensive plans, zoning ordinances, 
and regulatory bylaws would further support 
food systems planning. He pictured a future 
where policies would address a range of 
issues “beyond just support for community 
gardens, and farmer’s markets.” Kaufman 
saw a future where “policies calling for 
more sites to compost food waste to provide 
good soil for local growing projects... animal 
husbandry, edible landscapes, rooftop 
gardens and adaptive use warehouses 
converted into aquaponic fish-producing 
operations...” Notably, Kaufman’s expanded 
vision of food planning still maintains a 
strong focus on urban agriculture. Urban 
agriculture has indeed gained popularity 
and broadened to include zoning permitting 
small livestock in urban areas, small-scale 
commercial urban food production, and 
licensing for the sale of food produced in 
cities. However, it is necessary to increase 
the breadth of food planning beyond urban 
agriculture to more comprehensively 
address all components of the food system.

Kaufman’s narrow focus on urban 
agriculture is also reflected in the past 
decade of food system planning. A review 
of over 60 Official Community Plans (OCPs) 
in BC found that, of those addressing food 
systems, urban agriculture policy was 
present in two thirds.2 The same study 
found that support for other critical food 
system components, such as local food 
processing and waste management as well 
as protection of water resources and the 
environment, were present in less than 
half of reviewed OCPs. While this analysis 
is limited to a single region, ongoing 
North American research is constructively 
questioning the capacity of urban agriculture 
to address important food systems 
challenges, particularly food security.3

Other notable progress:  
A Food Policy for Canada

In Canada, food planning has historically 
taken place in provincial and federal silos, 
resulting in a fragmented policy landscape 
and often contradictory outcomes that 
persist to this day.4 For example, Canada is 
both among the wealthiest nations in the 
world and one of the largest exporters of 
agricultural commodities, yet four million 
Canadians are food insecure.5 The majority 
of Canadian youth do not eat sufficient fruits 

and vegetables for a healthy diet,6 and yet 
Canada is the only G7 country without a 
national school food program. 

Given such fragmented food policy, 
perhaps one of the most promising 
developments from the last decade is the 
new Food Policy for Canada, the country’s 
first coordinated policy effort addressing 
food systems.7 Food Policy for Canada 
outlines high-level directives for the nation’s 
food system, linking priorities in domains 
that were previously addressed in silos, or 
unaddressed all together. These include 
health, infrastructure development, food 
access, agriculture, and waste management. 
Initial policy directives focus on increased 
food security in Northern and isolated 
communities, development of infrastructure 
for food processing and waste management, 
the creation of a National School Food 
Program, and the development of a National 
Food Policy Advisory Council.

NEXT STEPS: THREE DIRECTIONS FOR A 
NEW DECADE OF FOOD SYSTEMS PLANNING 
Despite two decades of food systems 
planning progress, issues such as diet 
related disease, food waste, rural decline, 
and food insecurity persist. Herein we 
present three directions to guide future 
food systems planning to better address the 
associated multi-disciplinary challenges.

Comprehensive policy to plan  
across the entire food system

Expanding the breadth of food systems policy 
to consider the entire food system – from 
production to waste management – will not 
only help avoid contradictory policy goals, 
but ensure that policy outcomes build toward 
common objectives. For example, imagine a 
planning approach that, in efforts to increase 

food security, also adopted a poverty reduction 
strategy that includes access to affordable 
housing, childcare, and transportation. Or one 
that aims to increase access to local food, by 
not only supporting farmers’ markets, but also 
integrating support for food processing and 
distribution infrastructure, and commitments 
to local procurement in public institutions. 
The strength of such an approach is that it 
takes into consideration how components 
of the food system intersect across different 
planning domains.

The City of Toronto is a notable example 
of a comprehensive food policy approach. In 
2010, the Toronto Food Strategy introduced 
the concept of food as a “lever” to solve 
seemingly non-food related problems, 
such as job creation, poverty, and waste 
management. The central theme of “food 
as a public good” has been integrated 
across municipal domains, such as land 
use planning, public health, social and 
community development, economic 
development, sustainability, and approaches 
to climate change. Realizing the vision 
for transformative food systems change 
outlined in the City’s Food Strategy requires 
comprehensive food systems policy and 
collaboration across municipal divisions. 

Collaborative planning for impact  
beyond local government boundaries

More comprehensive food systems 
planning often requires the consideration 
of resources and processes beyond the 
jurisdiction of a single local government 
or planning agency, thus requiring 
collaborative planning processes. 

The City of Nelson, BC provides an example 
of planning beyond the boundaries of a single 
municipality. After identifying food systems 
as an increasingly important planning focus, 

Fraser River and farmland in the Southwest British Columbia bioregion.
Source: Thinkstock.
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the municipality sought to strengthen support 
for the local food system. Recognizing that 
limited land was available within the city 
boundary for food production, Nelson aspired 
to play a more significant role as a distribution 
hub for the region’s agricultural sector. To 
this end, the municipality amended its zoning 
to better accommodate food storage and 
distribution land uses within the city.8 This 
way, the City could work toward improving 
access to local food for residents and 
supporting the agricultural economy in the 
Southern Interior of BC. 

Nelson illustrates thinking of food systems 
planning beyond traditional municipal 
boundaries. Active collaboration with adjacent 
municipalities could further strengthen 
the local food system to connect regional 
farms to urban consumers. For example, to 
achieve this, distinct planning jurisdictions 
could collaboratively amend industrial zoning 
to best co-locate missing infrastructure, 
strategically establish agricultural enterprise 
zones, and collaboratively adopt local 
procurement practices to support demand for 
regional food production. 

Multi-dimensional food system data collection

Data collection is key to helping policy makers 
understand and monitor policy impacts. 
Over the last decade, local governments 
have increasingly employed food systems 
metrics to monitor the progress of new 
food policies. These metrics have focused 
primarily on one-dimensional measurements 
such as infrastructure counts, or program 
participation. For example, the City of 
Vancouver’s Greenest City Action Plan 
monitors the number of food assets, such 
as community orchards, garden plots, and 
farmers’ markets. Similarly, the City of 
Calgary identifies the proportion of residents 
living within 1 km of a grocery store to track 
progress toward increasing food access. 
While these indicators can be an important 
for monitoring planning progress, there is 
a call for food system metrics to recognize 
intersections between food systems and other 
elements of societal wellbeing.

A new approach to food system metrics can 
address the relationships between outcomes, 
such as food access, and upstream causes 
including poverty, and racial injustice.9 

For example, local governments seeking 
to increase access to nutritious food could 
recognize both economic and physical 
barriers, and investigate impacts of these 

across different communities. Appropriate 
data collection could include assessments of 
income, housing costs or measurements of 
purchasing power, separated by population 
group.10 This type of multi-dimensional data 
collection integrates upstream determinants 
of food access into food security conversations 
in a way that measurements of grocery store 
proximity cannot. To help guide practitioners 
in this work, the Center for Regional Food 
Systems, at Michigan State University, 
published a collection of metrics for 
measuring racial equity in the food system.11

The recently developed Winnipeg Food 
Atlas spatially integrates neighbourhood-
level information on distances to food retail, 
household income, recent immigration, 
ethnic origin, and the prevalence of 
diabetes as well as the cost of treatment. 
By doing so, the Food Atlas exposes 
relationships between food access, health, 
nutrition, income, and demographics for 
a more holistic understanding of the food 
environment and more informed policy 
development. For example the cost of 
diabetes treatment can be used to advocate 
for preventative policy interventions to 
improve food and nutrition security.12

AN INTEGRATED APPROACH:  
BIOREGIONAL FOOD SYSTEMS PLANNING

We propose a bioregional approach to food 
systems planning as a way to integrate these 
three directives and provide a more scale-
appropriate and informed framework for 
food systems planning.

Bioregions are areas with similar 
human and ecological character, defined 
by common climate, ecology, culture, and 
economic drivers. The bioregional scale is 
large enough to permit comprehensive food 
systems planning, while still sufficiently 
narrow to consider individual community 
contexts. As such, this scale provides an 
ideal framework for future food system 
planning and policy development. 

A bioregional approach can facilitate 
planning across the entire food supply chain. 
For example, bioregional scale planning 
could enable closing the loop on food waste 
by establishing waste collection from food 
processors, retailers, and consumers to 
recycle for use as agricultural fertilizers. Such 
a closed loop system could simultaneously 
reduce the need for fossil fuel-based 
fertilizers while mitigating the negative 
environmental impacts associated with 

agricultural waste management and disposal.
A bioregional approach to food systems 

planning necessitates collaboration 
between local planning agencies, leading 
to a shared vision and the development of 
more coherent policies and implementation 
strategies. For example, collaboration at 
the bioregional level could align efforts to 
protect agricultural land, with programming 
to facilitate access to land for new farmers, 
and develop specialized zoning in industrial 
and peri-urban areas for processing, storage 
and distribution of locally-produced food. 

Additionally, the bioregional approach can 
provide opportunities to develop appropriate 
food system metrics to facilitate regional 
scale data collection. For example, given the 
need for water management and planning 
at the regional level, water use data for 
food system activities, such as primary 
production and processing, are better 
suited to the bioregion scale. Similarly, 
data collection on post-production needs, 
such as food processing and distribution, 
at the bioregional scale could inform 
the development of appropriately-scaled 
facilities to process and distribute regional 
agricultural products to local consumers.

A bioregional food system study in 
Southwest British Columbia (SWBC) 
investigated the potential of a bioregional 
food system in terms of food self-reliance, 
economic development, and ecological 
wellbeing.13 Data provided on achievable 
levels of food self-reliance in the region, and 
the associated economic and environmental 
implications can inform food systems planning 
in the region and promote collaborative 
planning and policy implementation.

CONCLUSION 

While planners are increasingly addressing 
food systems in their practice, there is 
still critical progress to be made. As food 
systems planning continues to evolve 
over the next decade, we envision that the 
scope of food planning will expand to more 
comprehensively address the food system and 
its intersections with community, economic, 
and environmental wellbeing. We imagine 
collaborative planning approaches across 
local governments that address food systems 
challenges at a scale that better reflects food 
system dynamics and capacity to address 
them. By integrating food systems outcomes 
and upstream causes, multi-dimensional 
data collection can better inform planning and 
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policy outcomes. We look toward bioregional 
food systems planning as an approach to 
apply these directions for a more integrated, 
scale-appropriate, and informed framework 
for food systems planning.
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M y parents were the first of their 
families to leave the farm for 
urban life. I spent summers 

with my cousins on the farm, but grew 
up in the city. Later, at university, I first 
studied geography and, to fulfill a science 
requirement, registered in Soils 300. I 
learned to distinguish loam from clay and 
silt, but it was all just dirt in a lab dish. 
While studying planning at university, I don’t 
think I ever heard the phrase ‘agricultural 
planning.’ Early in my career, I called myself 
a ‘city’ planner. Much of that time focused on 
suburban development, concerned with the 
mantras of contiguous growth, the market, 
and infrastructure costs. Then, over a period 
of 15 years, as I became involved in planning 
for agriculture in Alberta, I shifted to calling 
myself a ‘community’ planner – a broader 
vision that included agriculture. 

AGRICULTURAL PLANNING  
SLOWLY EVOLVES

Back then, most people thought the 
prairie was an endless reservoir of 
land for development. In 2002, I met 
an agricultural economist who said 
Strathcona County, AB was wondering 
about its agricultural future. A specialized 
municipality next to Edmonton, Strathcona 
was a large agricultural producer – but 
with a burgeoning suburban and country 
residential population. In Alberta up 
until then, no municipality had seriously 
considered comprehensive agricultural 
planning for its agricultural land base. 

HARVESTING LESSONS ABOUT 
AGRICULTURAL PLANNING

SUMMARY

The author reflects on the evolution 
of agricultural planning from the 
perspective of a variety of agricultural 
planning projects throughout his 
career. Lessons learned, about viewing 
agriculture as a valued sector that 
requires not only the protection of 
agricultural land from fragmentation 
and conversion but also the 
development of broad comprehensive 
strategies, are shared.

By John Steil

SOMMAIRE

L’auteur se penche sur l’évolution de 
l’aménagement agricole à partir de 
divers projets en ce domaine qu’ils 
lui ont été donnés d’examiner tout au 
long de sa carrière. Il nous fait part 
de leçons tirées sur la perspective 
de l’agriculture comme étant un 
secteur à privilégier qui nécessite non 
seulement la protection des terres 
agricoles contre la fragmentation et la 
conversion, mais aussi l’adoption de 
stratégies globales.
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In 2003, I was part of a team that published 
a study called "The Future of Agriculture," 
which suggested guiding principles for and 
made recommendations about agriculture 
supportive planning. Unfortunately, there 
was no support for change. Shortly after, I 
evaluated growth strategies for Strathcona, 
such as locations for a new town, based on a 
broad range of factors, including protecting 
some of the best agricultural land in 
Canada. The preferred strategy supported by 
municipal staff recommended where future 
development should occur, namely within an 
area of poorer soil. I was excited; I thought 
we were heading in the right direction. My 
enthusiasm was encouraged by another 
project undertaken for the Alberta Agriculture 
and Food Council. The project recommended 
a new policy regime for provincial land use 
policies, thereby recognizing the importance 
of agriculture for many reasons, including 
natural capital. Ultimately, it went nowhere.

Regional planning had been reinstated 
in the Edmonton region, but our first 
regional land use plan, in 2009, only mapped 

municipally designated agricultural lands. 
Provincial land use polices had been to 
‘encourage’ the preservation of agricultural 
land. These were vague words with no teeth. 
Lacking political will in support of agriculture, 
the Capital Region Board did nothing but pass 
this hot potato back to the Province, which did 
not respond. After that, in doing evaluations 
for municipal plan conformance, we did what 
we could. For example, we recommended 
refusing any premature residential 
development that would have significant 
adverse impacts on agriculture.

The goal of our next agriculture plan, 
"Conservation of Agricultural Land" for the 
County of Vermillion River, was to protect 
agricultural land from conversion. The plan 
was only partially successful in balancing 
agriculture with resource development 
through a range of non-regulatory 
initiatives and regulatory changes. One 
new and positive lesson from this process 
was the understanding that we needed 
subarea-specific policies rather than a 
one-size-fits-all strategy.

Our next major plan, the Strathcona 
Agricultural Master Plan, won a 2016 CIP 
Award for Planning Excellence for, as the 
jury noted, "changing the focus of land 
development from continued urban sprawl to 
recognition of the importance of sustainable 
agricultural economy… the plan stresses the 
implementation of a comprehensive program 
for ensuring the longevity of the agriculture 
sector." It took over a decade to move from 
the original research we did in 2003 to a plan 
based on the key principle that agriculture 
must be an integral part of Strathcona 
County’s historical, cultural, economic, and 
environmental heritage. There appeared to 
be support for a comprehensive agriculture 
and agricultural land strategy, with policies 
for education and economic development. 
Also included was the long-term protection 
of large contiguous agricultural areas, 
as well as prime and unique agricultural 
lands that can support highly productive 
agriculture. Policies were aimed at 
minimizing the urban development footprint, 
directing growth to areas that were less 
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desirable for agriculture or where the impact 
on agriculture would not be as significant, 
and reducing the fragmentation of large 
tracts of primary and unique agricultural 
lands. One of the plan’s key policies was 
that development of prime agricultural land 
would only occur as a last resort. This policy 
was adopted but, contrary to the intent of the 
plan, Council soon approved a new town on 
the County’s best agricultural land.

However, progress was slowly being made 
in other areas. The next plan, for Parkland 
County, which had the most permissive 
subdivision and conversion policies in the 
region, led to more favourable agriculture-
supportive policies to minimize the conversion 
of high capability agricultural lands, 
encourage the diversification of agriculture, 
require agricultural impact assessments, 
and locate non-agricultural lands in existing 
hamlets and industrial areas. Subsequently, 
there was the Leduc County agricultural 
strategy, with four aggressive thrusts: 
championing agriculture, protecting priority 
agricultural land, limiting fragmentation, and 

forging multi-pronged support. Planning was 
then applied to Sturgeon County, a community 
of century farms (farms in the same families 
for over a hundred years), where we heard a 
new generation of farmers expressing strong 
agriculture-supportive views.

The last major agriculture planning project 
with which I was involved – one that is still 
ongoing – was a regional agriculture master 
plan for the Edmonton Metropolitan Region 
Board. We will have to wait for the outcome 
to gauge its success. Recently, we conducted 
a comprehensive review of the municipal 
development plan for the Town of Stony Plain. 
Although agriculture represents the largest 
use of land within its boundaries, the Town 
does not have an effective agriculture policy 
regime. Accordingly, recommendations were 
made for the urban oriented community plan 
to be more agriculturally oriented.

LESSONS LEARNED

I offer the following thoughts and lessons 
learned about agricultural planning from all 
the projects on which I worked.

Agriculture is diverse and valuable

The definition of agriculture is broad. 
Agriculture is development. It includes 
the growing raising, managing and/or 
sale of livestock, crops, horticulture, and 
agriculture-related enterprises, including 
food, feed, fibre, energy, and other value-
added activities. But, agriculture is not 
just an economic entity. It fosters local 
food security and allows for an alternative 
lifestyle. It also shapes community, cultural 
and heritage character, while contributing to 
cleaner air and water, as well as fostering a 
diversity of wildlife habitat.

It’s not just the land

Agricultural planning must ensure 
preservation of the land base, its critical 
component. Unfortunately, planning 
policies usually only focus on prime lands 
as defined by the Canada Land Inventory’s 
Land Capability for Agriculture dataset 
for mechanized agriculture. However, 
there is significant value in other lands 
producing either specialized products or 

The country—
by that, I don’t mean
the mari usque ad mare ad mare of the nation state
of which our politicians speak.

To me, it’s what’s outside
the grids of asphalt
where we pile buildings
and bank accounts.

It’s rocks and rivers, fields and forests:
the ground
that stretches across our vast prairie,
those few acres of vines on Skaha Bluff,
those patches of vegetables in the Serpentine Lowlands.

This view is not land as real estate,
acres of commodity for the pirates of property,
a place to divide and subdivide
and cover over.
But, rather, soil—
that precious living layer of
dirt, water, air, humus,
worms and nematodes.

From that comes
the bread we break,
canola yellow rolling over hills,
the temperament of community,
a lifestyle of the land,
shelter for bird song,
our clean water.

Of where did my love of it come:
imprisoned in the DNA from my settler grandfather
who homesteaded that quarter section near Muenster,
as a boy on the farm
learning how to drive the tractor,
learning about birth and death
and picking stones that mysteriously littered the fields each spring?

I’ll not know that answer.
One thing known, however,
is that if we protect, respect this living landscape,
nurture it;
our duty will be repaid.

John Steil
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environmental value. Planning should 
protect soils as part of any land use process; 
development policies need to ensure effective 
reuse of soil. But, our planning must be even 
more comprehensive. Agriculture must be 
viewed as a complete system, encompassing 
economy, community, and environment. 
Therefore, agriculture planning should include 
a full set of policies and implementation 
actions in land use, governance, advocacy, 
communication, economic development, 
education, and infrastructure.

Agriculture needs more priority

Urban growth management is generally 
weighted to favour the contiguous sprawl 
of urban development, but there is a need 
to consider both the longer term and the 
planet as a whole. Protecting agricultural 
land is consistent with values such as 
fostering compact cities and maximizing 
existing infrastructure. The conversion or 
fragmentation of large tracts of primary or 
unique agricultural lands to non-agricultural 
uses to accommodate growth (residential, 
commercial, or industrial) should only be 
done as a last resort. 

Municipal planning must include agriculture 

Municipal planning processes should consider 
impacts on agriculture. Agricultural impact 
assessments force better decision-making 
through the systematic evaluation of potential 
direct and indirect impacts of development 

on agriculture. Decisions must pass a 
filter that measures impacts; a variety of 
stakeholders and citizens should participate. 
Most urban municipalities have agricultural 
land and need to focus on its planning and 
stewardship, using tools such as agricultural 
advisory committees. Urban agriculture 
contributes and should be supported not 
so much for its food volume but on the 
educational side – interest in agriculture and 
where food comes from. Agricultural land 
varies by many characteristics so ‘agricultural 
neighbourhoods,’ with different policies, 
should be planned on a systematic basis, 
taking into consideration land suitability, 
contextual factors, and the protection of large 
contiguous areas.

Limit conversion and fragmentation 

Agricultural land is often threatened by 
both fragmentation and conversion to 
non-agricultural uses. Fragmentation of 
agricultural land is just as much a problem 
as is the absolute loss of agricultural land 
through conversion. Fragmentation should 
generally be avoided, given both the trend 
toward much larger economic farm sizes 
and the tendency for smaller parcels to 
be converted, creating additional land use 
conflicts. Some tools, such as the transfer of 
development credits, are proving too complex 
for local government. The most effective tool 
for protecting agricultural land is to simply 
restrict subdivision and conversion.

Firm up agricultural land protection 

There needs to be a clear and consistent 
message that decisions protecting 
agricultural areas are permanent, 
because agriculture requires certainty for 
long term investment. Local government 
has proven the least effective at protecting 
agricultural land and promoting 
agriculture. The easiest decision is to do 
nothing, particularly where there is little 
political will. However, we are making 
progress. We should strive for protection 
at higher-level jurisdictions – regionally 
and provincially.

Planners must be champions

Changes in agriculture will be continuous 
and considerable. We must have both 
a dynamic and proactive approach, 
ensuring that agriculture will continue 
to evolve and thrive in a global market. 
Climate change is real and needs to be 
built into plans. Through commitment 
and expertise, planners can provide 
the leadership necessary to ensure 
sustainable agriculture. Planners must 
be champions.

John Steil RPP, FCIP is a planner in 
Stantec’s Vancouver office. He is a 
former President of CIP and a past 
Chair of its College of Fellows. ¢
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W hile Indigenous communities 
roughly account for 5% of the 
Canadian population (1.7 million 

people) many of the more than 630 First 
Nations communities are located in rural 
and remote areas of Canada. Adding to this, 
many of these communities are isolated 
from regional and provincial networks due 
to their remoteness and small size. With the 
adoption of the United Nations Declaration 
of Rights on Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) 
and the 92 calls to action from the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission (TRC), awareness 
of the many challenges facing Indigenous 
communities in rural Canada is growing. 

With this context in mind, the Ontario 
Professional Planners Institute (OPPI) has 
been leading efforts towards reconciliation 
with Indigenous communities from a 
planning perspective. 

In March 2018, OPPI Council hosted a 
generative discussion to help determine the 
most appropriate way to include Indigenous 
perspectives in the planning process and to 
acknowledge Indigenous planning practices. 
This marked the beginning of a journey to:
• seek to better understand Indigenous 

perspectives on planning and the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission’s Calls to Action;

• understand how OPPI can strengthen its 
institutional frameworks to effectively 
acknowledge and support Indigenous 
planning approaches and perspectives;

• support its members as they work 
collaboratively with Indigenous 
communities and individuals.

INDIGENOUS PERSPECTIVES IN 
RURAL PLANNING
Reconciliation starts with education 

SUMMARY

Indigenous communities account for 
roughly 5% of Canada’s population, 
with many of the more than 630 First 
Nations communities located in rural 
and remote areas. Noting the unique 
relationship between Indigenous 
peoples and the land as well as the 
far-reaching effects of colonialism 
on Indigenous peoples, the Ontario 
Professional Planners Institute 
(OPPI) recognized its responsibility to 
participate in the national discussion 
on truth and reconciliation and 
respond to the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission’s Calls to Action. In July 
2019, the Indigenous Perspectives in 
Planning Task Force provided a report 
to OPPI Council noting key short-term 
and long-term actions, while providing 
critical context for this work. 

By Adam Wright

SOMMAIRE

Les collectivités autochtones 
comptent pour environ 5 % de la 
population canadienne, et bon 
nombre des 630 collectivités des 
Premières nations sont situées dans 
des régions rurales ou éloignées. 
Tenant compte des rapports étroits 
qu’entretiennent les Autochtones 
avec la terre, et des répercussions 
profondes du colonialisme sur les 
nations autochtones, l’Institut des 
planificateurs professionnels de 
l’Ontario (IPPO) a jugé qu’il était 
de son devoir de participer à la 
discussion nationale sur la vérité et 
la réconciliation et de répondre aux 
appels à l’action de la Commission de 
vérité et de réconciliation. En juillet 
2019, le groupe de travail sur les 
perspectives autochtones à l’égard de 
l’aménagement a présenté un rapport 
au Conseil de l’IPPO énonçant des 
actions à prendre à court et à long 
terme, tout en déterminant le contexte 
critique de ces travaux.
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OPPI struck an Indigenous Perspectives in 
Planning Task Force (IPPTF), which brought 
together Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
members and professionals from related 
fields to determine how to move forward. As 
an Institute, and as a profession, it was 
recognized that planners have some catching 
up to do and that some hard truths needed 
to be told. They also brought messages of 
hope that the planning profession can attend 
to and address this matter. 

BACKGROUND 

Indigenous peoples have been present on 
the lands we know as Canada for more 
than 15,000 years. When Europeans arrived 
approximately 400 years ago, Indigenous 
peoples had been governing the land with 
planning, architecture, and environmental 
design tenets that had been established for 
millennia. The Doctrine of Discovery (Papal 
Bull 1493), which indicated that only Christians 
had right of title to land, dictated the actions 
of European settlers across what is now North 
America and dispossessed Indigenous peoples 
of their traditional territories. Subsequent 
legislation by the Canadian government during 
and after Confederation, and up to present day, 
have further served to dispossess Indigenous 
peoples of their traditional territories, 
cultures and traditions (e.g., The British North 
American Act of 1867, The Indian Act – 1876).

Despite the devastating loss of land 
and culture, many Indigenous planning 
practices persist to present day. Indigenous 
planning is especially notable for its holistic 
approach, with close links to land and 
cultural memory and a deep integration 
between land, environment, and culture. 
Contemporary approaches to planning have 
not always reflected Indigenous traditions 
and perspectives. The planning profession 
is focused on the disposition of land and 
resources, and planners rely on processes 
and tools borne out of the colonial era.

The planning profession can improve its 
understanding of the detrimental impacts of 
the imposition of colonial laws and policies 
on Indigenous peoples. By connecting this 
past to the injustices and realities of the 
present and taking action, OPPI highlighted 
an opportunity to help foster respect for 
Indigenous individuals, institutions, and 
laws. By walking together on a shared 
journey, Indigenous peoples, planners, and 
communities can play a significant role in 
reconciliation and help build a better future. 

RECURRING THEMES

Several recurring themes provide 
background to the OPPI effort. Given the 
lengthy historical context, the diversity of 
Indigenous peoples, and today’s complex 
issues, this overview is cursory. For a full 
version of the report please visit: https://
ontarioplanners.ca/inspiring-knowledge/
indigenous-perspectives-in-the-planning-
profession/introduction.

Truth as a precondition to reconciliation

First and foremost, confronting the truth 
is necessary for reconciliation. Canadians 
and planners need a deeper understanding 
of the devastating impact of colonization 

(and the Christian mission) on Indigenous 
peoples in Canada, the original occupants of 
this land. Around 400 years ago, European 
settlers relied on the generosity of the 
Indigenous peoples to survive and establish 
a permanent presence. Early treaties were 
negotiated and signed with the intent of 
sharing and creating mutual benefits. 
Despite those promises, policies were 
developed and implemented to exploit, 
assimilate and eradicate the original 
inhabitants of what is today called Canada.

Colonial legislation led to the 
dispossession of lands and the imposition of 
a legal order aimed at limiting Indigenous 
rights and suppressing Indigenous cultures. 
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The colonization of North America involved 
implementing settler policies and attitudes 
that cut off Indigenous peoples from their 
traditional lands, culture, languages, 
spirituality, economies, systems of 
governance, and other important parts of 
their identity. That history still shapes our 
present. Planning has helped implement 
policies designed to disconnect Indigenous 
peoples from their land and foster 
destructive assimilation. In addition, as 
identified at the on-site Task Force meeting, 
a normative whiteness is the context of 
much planning. This systematic whiteness 
dominates the cultural space with great 
political significance – it keeps others on the 
margin. The impact on Indigenous identities 
has been multi-generational. Across nearly 
every measure of social and economic 
wellbeing, a troubling gap exists between 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous people. 

Diverse Indigenous peoples

Ontario has the largest Indigenous population 
of any Canadian province or territory. 
According to Statistics Canada, 85% of 
Indigenous Ontarians live in municipalities 
while 45 municipalities in Ontario have an 
Indigenous population in excess of 15%. 
Indigenous peoples in Ontario include 
status, non-status, First Nations, Métis, and 
Inuit. First Nations in Ontario include the 
Anishinaabe, Haudenosaunee (Six Nations) 
Confederacy, and the Cree, amongst others. In 
summary, Indigenous cultures are diverse and 
one cannot talk of a single common culture. 
Each is a distinct, rights-bearing community. 
Each group has its own history, culture, 
values, symbols, and spiritual traditions. 
Indigenous communities and peoples are 
located in urban, rural, and remote Ontario. 
Vast differences between communities of 
the North, the Near North, and the South 
in economic opportunities, customs, land 
decisions and capacity translate into different 
Indigenous perspectives.

Traditional knowledge and relationship with 
the natural environment

Indigenous peoples feel and live a 
responsibility to land and water. There is a 
land-culture-spirit interconnection. Land 
is not meant to be ‘used,’ but rather taken 
care of as the giver of all life. The close 
relationship between Indigenous peoples 
and land and water means these matters 
will always be paramount in their priorities 

and concerns. An Indigenous community’s 
connection to a traditional territory may 
differ from common understandings of 
property ownership, borders, and the 
boundaries set out in treaties. 

Indigenous planning 

Indigenous people have been doing their 
own planning for millennia. With their 
worldviews intact, Indigenous communities 
– both prior to colonization and in the 
present day – have developed in a self-
determined fashion. Traditional planning 
persists within Indigenous communities 
and territories. Many First Nations have 
their own land use plans for those lands, 
and in the north, the Far North Act means 
that many communities are preparing plans 
for their traditional territories. Indigenous 
peoples offer a living repository of resources, 
stories and experience of planning. 
Indigenous communities look alike to the 
outsider only because planners impose 
uniform conventions on them. Planning 
for Indigenous peoples is as varied as the 
communities themselves.

The importance of building and  
maintaining relationships and respect

Given strained relationships resulting from 
the dispossession of traditional territories 
along with broken treaties, agreements and 
the legacy of residential schools, it is not 
surprising that Indigenous communities 
distrust certain professionals and 
institutions. In this context, the planner’s 
own mindset is key; a demonstration of 
an openness to learning, the development 
of cultural knowledge and the fostering 
of an environment where people feel 
respected for their identity, culture, and 
community is required. The project afforded 
an opportunity to acquire practical advice 
about how to reach out to build knowledge, 
understanding and relationships. The 
starting place is relationship, trust, and 
consent. Getting to know one another – not 
simply because a project requires it – is a 
crucial foundation. 

PLANNING AS A COLONIAL TOOL: A 
CHALLENGE TO THE PROFESSION

As a Western-based practice, the legacy 
of professional planning has sustained the 
colonial mindset and intentions. Planners 
are often associated with land “use,” private 
property, growth and the rapid speed 

of development. While the intent of all 
planning is to help communities be better 
off, the clear message is that the planning 
profession has failed Indigenous peoples and 
communities. Much work needs to be done 
before the situation improves. For progress 
to be made, the planning profession must 
face its own truth: a colonial legacy with its 
associated bias in planning practice exists, 
and it must be addressed.

Despite this hard truth, there is optimism. 
Increasingly, many planners have a strong 
conviction that the profession can and 
needs to learn from Indigenous peoples. 
This is especially so as we face global 
environmental challenges including 
biodiversity loss, climate change, extreme 
weather events, and more. There should and 
must be a two-way exchange that is in the 
public interest.

The Canadian Institute of Planners (CIP) 
has developed useful policy regarding 
planners’ responsibility to embed 
reconciliation in their practice and has 
offered objectives for the planning and 
profession. The policy helps define the role 
that profession plays in reconciliation and it 
calls on planners to engage in meaningful, 
sustained relationship-building with 
Indigenous peoples. 

Adam Wright RPP, MCIP is a registered 
professional planner (RPP) and works 
with Dillon as an environmental 
planner based out of the Calgary 
office. Wright has experience in 
environmental assessment, policy 
development, regulatory oversight, 
traditional knowledge and impact 
assessment, stakeholder consultation, 
and Indigenous engagement. In 2018 
Adam was appointed chair of OPPI’s 
Indigenous Perspectives in Planning 
Task Force, which provided a report to 
Council in July 2019, noting key actions 
for the 18 months to follow. ¢
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S ince the 1990s, rural communities 
across Canada have witnessed 
dramatic changes in the roles 

of provincial, territorial, and federal 
governments play to support and facilitate 
development. Over the past four decades, 
policies that increase the role of the 
private sector and decrease the role of 
the public sector have facilitated a retreat 
of government from rural communities. 
Simultaneously, the amount of local 
government responsibility has increased. 
This has led to gaps in service provisions 
and a requirement for rural communities 
to be more innovative and proactive in local 
economic development practices. 

 Philanthropy has emerged as an 
increasingly important source of funding 
and program innovation in response to 
this abdication of traditional government 
roles and responsibilities. Place-based 
collective endowments, a particular form 
of philanthropy, are federally-registered 
under the Charities Act and strive to 
establish a financial endowment on behalf 
of a community or region. The endowments 
may operate under many names, such as 
community foundations, community trusts, 
or benevolent societies. These philanthropic 
organizations center around donations 
and other innovative funding mechanisms 
associated with place and peoples’ 
connection to place. The funds collected by 
the endowments are under the guidance of 
local actors, who prioritize how to spend the 
interest, and/or elements of the principle, 

NEW FOUNDATIONS
Mobilizing the potential of place-based philanthropy  
for rural planning and development

SUMMARY

This research examines the increasing 
importance of philanthropy as a source 
of funding and program innovation in 
rural and small towns. In response 
to local governments inheriting new 
responsibilities that were traditionally 
within the purview of higher levels of 
government, many community-based 
philanthropic organizations are seeking 
to address important planning and 
development gaps. The philanthropic 
sector may provide an opportunity for 
rural planners, particularly around 
leveraging local capital and supporting 
Indigenous self-determination. These 
organizations have the potential to 
be strong catalysts and conveners for 
community planning and development, 
as they are extending their reach into 
local development processes.

By Katherine Levett, Sean Markey, Ryan Gibson, Kelly Vodden, and Bojan Furst

SOMMAIRE

Cette recherche porte sur l’importance 
accrue de la philanthropie comme 
source de financement et d’appui à 
des programmes innovants dans les 
régions rurales et les petites villes du 
Canada. Comme les gouvernements 
locaux ont hérité de nouvelles 
responsabilités habituellement 
assumées par des ordres de 
gouvernement supérieurs, bon nombre 
d’organisations philanthropiques 
communautaires s’emploient à combler 
des écarts importants sur le plan de 
l’aménagement et du développement. 
Le secteur de la philanthropie pourrait 
constituer une bouée de sauvetage 
pour les planificateurs en milieu rural, 
surtout lorsqu’il s’agit de mobiliser 
des capitaux locaux et de soutenir 
les démarches d’autodétermination 
autochtones. Ces organisations ont 
tout ce qu’il faut pour devenir des 
catalyseurs et des promoteurs de 
l’aménagement et du développement 
communautaire alors qu’ils 
s’investissent dans les processus de 
développement local.
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generated to meet local and regional 
priorities and needs.

Philanthropic organizations are especially 
important in rural and small town areas, 
where access to funding and financing can 
be particularly challenging. As restructuring 
trends in rural Canada continue (economic, 
demographic, and decline of rural 
institutions) many of these community-based 
organizations are filling important planning 
and development gaps. These organizations 
are being called upon to address structural 
issues, exceeding past mandates for 
traditional forms of charitable giving. 
Examples of services and programs that are 
supported by philanthropic organizations 
include, mental health services, hospital 
equipment, core education programs, and 
other forms of community infrastructure. 
These investments, and the innovative 
practices and solutions they may encourage, 
are highly relevant to sustaining the viability 
and livability of rural communities. 

Despite many examples of innovation, 
it is also clear that as a sector, rural 

philanthropic organizations often lack the 
necessary capacity, or access to capacity 
building, to address more complex areas 
of funding and innovative financing. Our 
research also highlights that the broader 
philanthropic sector lacks a rural lens in 
dealing with more remote communities, 
often simply conflating rural with “small” 
in their outreach and capacity-building 
initiatives. These barriers prevent rural 
foundations and other organizations from 
playing more structurally relevant roles in 
planning and development.

 
SIZE AND SCALE OF RURAL 
PHILANTHROPIC SECTOR

Data from the Canada Revenue Agency’s 
T3010 Charity Information Return form 
taken from 2006-2017)3 reveals that there 
are 80,000+ registered charities in Canada in 
2017, and roughly 20,000 in rural and small 
towns. Most provinces have rural charity 
counts in proportion to their population; 
however, BC has relatively fewer rural 
charities, while Saskatchewan and Nova 

Scotia have comparatively high counts 
compared to their populations.

Rural charities reported $15 billion (2017) 
of wealth in endowments, receiving over 
$16 billion in revenue with reported 
expenditures of over $14 billion. In 2017, 
74.5% of rural and small-town charity 
expenditures went directly to charitable 
activities. It is clear from these figures that 
these organizations contribute important 
financial resources to support community 
development initiatives in rural areas. The 
organizations also play important convening 
and participatory roles working both formally 
and informally with community-based actors 
and local governments.

INNOVATIONS IN  
PLACE-BASED ENDOWMENTS

Our research and engagement with the 
philanthropic sector in Canada highlights 
two particular areas of sector innovation: 
capturing and leveraging local capital 
and the role of philanthropy in supporting 
Indigenous self-determination. First, rural 

Change Islands, Newfoundland and Labrador. 
Source: Bojan Furst. 
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philanthropic organizations capitalize on 
the generosity of rural people to distribute 
local capital in strategic ways – and have 
done so for generations. There is, however, 
increasing innovation in the philanthropic 
sector. For example, traditional philanthropic 
endowments invest the principal in 
unrelated financial markets and distribute 
the interest generated annually in the form 
of grants. More recently, we are seeing 
a shift toward impact investing of the 
principal, resulting in more capital available 
for mission-related (place-based) activities. 
This transition in the philanthropic sector 
makes more capital accessible and has the 
potential to generate greater development 
impact in rural communities. One 
interviewee, as part of research conducted 
in 2019 with organizational leaders across 
Canada, commented:
 
 “Based on my impressions from a recent 

conference, there is definitely a trend of 
impact in all forms. I think the potential 
to make investment in tangible local 

initiatives is critical. There is potential for 
foundations to more fully look at all of the 
assets and resources they have as well as 
the relationships they have and can build 
on. So, we’ve been able to use that to do 
some really interesting and innovative 
investments where we’ve had a return.”

Second, an exciting area of rural 
philanthropy includes the meaningful 
ways in which philanthropy can contribute 
to development within Indigenous 
communities. Place-based philanthropy 
provides an opportunity to contribute to 
Indigenous self-determination through 
meaningful engagement at the grassroots 
level. Self-determination refers to the ability 
of a community to have autonomy over the 
decisions that are made and the actions that 
are taken in response to an issue within that 
community. Indigenous philanthropy calls 
for Indigenous focused foundations to put 
the interests of a community first, and for 
non-Indigenous foundations to meaningfully 
involve and empower community members 

around any decision relevant to that 
community. As an interviewee commented:

 “I think that there’s a really encouraging 
trend and opportunity in a rural context 
for Indigenous people in moving towards 
reconciliation and towards reclaiming their 
legal authority and title over their lands, their 
culture, restoring the fabric of their cultures 
as they want it to be, and fulfilling their 
inherent stewardship responsibilities. Their 
view of the world is that they’re inherently 
responsible for the land in their territories 
and they have been for a millennia, and 
through colonialism they have not been able 
to participate in the stewardship they are 
responsible for. How do they reclaim that? 
In terms of philanthropy I think that’s a shift 
that environmental philanthropy is better at 
understanding Indigenous rights and title 
issues and better at trying to learn that.”

There is potential for the philanthropic 
sector to move toward reconciliation, and 
promote Indigenous self-determination 
through redirecting capital and ensuring 
Indigenous communities are determining 

Holmfield, Manitoba. 
Source: Ryan Gibson.
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how money is being invested and 
distributed. Place-based philanthropy 
provides an opportunity for authentic 
engagement with Indigenous communities, 
increased capital directed toward 
Indigenous-led business, and Indigenous-
led community-based activity. 

 
RECOMMENDATIONS  
FOR RURAL PLANNERS

In the last 30-40 years, there has been 
a downloading of responsibility onto 
municipalities and regional governments. 
Communities have struggled to find ways to 
fill funding gaps – often for critical services 
and infrastructure. Rural communities 
in particular have experienced dramatic 
change due to the forces of economic and 
political restructuring. Rural planners are 
on the front lines of dealing with these 
changes, navigating a much broader range 
of development issues in land use, resource 
management, environmental issues, local 
economic development, workforce retention, 
immigration, and the planning implications 
associated with demographic change. 
Planning for high levels of complexity and 
change in rural areas requires considerable 
resources and capacity, which are often in 
limited supply in smaller communities and 
more remote regions.

Philanthropy, especially community 
foundations and other forms of place-
based endowments, has the potential to 
be a strong catalyst in community planning 
and development. The role of these place-
based organizations in local development 
processes is increasingly important for the 
sustainability of rural communities. While 
philanthropic organizations are beginning 
to collaborate more with one another, 
there is an opportunity for greater levels 
of collaboration with local and regional 
governments. Resources exist to help rural 
planners become aware of philanthropic 
organizations in their communities/regions, 
their activities, and their strategic plans. 
A list of all charities by community can be 
found through the Canada Revenue Agency. 
Rural planners have an opportunity to 
regularly and meaningfully engage with 
philanthropic organizations. The potential 
to share resources and create collective 
solutions to local needs may emerge 
from these discussions, as planners and 
philanthropic organizations share common 
goals regarding the future. Rural planners 

may also play important roles in promoting 
rural priorities to larger provincial and 
national philanthropic organizations. By 
stepping up their levels of engagement 
and commitment to building the capacity 
of rural-based organizations, planners will 
help to ensure that decisions taken are 
appropriate for the rural context.
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INTRODUCTION

How do you support aging-in-place in 
rural communities? The Town of Deer 
Lake, in Western Newfoundland, has 
been successfully experimenting with the 
provision of mini-homes as one solution 
to the acute shortage of accessible, one-
storey housing in the region. The decision 
to pursue mini-homes emerged from the 
need to provide alternative housing options 
for older residents who wish to remain in 
Western Newfoundland as they retire. The 
over-65 demographic represents nearly 23% 
of the region’s population (Statistics Canada, 
20171), and is predicted to grow in the 
coming decades. This approach considers 
that providing affordable and desirable 
housing should be addressed through 
partnerships among municipal, private, and 
NGO sectors. The Town of Deer Lake has 
worked with local developers in identifying 
and enacting a range of housing solutions. 
Through this article, we seek to outline why 
the Town of Deer Lake has zoned for mini-
homes, and how small, rural communities 
can respond to changing demographics 
and housing needs by reconceptualizing 
residential neighbourhoods. 

THE CONTEXT: DEMOGRAPHIC CHANGE  
IN RURAL NEWFOUNDLAND  

Situated on Newfoundland’s West Coast, 
Deer Lake (population: 5,200) was 
established in the 1860s, and incorporated 
as a municipality in 1950 (Figure 1 on the 
next page). Set on the northeast end of 

AGING-IN-PLACE IN RURAL AREAS
Mini-homes as a housing solution

SUMMARY

Drawing on the experience of the Town 
of Deer Lake, in Western Newfoundland, 
the author argues that small, rural 
communities can support aging-in-
place housing options by considering 
the development of mini-home 
communities. Mini-homes provide a 
supply of cost effective and energy 
efficient housing in the community. This 
supply matches the demand in Deer 
Lake, driven by downsizing seniors and 
first time homebuyers.

By Ian Walker and Roza Tchoukaleyska 

SOMMAIRE

S’inspirant de l’expérience de la 
ville de Deer Lake dans l’ouest de 
Terre Neuve, l’auteur soutient que 
de petites collectivités rurales sont 
aptes à offrir des possibilités de 
logement qui permettent de vieillir 
chez soi dans des maisonnettes. Ces 
maisonnettes rendent possible dans 
des collectivités des formules de 
logement efficaces au niveau des coûts 
et des dépenses énergétiques. L’offre 
répond à une demande à Deer Lake où 
des personnes âgées cherchent des 
logements plus petits, et des acheteurs 
de première maison sont aussi 
présents dans le marché.
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Deer Lake (its namesake), and the mouth 
of the Upper Humber River (Figure 2), the 
Town of Deer Lake developed in tandem 
with the province’s burgeoning forestry 
sector and is still home to the hydroelectric 
station that powers the pulp mill in nearby 
Corner Brook. Today, the town is home 
to one of Newfoundland and Labrador’s 
busiest airports and is the gateway to three 
UNESCO World Heritage Sites: Gros Morne 
National Park, L’Anse aux Meadows National 
Historic Site, and Red Bay National Historic 
Site. These sites, alongside winter tourism 
attractions in Deer Lake itself, have seen 
the growth of tourism-focused and service-
sector employment in the town. 

With seven part-time councilors and 
a staff of 26, including an economic 
development officer who manages town 
planning, the Town of Deer Lake is in 
the process of updating its municipal 
plan and development regulations, 
which encompasses a review of mini-
homes zoning and future residential 
development. The need to focus on housing 
has emerged from Deer Lake’s unique 
demographic situation: while much of rural 
Newfoundland is experiencing a population 
decline, some in the double-digits, the 
Town of Deer Lake saw population growth 
of just over 5% in the 2016 census.1, 2 

Finally, the Town of Deer Lake has seen 
an expansion in service industries in 
response to demand created by the growing 
population, growing tourism industry, and 
growing transportation industry. The result 
has been a growth in low-density housing 
(single-family homes), and a need for houses 
that are accessible and structured to support 
the changing needs of older adults. 

PLANNING FOR MINI-HOMES

Mini-homes are defined in the development 
regulations as prefabricated homes no 
more than six meters wide, that are not 
fitted with a towing apparatus, but that 
can be transported using a single trailer 
without significant alterations. This differs 
from mobile-homes which have towing 
apparatuses attached to the structure, 
and also from modular homes, which 
are transported in multiple sections and 
assembled as houses on-site. In Deer Lake, 
mini-homes must be fixed to the ground 
(a variety of means are permitted) in a way 
which is not affected by frost, and capable 
of withstanding hurricane force winds. They 
must also be a minimum of 65-square-
meters (700-square-feet).4 The minimum 
area and fixation requirement to the ground 
distinguishes mini-homes from the growing 
trend of tiny-homes (which can be as small 
as 100 square feet). Furthermore, mini-
homes – unlike tiny-homes, which have 

Figure 1. Mini-Homes in Deer Lake, NL

Figure 2.

Figure 3.

Figure 4.

"Deer Lake has become
a regional migration
destination, especially 
for older adults seeking 
better access to services 
and amenities."

In part, this trend can be explained by 
three dynamics at play in Deer Lake. The 
first is that Deer Lake and its airport function 
as a hub for fly-in/fly-out workers travelling 
on rotating schedules to resource-sector 
jobs in Labrador and other provinces, notably 
Alberta. Just as significant, Deer Lake has 
become a regional migration destination, 
especially for older adults seeking better 
access to services and amenities, yet within 
driving distance of their home communities.3 
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folding beds and ladder-access spaces – 
have a step-free interior, with regular-sized 
beds and furniture.

Currently, there are three “Residential 
Mini-Home” development zones in Deer 
Lake, which all together comprise about 
90 mini-homes. These zones were created 
in response to proposals by developers who 
saw a demand for this form of housing. 
While other forms of housing are allowed 
under discretionary use in the ‘Residential 
Mini-Home’ zones (i.e., duplexes), the 
dominant housing model is in fact mini-
homes (Figure 3).

In one established mini-homes 
neighbourhood, a series of houses are 
clustered around a cul-de-sac, each 
with stairs or a ramp leading to a small 
patio and entrance, and an interior layout 
chosen from pre-set options (Figure 4). 
All mini-homes are required to meet the 
National Building Code which ensures 
homes meet government standards. They 
are also required to be on a minimum lot 
size of 360 m2, with most lots being around 
600 m2, relatively small for Deer Lake. 

Mini-homes are not permitted in 
other residential development zones, a 
compromise to ensure that established 
communities maintain their character. This 
segregation of mini-homes is common 
across Canada and avoids the most 
common complaint with mini-homes, 
which is that some residents would rather 
not have mini-homes next to their other 
forms of housing, presumably for aesthetic 
reasons. Mini-homes are generally 
oriented to have their narrow side facing 
the street which makes for a characteristic 
streetscape. With existing mini-home 
developments fully sold and occupied, 
there is potential for growth as in-fill in 
already built areas, or as a new community 
in a zoned area. 

The growth in popularity of mini-homes 
is in part due to their step-free layout, 
their affordability (mini-homes on the 
market are listed in the low $200,000 range 
compared to traditional new single-family 
homes listed in the $400,000 range), and 
their energy efficiency. Many mini-homes 
in Deer Lake are serviced with air source 
heat pumps, which provide affordable 
heating in the winter and air conditioning 
in the summer. These economic factors 
have attracted first time homebuyers, 
along with downsizing seniors. It seems 

that many of the first time home buyers 
only stay with their mini-homes for a few 
years, and then move on to other housing 
forms. In contrast, downsizing seniors 
tend to reside in the mini-homes longer 
term. This matches with the demographic 
trends in the area, which has an aging and 
urbanizing population. These demographic 
trends have existed for a considerable 
period of time. The share of the population 
in Deer Lake over the age of 65 went from 
15% in 2001 to 23% in 2016. Meanwhile the 
town has grown overall by 10% in the same 
time frame.1 

Other municipalities in the Western 
Newfoundland region do not allow 
mini-home development, which has 
increased opportunities for such 
proposals in Deer Lake. Comparable 
developments are, however, present in 
other locations in Canada. For instance, 
a land-leased community zoned as 
‘residential manufactured homes’ in 
Bridgewater, Nova Scotia, offers mini-
homes with a stated view of increasing 
housing affordability.5 The Town of Hinton, 
Alberta, has comparable ‘manufactured 
housing district’ zoning and a dedicated 
neighbourhood,6 permitting one-story 
buildings that must be on a concrete block 
or poured concrete foundation. Within 
Newfoundland, modular and mini-homes 
are often used as cabins and secondary 
homes outside municipal boundaries, 
with several local retailers selling homes 
manufactured in Atlantic Canada. 

CONCLUSION

The mini-home experience in Deer Lake 
brings to light several lessons which can 
be applied across Canada. Making mini-
homes a part of municipal plans provide 
a supply of cost-effective, energy efficient, 
new, and dense housing to residents. This 
supply is valuable in providing options to 
both seniors seeking to downsize and first 
time homebuyers. In Deer Lake, the zoning 
of mini-homes within specific sections of 
the town has allayed concerns about the 
impact of this rapidly developing housing 
model on the built landscape of established 
communities. Particularly in a rural area, 
where fewer housing models exist compared 
to larger urban centres, the ability to rapidly 
construct and open mini-home communities 
can be a meaningful strategy for addressing 
dynamic housing needs. 

Ian Walker is the Climate Change 
Coordinator with the Town of Deer 
Lake and holds a Bachelor of Arts in 
Environmental Studies from Memorial 
University

Roza Tchoukaleyska is Assistant 
Professor in the Environment and 
Sustainability program at Grenfell 
Campus, Memorial University. 
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Forward Planning
Leela Viswanathan PhD, RPP, MCIP and François Lapointe FCIP

Between January and July 2019, CIP’s 
centenary initiative Forward Planning 
convened four conversations with 
12 professional planners from across 
Canada, each at varying career stages, 
asking them to contemplate the future of 
the profession. The stories that emerged 
were deeply personal, reflective of 

individual perspectives and contexts, 
culminating into the final paper, 
“Forward Planning: Finding our way 
together as planners in the 21st century.” 
Key threads that tied individual details 
together were skilfully captured by the 
paper’s authors, Leela Viswanathan PhD, 
RPP, MCIP, and François Lapointe FCIP, 

resulting in a hopeful, yet cautionary, vision 
for the profession.

Inspired by these rich conversations, 
CIP has highlighted and illustrated a key 
message from each of the 12 professional 
planners. For the full report and 
recordings of the conversations, visit CIP’s 
website: cip-icu.ca/ForwardPlanning. ¢

De janvier à juillet 2019, dans le cadre 
de l’initiative du centenaire de l’ICU 
Forward Planning, quatre entretiens avec 
12 professionnels canadiens de l’urbanisme 
étaient organisés. Ces professionnels, tous 
à différentes étapes de leur carrière, étaient 
invités à livrer leur vision du futur de la 
profession. Les témoignages livrés étaient 
hautement personnels, réfléchis et faisaient 

part d’expériences et de contextes particuliers. 
L’exercice s’est terminé par la publication 
d’un compte rendu final, « Forward Planning: 
Finding our way together as planners in 
the 21st century. » Les grands thèmes des 
échanges assortis de détails personnels ont 
été savamment réunis par les auteurs du 
compte rendu, Leela Viswanathan Ph. D, UPC, 
MICU et François Lapointe FICU, exprimant 

une vision prometteuse, mais néanmoins 
prudente de l’avenir de la profession.

Inspiré par la richesse des propos, 
l’ICU a retenu et illustré un message clé 
des 12 professionnels de l’urbanisme. 
Pour consulter le rapport complet et des 
enregistrements des entretiens, consultez le 
site Web de l’ICU : www.cip-icu.ca/About/CIP-
100/CIP100-Pages/Forward-Planning-fr. ¢

From the CIP/De l'ICU
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By David Witty

or those of us fortunate enough 
to get to Europe and explore its 
cities, there is a sense of wonder 
at the livability and high quality of 

life of many European cities. Their historical 
evolution and a long term commitment to 
effective policies, plans and development 
initiatives created a strong sense of 
community responsibility for the maintenance 
and enhancement of that high quality. More 
recently, in an effort to address sustainability, 
many European cities have committed to the 
European Green City initiative that promotes 
high quality urban planning and reduction of 
greenhouse gas emissions. 

In the fall of 2018, I explored the European 
Green Cities movement and identified some of 
the key reasons for this growing commitment 
to a significantly reduced carbon footprint. 
I visited Freiburg, Germany; Copenhagen, 
Denmark; Malmo and Stockholm, Sweden. 
Each has been recognised internationally for 
reducing carbon footprints and promoting 
innovative, high quality urban design solutions.1 
I met with urban planners involved in the Green 
City initiatives in each of those cities. 

In Copenhagen, Freiburg, Malmo, and 
Stockholm, there were a few key common 
elements that caused each of the cities 
to emerge as leading Green Cities. First 
and foremost, each city had an identified 
champion who led the discussion and 
promotion of the need to reduce reliance on 
fossil fuels. That champion worked closely 
with the mayor or was the mayor. In all, 
political leadership was essential, but so was 
strong, committed city staff and the support 
of citizens, key business members, and, in 
the case of Freiburg and Malmo, NGOs and 
university leaders who played a major role in 
advancing public discourse. 

SUMMARY
As the intensity of the climate crisis 
discourse increases, there is urgency for 
Canadian planners to consider lessons 
from Europe where Green City initiatives 
are moving many cities to carbon neutral-
ity. What can we learn from some of the 
leading Green Cities of Europe? What are 
some key actions that we might transfer 
to Canadian cities? Freiburg, Germany; 
Copenhagen, Denmark; and Stockholm, 
Sweden provide some insights and trans-
ferable lessons that could help inform our 
own Canadian actions and potential move 
to a more robust Green City and carbon 
neutral agenda.

SOMMAIRE 
Alors que le ton monte dans les 
échanges sur la crise du climat, 
il importe plus que jamais que les 
urbanistes canadiens s’inspirent des 
leçons qui nous viennent d’Europe où 
les projets de villes vertes font en sorte 
que de plus en plus de villes prennent 
le virage de la carboneutralité. Quelles 
leçons peut on tirer des villes vertes 
européennes? Quelles sont certaines 
des mesures clés dont on pourrait 
s’inspirer pour les villes canadiennes? 
Fribourg en Allemagne, Copenhague au 
Danemark et Stockholm en Suède nous 
proposent des modèles et des leçons 
adaptables qui pourraient éclairer 
nos décisions au Canada, voire tracer 
la voie pour un programme solide de 
carboneutralité et de villes vertes.

Another common ingredient that helped 
rally support and drew attention to the 
need for change was the recognition that 
the world is in a ‘crisis.’ However, some of 
the impetus to reduce reliance upon fossil 
fuels is linked to not only a concern for the 
emerging climate crisis, but also a potential 
supply disruption resulting from OPEC 
policy. Nonetheless, in each city, there was 
recognition that a crisis exists and local 
solutions are critical. 

Thirdly, there was a strong commitment to 
excellence in city planning and urban design 
evident in all four cities. The history of careful, 
thoughtful city development is an ingrained 
cultural attribute that all those with whom I 
met confirmed as a key ingredient to success. 
Specific tools, such as public development 
corporations,i reliance on area plans and 
design rather than prescriptive zoning, helped 
forge a dynamic urban design culture. 

Fourthly, there is a general commitment 
to foster high quality urban design that has 
created a symbiotic relationship between the 
desire to address greenhouse gas emissions 
and the delivery of high quality urban 
development. In all four cities, the push to 
achieve high quality urban spaces and places 
created an opportunity to explore innovative 
green city solutions that addressed issues 
related to carbon production.

Lastly, in my opinion, city networks are 
key drivers of the concern for reducing 
greenhouse gas emissions and promoting 
a high quality of life, through planning and 
design. One such network stems from the 
European Union Green Capital initiative that 
recognizes cities with Green City goals. It is my 
view that such external agendas and supports 
have been very effective in promoting high 
quality cities and reduced carbon footprints. 

i Public development corporations were instrumental in each of the four cities examined. Their roles included land assembly, oversight of planning and design and 
reinvestment in new sustainability initiatives.
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Let’s explore three of the cities: Freiburg, 
Copenhagen, and Stockholm and five key 
lessons from each. 

FREIBURG
Population: 220,000  
2010 European City of the Year (EU);  
2013 Finalist World Habitat Award (UN)

The former Director of Planning, Wulf 
Daseking, teamed up with university 
leadership, a strong mayor and key 
business interest, to kick-start the 
debate.2 Freiburg began by developing 
The Freiburg Charter (2009) which was 
created by a coalition of common interests. 
The charter, signed by 26 key ‘players’ of 
the city (representing a cross-section of 
city interests), set out a broad long-term 
agenda, framed by spatial principles, 
content principles and principles of 
procedure – a total of twelve guiding 

principles. Fundamental to the Charter 
was the intent for the future development 
of a “compact, decentralized city”. But, the 
desired long term vision took time. As Wulf 
Daseking noted, “it was important to apply 
‘thoughtful incrementalism,’ which was not 
politically appealing because it challenged 
political immediacy.” 

During the past 10 years, Freiburg has 
completed several significant award-winning 
urban development projects, most notably 
the new communities of Vauban (Figure 1; 
population 5,000; carbon neutral; modal 
split: 64% walking/biking, 19% transit, 16% 
auto; 70% of households do not own car; net 
density: 95 units/ha; 122 persons/ha) and 
Rieselfeld (population; 9,000; 40-60% less 
energy use than rest of city; modal split: 45% 
walking/biking, 25% public transit, 30% auto; 
129 persons/ha).

In addition, Freiburg has invested heavily 
in a tram system that has been an integral 

part of its urban development agenda. As a 
result, new development is directed within 
250 metres of the tram lines which run in 
‘fingers’ from the city centre. 

The World Habitat Award3 identified key 
lessons from Freiburg, including these five: 
• “Implement controversial policies in 

stages, choosing projects that everyone 
agrees on first.

• Policies should include both sticks and 
carrots to encourage people to change 
behaviour, i.e., making parking more 
expensive and difficult, but making public 
transport, cycling and walking much easier.

• Organize land use and transportation on 
an integrated basis to ensure that travel 
distances can be kept short. 

• City leaders have to be committed to long-
term engagement, but always with the 
support and engagement of the people.

• Be proud of the achievements and 
celebrate them with the citizens.”

Figure 1. Vauban’s tram line. 
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COPENHAGEN
Population: 620,000 
2014 European Green Capital 

Copenhagen has a long history of progressive 
urban development, much of it based on a 
‘Finger’ Planii that encouraged development 
close to transit. But, during the 1970s, trams 
were being forced out and a car-dominated 
street system began to emerge. When 
citizens protested the intrusion of cars on 
their bike lanes, politicians re-examined car 
use in the city. A coalition of bicycle advocates 
and a strong pro-biking Mayor urged 
reinvestment in bike lanes, which “built a 
pro-biking culture that has outlived changes 
in local government agendas.”4 

Today, the word ‘Copenhagenize’ is 
synonymous with planning and design in 
Copenhagen.5 In addition, local planners 
credit Jan Gehl, who was a strong advocate 
for cycling and has become known across 
the globe for his public open space 
planning.6 As Andreas Rohl noted “the city 
administration followed the politicians who 
followed the citizens.” The result has been 
a significant increase in cycling (41% modal 
split in 2017), investment in an expanded 
subway and LRT system and reduced 
reliance upon fossil fuels.iii In addition, there 
is a strong cultural support for planning and 
investment in high quality urban spaces and 
places, including promotion of a circular 
economy across the development sector.7 

Part of the success of Copenhagen’s last 30 
years of urban growth relates to the assembly 
of land that is controlled by the city through 
the Copenhagen and Port Development 
Corporation. Large neighbourhood 
development schemes using area plans with 
a strong urban design focus have created high 
quality new communities, such as Orestad 
(build out population of 16,000). Prescriptive 
zoning is kept to a minimum so that design 
innovation can be celebrated (Figure 2). 
Jakob Matzen (in a October 10, 2018 email) 
confirmed that Copenhagen does not rely 
on North American-like zoning bylaws but 
makes use of detailed area plans. 

The climate crisis has significant 
consequences for Copenhagen, which is a 

Figure 2. Circular economy building with 100% reused materials. 

ii Adopted in 1947, Copenhagen’s Finger Plan identified regional growth along the major rail corridors.
iii Fill from the subway expansion is being used to create an island in the harbour, North City with 40,000 inhabitants. It will be a pedestrian and bike city and will 

account for the projected sea level rise as a result of climate change.
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low-lying city exposed to sea level  
rise. Therefore, Copenhagen has become  
a leader in reducing CO2 production.iv  
As Morten Holger, Copenhagen’s Chief 
Advisor on Climate Change, noted in a 
September 10, 2018 interview, there are 
three pillars to Copenhagen’s climate plan: 
1) moving on consumption of all forms by 
modifying consumer behaviour; 2) increasing 
overall energy efficiency of the entire system 
by decreasing energy needs for heat and 
cooling; and 3) transitioning to renewable 
by actively participating in partnerships and 
co-researching alternatives. 

Morten Holger, Jakob Matzen, and Andreas 
Rohl identified the following five key lessons:
• Citizen and politicians forming coalitions 

to invest in bike systems and making such 
investments ‘normal.’

• Creating an urban strategy and a biking 
strategy that were integrated.

• Site development defined through site and 
area plans rather than zoning.

• The creation of a city development 
company that invested in comprehensively 
designed and developed communities, 
including the proposed 40,000-person 
North City harbour development.

• Need to work with partners and other 
cities, such as C-40 Green Economy 
forum, to advance discourse and identify 
best practice and emerging options. 

STOCKHOLM
Population: 990,000, 
2010 European Green Capital, 
2015 C-40 Most Sustainable City

Stockholm, which is presently 85% fossil 
fuel free, has an aggressive agenda to be 
completely free of fossil fuels by 2040. As 
Bo Halqvist, Project Manager Royal Seaport, 
indicated in a September 17, 2018 interview, 
the “city told private sector to change: it 
did because it had to.” Further, he noted 
that, “fundamentally Sweden wants change: 
while political parties change the vision does 
not.” This cultural commitment to a high 
quality of life through innovative high quality 
urban development has been a key driver in 
building support for government-led urban 
development such as Hammersby-Sjostad 
and Royal Seaport. Of the two, Hammersby 
is well known and built out (Figure 3).8

Royal Seaport (Figure 4), a former 
brownfield site hosting very large national 
coal and oil depots, will be a carbon neutral 
development when it is completed in 2030 
with a population of 30-40,000 and 35,000 
workplaces. Housing ownership and 
rental will be split 50/50. As part of the 

development, a 140 km distributed heating 
system, powered by biomass/waste (Sweden 
has banned plastics that cannot be burned), 
will be built to heat all of the Royal Seaport 
development and adjacent development 
for a total of 200,000 supplied units. Smart 
technology connects waste collection sites to 

Figure 3 Hammersby brownfield site redevelopment.

Figure 4. Recent Royal Seaport residential development. 

iv Major investments have been made in alternative fuel sources, including the 2018 waste thermal heat plant that serves 160,000 households and is the most efficient 
waste burning system in the world.
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the biomass plant, ensuring that the circular 
economy is embedded in the construction of 
this new community. 

While the existing and proposed modal 
split for Royal Seaport is projected to be 
50% public transit, 10/15% biking, 5/10% 
walking, 30% car, Royal Seaport has been 
planned so people can live there without a 
car. There has been much attention paid to 
detail, such as innovative design and building 
standards, including smart street lighting, 
heat pumps, and monitoring of individual 
unit use of energy (with penalties). The Royal 
Seaport office works with developers to set 
development energy targets that are binding. 
Once targets are confirmed, building permits 
are issued. Each housing unit is registered 
separately for its energy target mix and 
achievement. Legally enforceable heating 
requirements of 80kw/m2 are addressed by 
a mix of passive and new technology. As a 
result, buildings use one half of the energy 
recorded for the rest of Sweden. Waste 
targets have been set for building materials. 
Royal Seaport has a mandatory education 
program for developers and suppliers, 
whereby the development corporation 
connects the developers, trades and 
suppliers to discuss innovative and required 
construction methods and energy targets, 
thereby grounding successful outcomes in 
shared knowledge. 

• setting clear expectations and creating 
shared sense of achievement amongst citi-
zens, city staff and development community

• using tax and incentive tools such as a 
high tax on material that goes to landfill, 
thus changing culture of use and 
product selection. 

• a focus on urban design and citizen 
input rather than zoning to identify and 
guide development and employ design 
guidelines that are context-driven to 
inform building form and character 

• a focus on being a cooperative society 
that has helped create a long-term, 
committed agenda. 

While all the European Green City work is 
not transferable to Canada, based upon my 
Green City research and conversations with 
European planners and urban designers, 
I believe the following are five key lessons 
worth further consideration by local 
governments across Canada: 
1. Be bold and advocate for big ideas and 

big ‘moves’ by setting robust, detailed and 
achievable carbon reduction targets, while 
recognizing that it is important to ‘bring 
others along,’ create strong foundations 
for citizen/political concerted action and 
monitor outcomes.

2. Create internal and external supportive 
organisations that, internally, combine 
land use planning, urban design, 
transportation planning, storm water 
management and climate change/energy 
specialists into a fully-integrated urban 
planning and development team; and, 
externally, promote a Green City agenda 
possibly through the Federation of 
Canadian Municipalities and/or provincial 
organizations, and/or the Canadian 
Institute of Planners/provincial affiliates 
that celebrate/reward leading Green Cities 
work and leadership. 

3. Re-examine official community plan 
formats and zoning bylaws and consider 
new tools and a more robust urban design 
approach to development that relies on 
broad land use categories, area plans and 
context inspired design guidelines that move 
from a prescriptive model to a performance-
based development approval model.

4. Consider more frequent formation of 
public and public/private development 
corporations as a common tool to 
assemble land and create innovative 
communities and neighbourhoods that 
respond to Green City goals

5. Recognise that long term change to 
address the climate crisis requires 
a significant cultural shift and a 
modification of cultural norm, including 
a more focused education based agenda 
within the K-12 education system.

The Green Cities examined in this article 
continue to successfully implement 
sustainable policies, plans, and projects, 
with a particular focus on reducing and/or 
eliminating greenhouse gas emissions. They 
have done so largely as a result of taking bold 
initiatives that have broad citizen and political 
support across local, regional, and national 
governments. In Canada, where our internal 
cultural and political differences may reduce 
our opportunity to be as equally cooperative, 
and where government regulation is 
frequently challenged, some of the European 
achievements may seem overwhelming. But, 
the reality of the climate crisis and the need 
to change the ‘way we do business’ suggests 
that we must heed lessons from elsewhere 
if we are to adapt and mitigate climate 
challenges while building resilient and high 
quality of life communities. 

David Witty, PhD, RPP, FCIP, MRAIC has 
spent much of his career linking theory to 
practice. He is Senior Fellow Urban Design, 
Master of Community Planning, Vancouver 
Island University located in Nanaimo BC. 
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Be bold and 
advocate for big 
ideas and big 
‘moves’ by setting 
robust, detailed and 
achievable carbon 
reduction targets, 
while recognizing 
that it is important to 
‘bring others along'

Bo Halqvist identified the following five 
key lessons:
• farsighted local and national politicians 

identified long term investment in several 
key city-building initiatives.
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R Of battles and wars:
A 50-year perspective  
on rural planning in Ontario

By Gary Davidson 

F
ull disclosure: I am a rural 
planner, have been for over 
50 years and I am passionate 
about promoting rural community 

interests in Canada and internationally. 
Now, on with the story.

From my perspective, rural planning has 
won many battles over the past 50 years but 
has been losing the war of protecting and 
enhancing rural communities. A 50-year 
perspective provides a clear picture of how 
rural planning started in the 1970s, took off 
in the ‘80s and ‘90s and then settled into a 
sustained rear-guard action. The reality is 
that since the 1990s rural communities have 
sustained many large blows, especially to 
their community structures.

Planners, both urban and rural, share 
responsibility – often unwittingly – for 

the general rural decline. The onus is on 
the new generation of rural planners to 
understand how rural communities came to 
their present situation and to develop new 
strategies for improving rural life.

In Ontario, rural planning started in 
the 1970s. While no one can claim to have 
started the “rural planning” niche, I was 
certainly around at the beginning. Prior 
to the 1970s, rural land was viewed as an 
urban holding zone. In 1971, Huron County, 
a predominantly agricultural community 
in southwest Ontario, became the first 
county in Ontario to establish a planning 
department, and in 1973 approved the first 
county official plan. Throughout the rest of 
the 1970s and into the 1980s many other 
counties in Ontario and across Canada 
established rural planning departments and 

engaged in developing rural and agricultural 
plans, policies, and strategies. 

Because of Huron’s excellent agricultural 
land base, the first policy considerations 
revolved around how to protect that 
magnificent land. Planning being just as 
much a political activity as a scientific one, 
the planning process in Huron focused 
on how the community and its political 
representatives formed goals and policies 
on agricultural land protection. Huron’s 
approach focused heavily on community and 
elected official involvement. We never saw the 
politicians as “the enemy,” as was common 
in planning circles during this period.

The result was to focus planning at the local 
level. This process started in 1973, in what was 
then Grey Township, and spread through the 
County in subsequent years. This approach 

The Fellows Corner is an initiative of the College of Fellows. Induction into the College is the highest honour CIP 
can give to a planner, recognizing outstanding professional experience and contributions. Find out more at 
cip-icu.ca/About/College-of-Fellows
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produced a policy set that was very supportive 
of protecting the agricultural land base. Huron 
developed the first “no severance” policy set 
for non-agricultural uses in the province. 
The Ontario Foodland Guidelines, which 
first appeared in 1978, contained severance 
policies patterned on Huron’s. If you were 
keeping score, this would be a battle won, 
especially since, subsequently, this policy set 
spread across Ontario

But there was another side to the 
agricultural land protection war, and that 
was regionalization. Between 1970 and 
1974, six regions were formed in Ontario: 
Durham, Halton, Niagara, Peel, Waterloo 
and York. These regions embarked on 
official plans, all of which expanded the 
urban boundaries of their cities. While 
counties were fighting the battle of small 
severance and winning, the regions, all on 
prime agricultural lands, were expanding 
into their neighbouring rural communities.

One of the lessons that rural planners 
failed to grasp during this period of rapid 
suburban expansion is that sound rural 
planning starts with sound urban planning. 
Even today with our focus on intensification, 
the history of urban expansion has been to 
expand urban boundaries. This expansion 
has been primarily for lower density 
development. It still goes on.

The Provincial Policy Statement (PPS), a 
consolidated statement of provincial land 
use planning policies, has both helped and 
hindered rural planning. From the first 
addition of the Foodland Guidelines in 1978 
through to the inclusion of agricultural policies 
in the PPS, agricultural land protection 
policies have gradually weakened. While the 
goals and objectives are strong, the devil, as 
they say, is in the detail. In fact, the details 
have weakened land severance policies and 
led to approaches that allow more agricultural 
land to be converted to non-farm uses.

The biggest threat to agricultural land 
protection is how provincial policy deals with 
assessing future land supply for housing in 
urban areas. Currently, the PPS requires a 
20-year land supply in the official plan. This 
leads to not just the 20-year land supply 
within the urban boundary, but also to a 
multi-year speculative land holding outside 
the urban boundary. The latest proposed 
update of the PPS proposes changing the 
land supply horizon to 25 years. This will lead 
both to urban boundary expansion and a new 

speculative push outwards. For Ontario’s 
largest cities, all of this outward push will 
be into prime agricultural lands. When this 
increase was attempted in the early 1990s 
there was considerable pushback from rural 
planners and the time horizon stayed at 
20 years. Today there is hardly a whimper.

Yes, rural planners have won some 
battles. Most rural communities have 
planning departments, dedicated planners, 
and a policy set that generally protects the 
agricultural land base. But the war revolves 
around the urban expansion of our large 
cities. This is where rural planners of the 
future should focus their efforts.

So far, I’ve been concerned with 
agricultural land protection. This is the easy 
part of the rural planning equation. Going 
forward, the challenge will be to not only 
focus land but also to strengthen the rural 
economy and community.

While land, economy, and community are 
intertwined, the economy and the community 
are more difficult to address than land 
use policy. The sustainability of the rural 
community and economy are caught in the 
vortex of local, national and international 
trends and conditions. The past 25 years 
has seen a steady weakening of the rural 
economy and community, as witnessed in all 
primary resource economies. As agriculture 
became more mechanized and farms at first 
became large and then larger, the population 
base declined, impacting both the economy 
and the community. Both limped along until 
the rural amalgamations of the 1990s and 
the fiscal reductions that followed. 

When I came to Huron County in 1971 
there was a vibrant rural economy and 
community. There were five towns, five 
villages and numerous hamlets, all doing 
fairly well, and providing an array of local 
services. What I appreciated was the 
19 cheese factories. Walking down the 
streets of these communities today you are 
faced with vacant storefronts and a limited 
chance of regeneration. Shopping malls, 
big box stores and business consolidations 
have all impacted rural service centres. 
Although some planners pointed out the 
future problems, by in large, the politicians 
and residents supported these changes. 
Now, many of these towns are scrambling 
to support their “downtowns,” often with 
little success. The rural economy will not 
be regenerated through farmers markets 

and rural tourism, no matter how nice these 
ventures sound to urban ears. A whole new 
challenge for young planners lies in how 
to deal with a rural economy that is going 
through dramatic change, especially to the 
sustainability of its service centres.

The impact on community facilities 
has been equally problematic, if not more 
dramatic. Rural communities rely on a 
range of social services and facilities to be 
sustainable. Schools, hospitals, community 
centres, health services, churches, and 
arenas have always been integral parts of 
rural life – except now there are fewer of 
them. Consolidation of these services began 
in the 1990s but greatly increased after the 
wave of forced amalgamations and fiscal 
restraint in the late 1990s and early 2000s. 
This has left rural municipalities with little 
financial capacity to make the required 
capital investments.

The hand that has been dealt rural 
communities is not a good one, with many 
aces. On all three fronts – agricultural land, 
the rural economy, and community facilities 
– municipalities are facing a paradigm 
shift. Older ways of envisioning the “rural 
way of life” have faded, with no obvious 
replacement. It is easy to say that rural 
communities and municipalities need to 
take a hard look at what their future should 
be, but there is a lot of hard work ahead for 
young planners. 

Each cohort has its challenges. Mine 
tackled the land preservation policy issue and 
had some success. Fortunately, for us, that 
was relatively easy. Developing strategies for 
sustaining rural economies and communities 
is harder by several degrees. There will 
always be rural communities. But what will 
they look like? How different will they be? 
These are your battles. 

Gary Davidson, PhD, RPP, FCIP started the 
first planning department in rural Ontario 
in 1971 in Huron County and has been active 
in rural planning ever since, most recently 
with respect to climate change adaptation 
planning. He was awarded the honour of 
FCIP, partly in recognition of his pioneering 
work in rural planning. This article for the 
Fellow’s Corner of Plan Canada is based on 
a presentation to the University of Guelph 
rural planning students, as part of the 
School’s World Planning Day events. ¢
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Choisir ses combats :
Tour d’horizon sur 50 ans 
d’aménagement rural en Ontario

Par Gary Davidson 

D
ivulgation proactive : Depuis 
50 ans je suis planificateur en 
aménagement rural et je me 
passionne pour la défense des 

intérêts du monde rural, tant au Canada 
qu’à l’étranger. Passons maintenant  
à l’article.

De ce que j’en vois, l’aménagement rural 
a gagné de nombreuses batailles au cours 
des 50 dernières années, mais a perdu du 
terrain sur le plan de la protection et du 
développement des collectivités rurales. Un 
tour d’horizon des 50 dernières années illustre 
clairement que l’aménagement rural a pour 
ainsi dire vu le jour aux cours des années 1970, 
a connu un bel essor dans les années 1980 
et 1990 pour ensuite se cantonner dans des 
positions d’arrièregarde. Dans les faits, depuis 
les années 1990, les collectivités rurales ont 
encaissé de durs coups, notamment sur le 
plan des structures communautaires.   

Les planificateurs et urbanistes, 
qu’ils pratiquent en milieu rural ou 
urbain, partagent, parfois à leur insu, la 
responsabilité du déclin généralisé des 
régions rurales. Il incombe à la nouvelle 
génération de planificateurs de comprendre 
comment les collectivités rurales ont pu se 
retrouver dans un tel état et d’élaborer de 
nouvelles stratégies pour améliorer la vie 
en milieu rural.

L’aménagement rural en Ontario a vu le 
jour dans les années 1970. Bien que personne 
ne puisse prétendre avoir créé le créneau d’ 
« aménagement rural, » j’étais certainement 
présent dans les débats et je n’hésitais 
aucunement à exprimer mes opinions. Avant 
les années 1970, les milieux ruraux étaient 
perçus comme des zones d’aménagement 

différé. En 1971, le comté du Huron, une 
collectivité à vocation principalement agricole 
du sud-ouest de l’Ontario, devient le premier 
comté en Ontario à mettre sur pied un 
service d’aménagement rural, puis en 1973 
le premier à se doter d’un plan officiel. Au 
cours du reste des années 1970 et au début 
des années 1980, bon nombre de comtés, en 
Ontario et dans le reste du Canada, ont aussi 
créé leurs services d’aménagement rural et 
entrepris l’élaboration de plans, de politiques 
et de stratégies rurales et agricoles. 

Vu l’excellente qualité des terres agricoles 
du comté de Huron, les premiers enjeux à 
être traités étaient liés à la protection de 
ces terres exceptionnelles. L’aménagement 
est une activité aussi bien politique que 
scientifique, c’est pourquoi le processus 
dans le comté de Huron a consisté à voir 
comment la collectivité et ses représentants 
politiques pouvaient s’entendre sur des 
objectifs et des politiques de protection 
des terres agricoles. L’approche retenue 
misait énormément sur la participation des 
gens de la collectivité et des représentants 
élus. Contrairement à ce qui avait cours 
dans certains milieux de l’aménagement 
à l’époque, nous n’avons jamais perçu les 
politiciens comme des « ennemis. »

Les efforts ont été concentrés sur 
l’aménagement au niveau local. Le processus 
a été amorcé en 1973 dans ce qui s’appelait 
à l’époque le canton de Grey, puis a été 
repris au fil des ans partout au pays. Cette 
approche a permis d’adopter un train 
de politiques qui soutenait la protection 
des terres agricoles. Le comté de Huron 
a élaboré la première politique dans la 
province interdisant le lotissement de terres 

agricoles à des fins autres qu’agricoles. 
Les Directives en matière de conservation 
des terres agricoles de l’Ontario, publiées 
pour la première fois en 1978, contenaient 
des dispositions sur le morcellement des 
terres agricoles inspirées des politiques du 
comté de Huron. Si vous faites le compte, on 
pourrait dire qu’il s’agit d’une victoire, surtout 
si on pense que par la suite ces politiques ont 
été adoptées un peu partout en Ontario.   

Mais il y avait un autre aspect à ce combat 
ayant pour enjeu la protection des terres 
agricoles, nommément la régionalisation. 
De 1970 à 1974, six régions administratives 
ont été créées en Ontario, soit Durham, 
Halton, Niagara, Peel, Waterloo et York. Ces 
régions entreprirent la préparation de plans 
officiels ayant tous en commun pour effet de 
repousser les limites des zones urbaines. 
Bien que les comtés luttaient dans des causes 
de morcellement à petite échelle, et avaient 
gain de cause, les régions administratives, 
toutes situées sur des terres agricoles de 
qualité, s’agrandissaient et empiétaient sur 
les collectivités rurales avoisinantes.

Une des leçons qui a échappé 
aux planificateurs en aménagement 
rural à l’époque est que la réussite de 
l’aménagement rural débute par un 
aménagement urbain réfléchi. Même 
de nos jours, en mettant l’accent sur la 
densification, l’étalement urbain a eu pour 
caractéristique de repousser les limites 
urbaines. Cet étalement a surtout comporté 
des aménagements à faible densité, une 
tendance qui se poursuit.

La Déclaration de principe provinciale 
(DPP), un exposé récapitulatif des politiques 
provinciales en matière d’utilisation du sol, a 
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à la fois aidé et nui à l’aménagement rural. 
Avec les premiers ajouts aux Directives en 
matière de conservation des terres agricoles 
de l’Ontario en 1978, qui prévoyaient 
l’inclusion à la DPP de politiques, ces 
politiques de protection des terres agricoles 
ont peu à peu été affaiblies. Certes, les buts 
et objectifs sont louables, mais les difficultés 
surgissent des menus détails. En fait, ce 
sont les détails d’application qui ont affaibli 
les politiques sur le morcellement des terres 
et amené des approches qui permettent le 
changement de vocation de terres agricoles 
à des fins non agricoles.     

La plus grande menace qui pèse sur 
la protection des terres agricoles est la 
façon dont la politique provinciale suggère 
d’évaluer l’inventaire des terrains à bâtir 
à des fins résidentielles dans les zones 
urbaines. Actuellement, la DPP exige 
que le plan officiel prévoie une réserve de 
terrains pour une période de 20 ans. Ceci ne 
s’arrête pas à une réserve pour 20 ans de 
terrains à l’intérieur des limites urbaines, 
mais s’applique à la possession de terres à 
des fins spéculatives sur plusieurs années 
à l’extérieur des zones urbaines. La plus 
récente mise à jour de la DPP suggère de 
porter l’échéance de l’inventaire de terrains 
à 25 ans. Cette mesure entraînera un plus 
étalement urbain plus important et un risque 
de bulle spéculative à l’extérieur des zones 
urbaines. Pour les grandes agglomérations 
ontariennes, cet étalement se fera sur des 
terres agricoles de haute qualité. Lorsque ce 
prolongement fut tenté au début des années 
1990, les spécialistes de l’aménagement 
rural ont fortement réagi et l’horizon de 
20 ans demeura inchangé. Aujourd’hui, on a 
peine à distinguer des voix discordantes.

Il est vrai que les planificateurs en zones 
rurales ont remporté des victoires. La 
plupart des collectivités rurales disposent 
de services d’aménagement, emploient des 
planificateurs dévoués et ont adopté des 
ensembles de politiques qui, en général, 
protègent les terres agricoles. Mais le conflit 
tourne autour de l’étalement de nos grandes 
villes. C’est là où les planificateurs devraient 
concentrer leurs efforts.

Jusqu’à maintenant, je me préoccupais 
de la protection des terres agricoles. C’est la 
partie facile de l’équation de l’aménagement 
rural. Désormais, le défi sera non seulement 
de se concentrer sur les terres, mais aussi 
sur le renforcement de l’économie et des 
collectivités rurales.     

Bien que les terres, l’économie et 
l’esprit de collectivités soient tous 
étroitement liés, l’économie et la 
collectivité sont plus difficiles à traiter que 
les politiques d’aménagement du territoire. 
L’écoresponsabilité des collectivités et 
des économies rurales est entremêlée de 
tendances et de conditions qui prévalent 
au niveau local, national et international. 
Depuis les 25 dernières années, on a vu un 
affaiblissement constant des collectivités 
et des économies rurales comme on 
a pu le constater dans les économies 
dépendantes des ressources premières. Au 
fur et à mesure que l’agriculture en venait 
à dépendre de la mécanisation, et que la 
taille des exploitations agricoles ne cessait 
d’augmenter, la population connaissait 
un déclin avec les incidences qu’on 
peut supposer sur les économies et les 
collectivités. Elles ont tant bien que mal 
tenu le coup jusqu’aux fusions rurales des 
années 1990 et des ajustements fiscaux 
qui ont suivi. 

À mon arrivée dans le comté de Huron 
en 1971 on y trouvait une collectivité et 
une économie dynamiques. Il y avait cinq 
municipalités, cinq villages et de nombreux 
hameaux, tous prospères et offrant un 
éventail de services locaux. J’appréciais 
beaucoup les 19 fromageries. Aujourd’hui, 
si on déambule dans les rues de ces 
collectivités, on a droit à une série de 
vitrines de commerces abandonnés avec 
peu de chances de renaître. Des centres 
commerciaux, des magasins entrepôts et 
des rachats de comptoirs de vente ont tous 
eu des impacts sur les centres de services 
ruraux. Bien que certains planificateurs 
aient vu venir les problèmes, en grande 
partie les politiciens et les résidents 
appuyaient ces transformations. Aujourd’hui, 
bon nombre de ces villes s’efforcent de 
faire renaître leur « centre-ville » souvent 
sans y réussir. L’économie rurale ne saura 
renaître avec des marchés de producteurs 
et du tourisme rural, peu importe le charme 
que pourraient avoir ces tentatives aux yeux 
des urbains. Tout un nouveau défi se pose 
aux jeunes planificateurs, à savoir que faire 
d’une économie rurale qui doit vivre avec de 
tels changements, surtout avec la possible 
viabilité de ses centres de services.

Les impacts sur les installations 
communautaires ont aussi été 
problématiques, sinon encore plus 
dramatiques. Pour assurer leur viabilité, 

les collectivités rurales comptent sur un 
vaste éventail de services et d’installations. 
Les écoles, les hôpitaux, les centres 
communautaires, les services de santé, les 
lieux de culte et les arénas ont toujours fait 
partie du paysage de la vie rurale, sauf que 
maintenant il y en a de moins en moins. La 
fusion de ces services s’est amorcée au début 
des années 1990, mais s’est grandement 
accélérée avec la vague de fusions forcées à 
la fin des années 1990 et au début des années 
2000. Les municipalités rurales n’ont pas 
eu, ou si peu, la capacité financière d’investir 
dans des immobilisations.

Il y a eu maldonne pour les collectivités 
rurales qui ont peu d’atouts dans leur jeu. 
Sur les trois plans, soit les terres agricoles, 
les économies rurales et les installations 
communautaires les municipalités sont 
confrontées à un changement de paradigme. 
Les vieux concepts du « mode de vie rurale » 
se sont estompés sans qu’on leur trouve 
de substituts. Il est facile de dire que les 
collectivités et les municipalités rurales 
doivent être très réalistes à propos de leur 
avenir, mais il y a beaucoup de travail qui 
attend les jeunes planificateurs.   

Chaque cohorte transporte son lot de 
défis. Les miens consistaient à m’employer 
à faire avancer les dossiers de conservation 
des terres agricoles, et j’ai connu une 
certaine réussite. Heureusement pour nous, 
ce fut relativement facile. L’élaboration de 
stratégies visant à aménager des économies 
et des collectivités rurales durables est 
cependant bien plus difficile. Il y aura 
toujours des collectivités rurales, mais 
de quoi auront-elles l’air? Seront-elles si 
différentes? Voilà vos futurs combats. 

Gary Davidson, Ph. D., FICU, UPC a mis sur 
pied le premier service d’aménagement en 
zone rurale en Ontario dans le comté de 
Huron en 1971. Il a depuis toujours été actif 
dans le secteur de l’aménagement rural, 
et plus récemment dans les dossiers de la 
planification de l’adaptation au changement 
climatique. Il a reçu la distinction de FICU 
en partie en reconnaissance de ses travaux 
d’avant-garde en aménagement rural. 
Cet article pour la section des Fellows de 
Plan Canada est basé sur une présentation 
devant les étudiants en urbanisme de 
l’Université de Guelph dans le cadre des 
événements marquant la Journée mondiale 
de l’urbanisme à l’Université. ¢
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Reviewed by Glenn Miller

Perfect City:  
an Urban Fixer’s Global Search  
for Magic in the Modern Metropolis

T
he firm now known as Urban Strategies was founded in Toronto 
in 1986 by Frank Lewinberg and Joe Berridge. Ken Greenberg 
joined two years later, and Berridge Lewinberg Greenberg went 
on to become one of the country’s most successful planning 

consultancies (as evidenced by a host of national and international awards). 
In 1998, the firm was one of the first in the field to abandon the traditional 
practice of branding a company identified by named partners, switching to 
the more generic and strategically useful ‘Urban Strategies.’ One constant, 
however, was the company’s stated goal to “work hard, have fun and create 
better urban environments.” 

This deceptively lighthearted ethic also permeates Joe Berridge’s welcome 
debut as an author. At one level, “Perfect City” can be seen as a committed 
urbanist’s version of Anthony Bourdain’s globe-trotting explorations in search 
of exotic food sources. At another, Berridge takes us to and through some 
of the many international assignments awarded to Urban Strategies, from 
Sydney to Shanghai, with stops in Belfast, London, Manchester, New York 
and Singapore, with a consultant’s eye for building lasting relationships and 
leveraging the firm’s ability to tap into diverse business cultures along the way. 
It is also clear, however, that Berridge’s delight and desire to search for the 
“magic of cities” is both deeply personal and fundamental to his world view. 

Relying heavily on references to Jane Jacobs and Robert Moses as a short-
form for explaining how each place approaches the complex task of city-building 
(Jacobs = Good, bottom-up, engaging: Moses = Bad, top-down, imperious), 
Berridge offers up carefully-crafted sketches of the features, places and the 
personalities he meets on his work travels. As with Bourdain, there is often food 
and drink involved – the more local, the better to get a sense of the place.

Although Berridge’s preferred modus is more Jane Jacobs than Moses, his 
frank admiration of mega-scale city building underway in places like Shanghai 
(“Shanghai is destined for global supremacy.”) is in contrast to an underlying 
irritation with pro forma public engagement practices that fail to put local 
insights to good use. Nowhere is this more apparent than in the chapter 
devoted to Toronto, where Berridge’s tone shifts to sharp criticism and 
frustration with that city’s inability to get things done in a timely way. Despite 
his obvious frustration with Toronto’s institutional shortcomings, his bristling 
take-down of patronizing visitors with the temerity to criticize his adopted 
home town is nothing short of hilarious, as is his tongue-in-cheek warning 
to never allow architects to plan anything larger than a building. “Architects 
always get it wrong when they are given a problem that is too large,” he says.

Beginning planners and veterans alike can learn a lot from Berridge’s 
ability to blend big picture analysis with an appreciation of small details that 
can affect outcomes. A key strength of this very readable book is that there 
are no photographs or sketches of the cities he is writing about. Confident 
that the descriptive power of his prose is more than enough to get his 
message across, Berridge leaves the reader wanting more. That’s about as 
perfect as it gets.

By Joe Berridge, 2019: 200 pages.
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Reviewed by Glenn Miller

By Ken Greenberg, 2019: 336 pages.

C
ity planning junkies will also want to read Ken Greenberg’s 
“Toronto Reborn: Design Successes and Challenges.” Greenberg, 
who was an Urban Strategies partner (with Berridge) for 12 years 
before establishing his own firm, Greenberg Consultants Inc., 

concentrates his considerable analytical skills on historical failures and 
future challenges facing Toronto. Building on themes introduced in his 2011 
book, “Walking Home: The Life and Lessons of a City Builder,” Greenberg 
explores in-depth the role of the myriad institutions, people and private 
companies that collectively contrive to push the city forward. 

“Toronto has become expert at muddling through,” he laments, adding 
that Toronto’s “unfortunate tendency to second-guess, start, stop and 
then start something else” is both a curse and a blessing. Like Berridge, 
Greenberg is frustrated by the reputation of Torontonians for “talking 
themselves into exhaustion” but he also acknowledges that “Toronto has 
succeeded as much by what it didn’t do as by what it did – “demolitions, 
streetcar removals, and expressways are all bandwagons the city never 
wholeheartedly boarded” (emphasis added).

There isn’t space here to note the many planning ‘best practices’ cited 
in “Toronto Reborn,” but one of the most powerful has to be Greenberg’s 
convincing commitment to design which respects “permeable edges, 
new links, and connections.” Whether applied to university master plans 
or suburban neighbourhoods (which Greenberg argues need to be better 
understood), “collapsed boundaries” are a vital ingredient for success in 
bringing people together.

Although both authors voice strong opinions, Ken Greenberg’s take is 
overtly political, providing explicit critiques of current provincial policy. The 
city is facing “serious headwinds,” he comments, referring to the difficult 
relationship between Toronto and the provincial government. “It remains to 
be seen how far Toronto will be pushed off course in its attempts to become 
a successful, prosperous, sustainable and equitable city for all.” Greenberg 
concludes that while “Toronto Reborn” may be aspirational, helping Toronto 
reach its potential is a worthy goal for anyone committed to city building.

Glenn Miller RPP, FCIP is a member of the Plan Canada editorial board; 
from 1986 to 2011 he was editor of the Ontario Planning Journal, the 
professional practice magazine of OPPI that ceased publication in 2018. ¢

Toronto Reborn:  
Design Successes and Challenges
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Dr. Whitzman’s article in Plan Canada’s 
Housing Issue (Winter 2019) stated 
that “teaching housing policy 

has virtually disappeared from planning 
education.” This conclusion is misleading 
since housing courses are being taught in 
many schools of planning across Canada. 
Students are also doing master’s research 
and projects on housing, and some go on to 
work in housing positions. 

As a long-time housing specialist who 
also teaches housing policy, I suggest that 
the more important question is what housing 
skills our upcoming planners need for 
today and into the future. The local level of 
community planning is especially important 
since this is where housing is developed 
and where policies are put into action. 
Understanding the links between planning 
and housing policies in local housing markets 
is critical to achieving positive outcomes from 
spending by senior levels of government. 

Canada has moved forward with the  
10-year, 2017 ($55+ billon) National Housing 
Strategy (NHS) and three years have passed. 
The article suggested that the NHS makes 
it an opportune time to expand housing 
education if planning schools would quickly 
revise programs, add (and fund) more 
courses and find people to teach them. Given 

LETTER TO THE EDITOR
February 14, 2020

Response to “Reflections on  
Teaching Housing Policy to Planners” 
Carolyne Whitzman, Plan Canada – Housing Issue, Winter 2019

all these constraints, we could explore other 
avenues to build housing expertise. Housing 
sector organizations are ramping-up training 
programs with on-line courses, webinars, 
and workshops. Opportunities for planning 
schools to work with the housing sector 
could be explored.

Three other challenges have to be 
recognized. First, ‘policies’ are not static. 
Governments at all levels constantly change 
housing polices and priorities. Significant 
policy changes have occurred, virtually 
every 10 years. As each new wave of policies 
happens, educated professionals have to run 
with the ball. Housing courses in planning 
schools need constant updating to keep pace 
and be one step ahead for what follows. 

Secondly, the types of skills needed 
continuously evolve and people talk about 
‘transformative change’ in housing policy. 
CMHC, our national housing agency, reports 
its own transformative change in staffing and 
ways of doing business. With CMHC’s many 
new initiatives and a requirement to report 
on the NHS targets and outcomes, we need 
more policy analysis at a local level. 

Thirdly, time lags to implement housing 
policies and assess outcomes often span over 
a decade. Planning and completing new devel-
opments or redeveloping older ‘public housing’ 

can take five to 10 years. Before we teach about 
housing policy we first need to understand the 
policies and their impacts. In the meantime, 
students could learn lessons from the past 
and develop policy analysis expertise to inform 
decision-makers about choices made today. 

Given the NHS time frame, it is likely too 
late to ramp up housing courses. Planners 
can still learn about previous housing policies 
to prepare them for what will follow.

Looking ahead, two steps are worth 
considering. First, improving policy analysis 
skills could be useful. Planners could 
be assessing how local planning policies 
influence housing policies and how to 
synchronize planning and housing. Secondly, 
planners need skills in evaluation. Evaluation 
has a theoretical and methodological base 
and is required for federal policies and 
programs. Provincial and local governments 
rely on less rigorous ‘reviews’ or reports on 
activities. With billions of dollars in housing 
spending, we need better information on 
local housing outcomes. 

Policy and evaluation expertise are useful 
no matter what changes occur and, hopefully, 
my comments will trigger other ideas about 
education related to housing.

Dr. Patricia Streich ¢
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• We use lighter publication stock that consists of  
recycled paper. This paper has been certified to meet 
the environmental and social standards of the Forest  
Stewardship CouncilTM (FSC®) and comes from respon-
sibly managed forests, and verified recycled sources 
making this a RENEWABLE and SUSTAINABLE resource.

• Our computer-to-plate technology reduces the amount 
of chemistry required to create plates for the printing 
process. The resulting chemistry is neutralized to the 
extent that it can be safely discharged to the drain.

• We use vegetable oil-based inks to print the 
magazine. This means that we are not using 
resource-depleting petroleum-based ink products 
and that the subsequent recycling of the paper in this 
magazine is much more environment friendly.

OUR CONCERN FOR THE ENVIRONMENT  
IS MORE THAN JUST TALK
As we continue to deliver valuable information through the pages of this magazine, in a printed format that is 
appealing, reader-friendly and not lost in the proliferation of electronic messages that are bombarding our senses, 
we are also well aware of the need to be respectful of our environment. That is why we are committed to publishing 
the magazine in the most environmentally-friendly process possible. Here is what we mean:

SO ENJOY THIS MAGAZINE...AND KEEP THINKING GREEN.

• During the printing process, we use a solvent 
recycling system that separates the water from the 
recovered solvents and leaves only about 5% residue. 
This results in reduced solvent usage, handling and 
hazardous hauling.

• We ensure that an efficient recycling program is used 
for all printing plates and all waste paper.

• Within the pages of each issue, we actively 
encourage our readers to REUSE and RECYCLE.

• In order to reduce our carbon footprint on the 
planet, we utilize a carbon offset program in 
conjunction with any air travel we undertake related 
to our publishing responsibilities for the magazine.
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The online version of Plan Canada features:

1. A realistic reading experience, with flip-through pages, the sounds of turning 
pages, and even shading along the spine all enhance your reading experience; 

2. Mobile, iPad, and iPhone compatibility as well as eReader output for devices 
such as Kindle, Nook and iBooks;

3. A thumbnail-style navigation panel that allows you to view the entire 
publication at once;

4. The ability to share this digital publication with friends and colleagues via 
social networks, including Facebook and Twitter, or via email or Google+;

5. Active hyperlinks that connect you with all websites and email addresses 
contained in the publication, including advertiser websites;

6. Active internal links that connect you to specific stories from the front 
cover and contents page;

7. Searchable and zoomable content that allows you to search the entire 
issue for specific words, phrases, subjects, etc.; and

8.  The ability to add personal notes and bookmarks throughout each issue, 

making Plan Canada's content more useful than ever.

Read Plan Canada online.

La version en ligne de Plan Canada comporte : 

1. Une expérience de lecture réaliste : voyez les pages tourner, entendez le son des pages qu’on tourne, remarquez 
l’ombre près de la reliure; tout cela enrichit votre expérience de lecture.

2. Une application mobile compatible iPad et iPhone et un format de sortie eReader pour les appareils tels que Kindle,  
Nook et iBooks.

3. Un panneau de navigation de type vignettes qui permet de voir l’ensemble de la publication en un coup d’œil.

4. La capacité de partager cette publication numérique avec des amis et des collègues par l’entremise de réseaux 
sociaux, y compris Facebook et Twitter, ou encore par courriel ou Google+.

5. Des hyperliens actifs qui permettent d’accéder à tous les sites Web et d’utiliser toutes les adresses courriel qui 
figurent dans la publication, y compris les sites Web des annonceurs.

6. Des liens internes actifs qui permettent d’aller directement à des articles spécifiques à partir de la page couverture ou 
de la table des matières.

7. La possibilité d’effectuer une recherche ou de zoomer sur le contenu, ce qui permet de chercher des mots, des 
expressions ou des sujets spécifiques dans tout le numéro. 

8. La capacité d’ajouter des notes personnelles et des signets dans chaque numéro, ce qui rend le contenu de Plan 
Canada encore plus utile que jamais.

Lisez Plan Canada en ligne
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We are accepting applications for all programs! 

URBAN AND REGIONAL PLANNING
THE UNIVERSITY OF ALBERTA  IS HOME TO ONE OF CANADA’S FASTEST GROWING PROGRAMS IN

•  Accredited professional undergraduate BA and BSc Degrees

•  An MSc degree with a focus on planning for resilience with both two and 
one year streams

•  A PhD specialization in Planning with the opportunity to study with 
established scholars

•  Strong connections with planning employers, which facilitates a high 
quality internship program, s ld experiential 
learning

 FOR MORE INFORMATION VISIT: PLANNING.EAS.UALBERTA.CA
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University of Waterloo’s School of Planning 
o
 ers online and part-time graduate programs 
for working professionals. Advance the career 
you have, or launch a new one with a practice-
oriented and conceptually-rigorous education 
taught by Canada’s leading faculty on planning. 

With asynchronous course content and fall, 
winter and spring entry, our programs work 
within your schedule. Professional planning 
members can earn continuous professional 
learning units by completing our courses.

uwaterloo.ca/planning/online-grad

TRANSFORM THE 
CITY YOU LOVE, 
WITHOUT HAVING 
TO LEAVE IT

TOGETHER for a sustainable future
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Master of 
Planning (MPLAN)

3.5 years | 10 courses

Graduate Diploma 
in Planning (GDIP)

15 months | 4 courses

+
ONLINE AND PART-TIME

graduate programs for working professionals


