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...no one can be healthy and secure unless we all are.
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P
erfect vision is recorded as being 
“20/20.” As the current calendar 
year winds down, however, “2020” 
will go down in history as the year 

that nobody saw coming.
In countless ways, the COVID-19 pandemic 

has been a devastating crisis. To date, over 
12,000 Canadians have succumbed to the 
virus. Daily routines have been disrupted 
and everyone’s health has been threatened. 
Lives, most especially those of the vulnerable 
and marginalized, have been thrown into 
compounding turmoil. Society has been 
forced to face immense and immediate 
challenges and these have exposed 
unmistakable fault lines – rifts that fracture 
our communities by age, income, health 
status, neighbourhood location, and race.

Yet the pandemic has also revealed, 
perhaps even buttressed, community 
strengths. Of particular importance is a 
renewed sense of social solidarity through 
collective action. The new normal for most 
individuals, as they go about their daily 
lives, is an almost reflexive consideration 
of their potential impact on others. And it 
seems that many people have come to a 
profound realization: no one can be healthy 
and secure unless we all are.

Also important is an apparently renewed 
confidence in areas that have been 
suffering from an erosion of confidence 
– government, science, and expertise. 
Nothing should resonate more with 
planners than to see people implicitly 
valuing the foundations of civic society and, 
through their behaviours and collective 
actions, innately demonstrating what the 
“public interest” is all about.

The current crisis has brought attention 
to the crucial role of planning in ensuring 

society’s collective well-being. Like the 
work of planners, so much of COVID-19 
is about space. While the virus depends 
on proximity of hosts to spread its deadly 
net, planners everywhere have been 
adept in showing how public space can be 
reallocated to slow down the virus while 
allowing people to carry on. Planning is a 
multidisciplinary profession that involves 
myriad fields of study and practice, but 
at its heart are issues of space. This 
pandemic has put planners at the centre of 
community adaptation.

The other axis defining this crisis is time. 
The experience of time has been altered 
inexorably so that we seem to find ourselves 
in a strange, almost suspended state. Not 
only have events like weddings or travel 
plans been put on hold, but the pandemic 
has altered our understanding of the future. 
People now talk about tomorrow, and the 
day after tomorrow, as radically uncertain. 
That is truly disquieting.

A more uncertain future, however, is 
also one more open to shaping. In this 
special issue of Plan Canada, the Canadian 
professional planning community reflects 
upon 2020 and beyond. The pandemic’s 
implications for working lives, shopping 
streets, parkland, and mixed-use 
communities start off the discussion. 
Next, contributors address the social 
imbalances laid bare by the crisis and make 
recommendations to redress inequities. 
This issue also includes fervent calls 
to treat the pandemic as a watershed 
moment capable of turning the tide on 
the racial biases that have been and still 

are implicit in our professional work. Still 
other contributors document how the crisis 
altered their work in unforeseeable ways 
and how they responded. The pandemic 
has spawned new research, methods, 
perspectives, and approaches affecting 
planning practice and these are highlighted.

Planners can be proud of their rapid 
response to this crisis. Flexibility, creativity, 
and boldness have been on display in 
disparate settings across the country. But 
conventional planning wisdom has also 
been thrown into question. Over the last few 
decades, the profession has increasingly 
focused on the virtues of density, 
intensification, mixed uses, mainstreets, 
concentrated centres, and public transit. 
Beyond the pandemic, these tenets will 
come under scrutiny by a public affected by 
lived experiences in which a virus had the 
upper hand.

Overall, this pandemic has highlighted 
the essential role of planning in helping 
communities envision the future they want. 
It is the one profession dedicated to shaping 
the future and managing the way through 
the future that comes, despite the best laid 
plans. The pandemic may have decisively 
changed how we live, but it has also focused 
critical attention – and expectations – on 
the profession.

Beyond 2020, the view ahead will be 
refocused. Planners are being looked 
upon to lead the way forward with urgency, 
empathy, dedication, and legitimacy. 
Here and now are the place and time for 
Canadian planning professionals to redefine 
the good community. ¢

The Pandemic  
and Beyond

Kent Munro RPP, MCIP and Ray Tomalty, PhD
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La pandémie,  
et au-delà

O
n appelle la vision parfaite « 20/20. »  
Cependant, à l’approche de la fin 
de l’année, l’histoire se souviendra 
de 2020 comme l’année que 

personne n’avait vu venir.  
La pandémie de COVID-19 a été une crise 

dévastatrice à maints égards. À ce jour, 
plus de 12 000 Canadiens et Canadiennes 
ont succombé au virus. Les habitudes 
quotidiennes ont été perturbées et la santé 
de tout un chacun a été mise en péril. Des 
vies, en particulier celles des personnes 
vulnérables et marginalisées, ont été 
plongées dans une tourmente encore plus 
grande. La société a été contrainte de faire 
face à des défis colossaux et immédiats 
qui ont mis en évidence des lignes de faille 
évidentes, des clivages qui divisent nos 
collectivités en fonction de l’âge, du revenu, 
de l’état de santé, de l’emplacement du 
quartier et de la race.

Et malgré tout, la pandémie a également 
révélé, peut-être même renforcé, les 
forces vives de la collectivité. Il est 
particulièrement important de revoir le 
sens de la solidarité sociale par l’action 
collective. Pour la plupart des individus, 
la nouvelle normalité, dans leur vie 
quotidienne, est une considération presque 
introspective de leur impact potentiel sur 
les autres. Et il semble que de nombreuses 
personnes en soient venues à une profonde 
prise de conscience, soit que personne ne 
peut se dire en bonne santé et en sécurité à 
moins que nous le soyons tous et toutes.

Il est tout aussi important de constater une 
assurance apparemment renouvelée dans 
des domaines qui ont souffert d’une érosion 
de notre confiance comme le gouvernement, 
la science et dans un sens large les experts.  
Rien ne devrait autant faire vibrer les cordes 
sensibles des urbanistes que de voir les gens 
valoriser implicitement les fondements de 
la société civile et, par leurs comportements 
et leurs actions collectives, démontrer par 
l’exemple ce qu’est l’intérêt public.

Kent Munro UPC, MICU et Ray Tomalty, PhD

La crise actuelle a attiré l’attention 
sur le rôle crucial de l’urbanisme pour 
assurer le bien être collectif de la société. 
Tout comme le travail des urbanistes, bien 
des aspects de la COVID 19 concernent 
l’espace. Alors que le virus dépend de la 
proximité des hôtes pour tisser son filet 
mortel, les urbanistes du monde entier 
ont su montrer comment l’espace public 
peut être réaménagé pour ralentir le virus 
tout en permettant aux gens de continuer 
à vivre. L’urbanisme est une profession 
pluridisciplinaire qui implique une myriade 
de domaines d’étude et de pratique, 
mais au cœur de celle-ci se trouvent les 
questions d’espace. Cette pandémie a placé 
les urbanistes au centre de l’adaptation des 
collectivités et des aménagements.       

L’autre facteur incontournable définissant 
cette crise est le temps. L’expérience du 
temps a été inexorablement modifiée de 
sorte que nous semblons nous trouver 
dans un état étrange, presque suspendu. 
Non seulement des événements comme 
les mariages ou les projets de voyage ont 
été mis en suspens, mais la pandémie a 
modifié notre compréhension de l’avenir. 
Les gens parlent aujourd’hui de demain, et 
d’après-demain, comme étant radicalement 
incertains. C’est vraiment inquiétant.

Mais un avenir plus incertain est aussi 
un avenir plus ouvert à l’élaboration. Dans 
ce numéro spécial de Plan Canada, la 
communauté professionnelle canadienne 
de l’urbanisme réfléchit à 2020 et au-delà. 
Les implications de la pandémie sur la vie 
professionnelle, les rues commerçantes, 
les parcs et les communautés à usage 
mixte sont au cœur de la discussion. 
Ensuite, nos collaborateurs abordent les 
déséquilibres sociaux mis à nu par la 
crise et formulent des recommandations 
pour corriger les inégalités. Ce numéro 
comprend également des appels bien 
sentis à considérer la pandémie comme un 
moment charnière capable de renverser 

les préjugés raciaux qui ont été et sont 
encore implicites dans l’exercice de notre 
profession. D’autres collaborateurs nous 
racontent comment la crise a modifié 
leur travail de manière imprévisible et 
comment ils ont réagi. La pandémie 
a engendré de nouvelles recherches, 
méthodes, perspectives et approches 
affectant la pratique de l’urbanisme et 
celles-ci sont mises en évidence.

Les urbanistes peuvent être fiers de leur 
réaction rapide à cette crise. La flexibilité, 
la créativité et l’audace se sont manifestées 
dans des contextes disparates à travers 
le pays. Mais la sagesse conventionnelle 
en matière d’urbanisme a également 
été remise en question. Au cours des 
dernières décennies, la profession a de 
plus en plus mis l’accent sur les vertus 
de la densité, de l’intensification, de la 
mixité, des rues principales, des centres 
concentrés et des transports en commun. 
Au-delà de la pandémie, ces principes 
seront examinés par un public touché par 
des expériences vécues dans lesquelles un 
virus aura eu le dessus.

Tout compte fait, cette pandémie aura 
mis en évidence le rôle essentiel de 
l’urbanisme pour aider les collectivités 
à préciser une vision de l’avenir qu’elles 
souhaitent. C’est la seule profession qui 
se consacre à façonner l’avenir et à gérer 
les façons de s’y rendre, malgré les plans 
les mieux conçus. La pandémie a peut-
être changé de manière décisive notre 
façon de vivre, mais elle a également attiré 
l’attention critique, et aussi des attentes 
envers la profession.

Au-delà de 2020, il faudra recentrer 
notre vision de l’avenir. On attend des 
urbanistes qu’ils montrent la voie à suivre 
avec urgence, empathie, dévouement et 
légitimité. C’est ici et maintenant que les 
professionnels canadiens de l’urbanisme 
doivent redéfinir les modèles de 
collectivités adaptés. ¢
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Technological change and COVID-19 
Adaptations for work and communities
By Matthew Robinson

Summary

One of the realities with which society 
will have to contend is the increasing 
reliance on technology and what that 
means for communities. COVID-19 and 
the measures put in place to ensure 
social distancing are exaggerating this 
impact. Major shifts in commercial 
districts were already evident prior to 
COVID-19 due to technological change. 
Those changes are now slowly carrying 
over into other areas of the city. How 
we live, work, play, shop, and learn are 
experiencing their respective paradigm 
shifts. This article takes a closer look at 
current trends, such as changes to work 
lifestyle and the complete community 
framework. The goal is to better 
understand how spaces may be adapted 
in the face of increased technological 
reliance and how this inflicts physical 
distance on our lives. 

Sommaire

L’une des réalités que la société devra 
confronter est la dépendance croissante 
à la technologie et ses implications 
pour les communautés. La COVID-19 et 
les mesures introduites pour assurer 
la distanciation sociale amplifient cet 
impact. D’importants remaniements 
dans les quartiers commerciaux étaient 
déjà manifestes avant la COVID-19 en 
raison de l’évolution technologique. 
Ces transformations se répercutent 
désormais peu à peu dans d’autres 
quartiers de la ville. Nos modes de vie, 
de travail, de loisirs, de consommation 
et d’apprentissage connaissent leurs 
propres changements paradigmatiques. 
Cet article examine de plus près les 
tendances actuelles, notamment les 
changements dans le mode de vie 
au travail et le cadre communautaire 
général, afin de mieux cerner comment 
adapter les espaces face à une 
dépendance technologique accrue et 
à la distance physique qu’elle inflige à 
nos vies.

S
ocial distancing and imposed 
quarantines from COVID-19 
present the opportunity to truly 
understand our increasing 
reliance on technology and what 

that could mean for the post-pandemic 
future. Today, almost anything consumers 
need or want can be found online. 
Entertainment, shopping, business, and 
education are all shifting towards the digital 
domain. This shift is changing the way we 
live and is emerging faster than bureaucratic 
city structures can adequately respond. 
Planners have an opportunity to proactively 
navigate this evolving landscape and help 
communities adapt. We must find effective 
ways to support and create community in 
an environment that increasingly promotes 
living, working, playing, learning, and 
shopping from behind a computer. 

Major changes to the commercial sector 
began to be manifested prior to COVID-19 
and have since been magnified. Dominance 
and consolidation in the online shopping 
market has quickly overpowered traditional 
malls, commercial plazas, and main streets 
and is forcing property and business owners 
to adapt to this trend before tenants no 
longer see the value in (or can no longer 
afford) a brick and mortar store. The 
current response by one major commercial 
developer (Figure 1) is to infuse heavily 
commercialized areas with residential 
mixed-use forms that can better support 
and sustain existing businesses.1 Over the 
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past decade, the planning and development 
world has integrated this framework, known 
as ‘complete communities,’ more frequently 
into projects. It is a staple of new urbanist 
thought, which focuses on generating higher 
residential density and a mixture of uses, 
creating neighbourhoods with necessary 
amenities within walking distance.2 In theory, 
applying a complete communities framework 
to mall properties will provide additional 
revenue for the property owners and create 
a larger consumer base in closer proximity, 
thereby helping tenants compete with 
online retailers. Converting homogenous 
landscapes into ones with greater land use 
diversity is one way to foster resilience to 
technological changes and broad market 
trends.

Workforce mobility is another 
phenomenon with impact on the built 
environment. Significant numbers of office-
based workers were required to work from 
home during the first wave of the COVID-19 
pandemic. As a result, there appears 
to be an increasing desire to partially 
maintain this lifestyle. According to a recent 
survey conducted by a human resources 
consultancy, nearly half (45%) of working 
Canadians say they would prefer to work 
remotely at least three days a week, while 
more than a quarter say they would prefer 
flexible hours.3 Even prior to the pandemic, 
the number of people shifting to more 
mobile work environments was growing. 
Tools like cloud storage and online meeting 
software had already established a strong 
foundation of infrastructure and required 

relatively minor enhancements to handle 
the increased demand. Any space with an 
accessible internet connection is now a 
potential office space. 

Research suggests that an ongoing 
work from home approach will result 
in a potential reduction of tenant office 
space needs by an average of 8.5%.4 
This reduction, while significant, is not 
large enough to imply an immediate end 
to traditional office space. Not only is 
speculation on these trends divided but 
office space is still a valued investment by 
many different industries. Some commercial 
real estate companies are seeing signs that, 
while some less desirable office spaces will 

remain vacant for a longer period of time, 
there will be a need for space following a 
return to post-COVID-19 normalcy.

Regardless of employee preferences 
or real estate speculation, a growing 
desire by industry leaders to decentralize 
operations – especially those of technology-
based companies – is evident. The Ottawa 
headquarters of one large-scale technology 
company (Shopify) once held approximately 
1000 employees. In May 2020, the company 
boldly announced that “office centricity is 
over.” Their offices will remain closed until 
2021 and a majority of staff will permanently 
work remotely. Recently, the company has 
taken steps to sell off 170,000 square feet 

Figure1. Renderings of a redeveloped Richmond Centre in Richmond, British Columbia.  
Source:http://shapeproperties.com/projects/live-at-cf-richmond-centre/

Figure 2. Number of Coworking Spaces Worldwide.  
Source: https://www.coworkingresources.org/blog/key-figures-coworking-growth
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of its office space.5 Other companies across 
North America are doing the same, in what 
could be the beginning of the end for the 
Central Business District, as we know it.

While shifting to a remote work 
environment has benefits and may enable 
workers to be more productive, there are 
potential downsides. The isolation and 
attendant mental and emotional toll of 
working from home have become apparent 
during COVID-19. Many employees working 
predominantly from home are lamenting the 
loss of their workplace. Most working people 
spend approximately one-third of their 
time at work. If this space for interaction, 
connection, and socialization disappears, 
new ways to interact with others throughout 
the day will need to be found.

One of the built environment responses 
designed to cater to the remote worker, and 
this need for connection, is the providing 
of shared workspaces. While there are 
many shared workspace models, the one 
offering the best insight towards creating 
more adaptive and healthy communities is 
‘coworking.’ Coworking spaces offer desks 
for hire and go beyond simply providing 

the tools necessary to conduct day-to-day 
business activities. Many include public 
amenities like a coffee shop at street level, 
“where improbable encounters can take 
place between local citizens and coworkers 
and where information, ideas, and knowledge 
can be shared.”6 These extracurricular 
amenities, along with a knowledge-sharing 
atmosphere, help to develop a strong 
feeling of membership and connection with 
community that resonates with the current 
remote workforce. This is another example of 
the complete community framework coming 
to life, where the mixture of uses fosters an 
environment designed for community. 

Since 2005 when the term was first 
coined, co-working spaces have experienced 
rapid growth. This year, the number of 
spaces worldwide is projected to reach 
almost 20,000 and over 40,000 by 2024 
(Figure 2).7

Coworking spaces are not immune from 
the impacts of COVID-19. But, despite 
capacity cuts to promote distancing and 
reduce occupancy, co-working companies 
have said that they have not seen their 
revenues drop. The post-COVID-19 market 

may look different than anticipated and 
business models will need to continue 
to adapt, however, the flexibility inherent 
in these spaces will ultimately help this 
adaptation process. The executive director 
of one major real estate company suggests 
that “we’re only going to be seeing more 
flexible, agile, dispersed, and distributed 
work and portfolios.”8 

Combining the expected increase in 
remote work opportunities and shared 
workspaces, the trend is clearly towards 
office decentralization. This can be expected 
to dramatically impact living and working 
choices. Perhaps more young families will 
settle in rural areas, no longer concerned 
about long commutes. Denser residential 
areas may become less attractive, resulting 
in an increase in sprawl development, 
which cities already struggle to contain and 
maintain. These uncertainties should be 
at the forefront of our vision in the coming 
years. Planners must be proactive in 
anticipating how the current pandemic will 
impact the future of work and recognize the 
opportunities this presents to bring more 
diversity into communities.

Development Approvals  |  Urban + Community Planning 
Facilitation + Engagement  |  Research + Advice  |  Development Advisory

 Into Reality
R+W is not your average urban planning and 
development consulting firm. Based out of Winnipeg, 
our team of passionate planning entrepreneurs have 
decades of collective experience across Manitoba 
providing high quality planning and development 
consultation services, along with overall support to 
keep projects moving forward. Learn more at: 
www.richardwintrup.com 
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Conclusion
Technological advancement, and more recent-
ly, the COVID-19 safety measures, are blurring 
the lines that separate the different areas of 
our lives. As companies begin to divest them-
selves of costly office space, the opportunity to 
work remotely will be more readily available. 
Transitioning built environments toward 
more complete communities is emerging as 
an adaptive response to the new realities of 
the digital economy. Opportunities exist for 
planners to envision ways to further support 
complete communities which are adaptive, 
include innovative work settings and amenities 
for remote workers, and offer resilience in the 
age of technology. 

Matthew Robinson RPP, MCIP 
received a Bachelor of Science 
degree in Civil Engineering and a 
Master of City Planning from the 
University of Manitoba. He is currently 
an independent contractor working 
primarily for Richard + Wintrup Planning 
and Development, a small private sector 
firm in Winnipeg that specializes in 
major infill redevelopment projects. 
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5 John MacGillis, "Shopify Shuts Trend-
setting Workspace and Ottawa's 
Downtown Real Estate Market Is Rattled 
to Core," Capital Current, October 

18, 2020, accessed October 20, 2020, 
https://capitalcurrent.ca/shopify-shuts-
trend-setting-workspace-and-ottawas-
downtown-real-estate-market-is-rattled-
to-core/.

6 Ignasi Capdevila, “Knowledge Dynamics 
in Localized Communities: Coworking 
Spaces as Microclusters," SSRN 
Electronic Journal, December 9, 2014, 
accessed September 2, 2020, doi:10.2139/
ssrn.2414121.

7 Alberto Di Rision, "Global Coworking 
Growth Study 2020," Market Size & 
Industry Trends. July 03, 2020, accessed 
September 3, 2020, https://www.
coworkingresources.org/blog/key-figures-
coworking-growth. 

8 WSP, "What Will Covid-19 Mean for 
Coworking?" WSPglobal, accessed 
October 20, 2020, https://www.wsp.com/
en-GL/insights/what-will-covid-19-mean-
for-coworking. ¢

City in Lockdown by Frank Ducote 
RPP, FCIP is a digital creation that 
attempts to capture the look and 
feel of Vancouver’s nearly empty 
streets during the early days of the 
pandemic. “It was a time when our 
collective fears – of the coronavirus, 
of others, of the city itself – were at 
the maximum.” 

City in Lockdown
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Summary

This article leverages research 
completed just prior to the outbreak of 
COVID-19, which studied the current 
and future states of Toronto’s retail 
main streets. The future abruptly and 
unexpectedly changed in March 2020 
with a pandemic that motivated a rethink 
of findings. Building on experiences 
from other main street studies, the 
article identifies common themes 
about the importance of main streets 
across Canada. It goes on to explain 
how planners and other policy makers 
can help main streets recover from 
the impacts of COVID-19 by adapting 
to three overarching trends relating to 
e-commerce, shopping experience, and 
connections with the community.

Sommaire

Cet article reprend les recherches 
effectuées juste avant l’apparition de 
la COVID-19, visant à étudier l’état 
actuel et futur des principales rues 
commerçantes de Toronto. Or, alors 
que l’avenir changeait brusquement et 
inopinément en mars 2020, la pandémie 
obligea à en repenser les conclusions. 
Sur la base de données tirées d’autres 
études sur les rues principales, des 
thèmes communs sur l’importance des 
rues principales à travers le Canada 
y sont identifiés. L’article explique 
comment les urbanistes et autres 
décideurs politiques peuvent favoriser 
le rétablissement des rues principales 
à la suite des impacts de la COVID-19 
au moyen de trois grandes tendances 
en lien avec le commerce électronique, 
l’expérience d’achat et les liens 
communautaires.

T
he COVID-19 pandemic has had 
a dire impact on Canada’s main 
streets. Although the situation 
has improved since the lock-
down, as of mid-October main 

street business activity remains significantly 
constrained. The situation seems unlikely 
to substantially improve until the pandemic 
subsides or a vaccine becomes widely available 
– probably well into 2021 at the earliest. 

Main streets in Toronto before COVID-19
Based on both online business and resident 
surveys, “The Current State and Future of 
Toronto’s Retail Main Streets” confirmed 
the important and unique role that main 
streets play in Toronto. Key findings from 
the research, which was completed in 2019, 
before the pandemic, included:
• Independent businesses accounted 

for 75% to 80% of ground floor 
establishments in the sample of Toronto 
main streets studied in detail.1 

• Most independent business owners are 
deeply committed to their businesses and 
their communities – their businesses are 
not just a way of making a living, they are 
an integral part of their lives.

• 85% of residents said that it was 
important to be able to walk and bike to 
shopping districts.

• Over 90% of residents say that they prefer 
to patronize local independent businesses 
for specialty food, personal services, and 
going out to restaurants and bars.

How planners can  
help main streets adapt and recover 
By Judy Morgan
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• 45% of residents said that they are doing 
more shopping at local businesses 
than they were two years ago while 69% 
indicated that they are doing less shopping 
in malls.

Before the pandemic, most of Toronto’s main 
streets were demonstrating strong overall 
health. All of the areas studied were closely 
connected to their local neighbourhoods, 
drawing 25% to 30% of their customers 
from within a 10-minute walk (800 metres). 
Many main streets also serve a regional 
function, based on specialized activities 
such as shopping for high-end clothing or 
ethno-specific business clusters. Over the 
past decade, the number of retail stores has 
gradually declined but the number of service 
establishments, especially food services, 
increased. Field research across nine 
Toronto neighbourhoods in 2020 showed that 
retail stores accounted for only about 29% of 
occupied ground floor establishments.

Impact of COVID-19 
The lock-down in mid-March of 2020 caused 
a sharp decrease in sales in most retail 
categories. Food stores and other essential 

businesses were the exception and in 
many cases their business increased. As 
the weeks passed, people began to make 
discretionary purchases again. Sales of 
items such as home-based entertainment 
and home improvement began to recover. 
But as of summer 2020, most categories 
of apparel and accessories retail as well as 
restaurants and bars were performing well 
below 2019 levels.

With non-local foot traffic down by 50% in 
the spring, main streets became increasingly 
dependent on local residents. Main 
streets with strong clusters of food stores, 
pharmacies, and other essential services 

performed better than those that were more 
reliant on discretionary purchases or on 
leisure and entertainment activities.

Supporting main street  
recovery everywhere
As we look to the future from the perspective 
of October 2020, it is apparent that main 
street businesses in many regions of the 
country will continue to need emergency 
supports. Looking towards 2021, attention 
can turn to the rebuilding of long-term 
strength and resilience. Although main 
streets come in many shapes and sizes – 
new or old, urban or suburban, in a big city 

“Our main streets are iconic symbols of urban life and belonging.
They are where we go to shop and do business, eat, play and 
participate in civic life. They are where we go to gather, define 
common purpose and bridge across difference. They are dynamic 
places that reflect the unique qualities of the surrounding area. 
For many, main streets are the heart of the community.”

– Mary Rowe, President & CEO, Canadian Urban Institute (BringBackMainStreets.ca)
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or a small town – prior to the pandemic all 
were being impacted by three key underlying 
consumer trends. While the specific 
tools used in each circumstance will be 
community-specific, main streets will excel 
by adapting to these overarching influences. 

1. Growth of e-commerce 
Before COVID-19, online retail sales doubled 
in four years. When the pandemic arrived, 
a further doubling of sales took only four 
months as Canadians were driven online 
en masse. As a proportion of total retail 
sales in the country, e-commerce sales 
jumped from 3.8% in April 2019 to a record 
high of 11.4% in April 2020. Since then, 
e-commerce sales have tailed off, as more 
non-essential businesses reopened. Most 
experts expect that a significant proportion 
of Canadians’ shift to e-commerce will be 
permanent going forward. 

Despite this shift, many small businesses 
continue to lag in adopting digital 
technologies or in using them to their 
best advantage. Support programs are 
being offered across the country to make 
it easier for small businesses to move on-
line.2 Planners can ensure that their local 
businesses know about these programs and 
have the support and information needed 
to take advantage of them. For example, 
planners are working with Business 
Improvement Areas to help food service 
businesses transition from mainstream food 
delivery apps to more affordable alternatives. 

Fulfilling online order delivery is a new 
opportunity for main streets. Planners can 
better “future-proof” main streets by helping 
them accommodate requirements for package 
storage, delivery and customer pick-up. For 
example, some communities have allowed 
more short-term parking in curb lanes to 
facilitate pick-up in stores and restaurants.

A significant issue for many areas of 
the country – especially those outside 
major urban markets – continues to 
be inadequate broadband availability. 
To thrive in the new digitally-enabled 
economy, businesses and residents alike 
need sufficient access to the internet and 
wifi. Access issues stem from inadequate 
infrastructure as well as affordability.
 
2. “Experience” versus transaction 
As more transactions move online, stores 
and shopping districts increasingly need 
to offer people more in the way of social 

connections, comfortable settings, as well 
as expert and personalized service. Many 
businesses are adopting innovative strategies 
to excel in these areas with examples 
including in-store entertainment, lessons, 
and open-kitchens. Planners should ensure 
that zoning bylaws do not unintentionally 
limit this trend. Also, planners can work with 
business associations to improve the amenity 
value of main streets through enhancement 
of the public realm, by enabling businesses to 
expand outdoors, and by animating sidewalks 
with public art and portable seating.3

3. Convenience and community connection 
Fast, convenient fulfilment is a major 
motivation for people to shop in stores versus 
online. Shopping districts that are easy to get 
to, convenient opening hours, and businesses 
that are able to deliver expert service 
and short wait times have the advantage. 
Planners can help strengthen main streets’ 
convenience and neighbourhood connections 
by paying attention to the accessibility 
requirements of main streets Pedestrian-
friendly sidewalks, good lighting levels, and 
convenient vehicle and bicycle parking are 
just some of the many considerations. 

Planners can ensure a market 
connection between the local community 
and main streets by integrating commercial 
and residential land uses. Recognizing 
the increasing number of people shopping 
locally and having adequate residential 
populations near main streets can only 
help with their success by ensuring 
an adequate customer base.4 This is 
important to supporting the creation of 
complete communities where people are 
able to access the goods and services 
they need locally. Encouraging infill and 
intensification on and adjacent to main 
streets is one key way for residential uses 
to support commercial enterprises.

Lessons learned
Planners should view businesses as key 
partners in strengthening main streets. 
Policies and programs to support business 
recovery in the post-pandemic period need 
to be grounded in an understanding of how 
businesses operate and what they require 
to succeed.5 Local business associations 
are excellent vehicles for working with 
the business community. Their formation 
and functioning should be facilitated and 

“Local business makes this a neighbourhood. I bought my  
house based on walkability to groceries, dry cleaning, the library. 
Main streets are essential.”

– Residents’ Survey
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supported. Property owner interests should 
also be considered, as should the needs 
of other main street stakeholders such as 
places of worship, institutional users, the 
arts and culture sector, and community 
service providers. 

COVID-19 has exposed some underlying 
inequities within our society, including 
unequal access to technology, financial 
supports, information, and other resources. 
Businesses owned by equity-seeking 
groups such as indigenous peoples, Black 
and other visible minorities as well as first-
generation immigrants may need targeted 
attention to ensure that they are able to 
benefit in recovery. 

If the COVID-19 pandemic has had a silver 
lining, it has shown how people, businesses, 
agencies, and governments are able to 
step up to make the impossible happen. We 
have all learned in real time, starting with 
low-cost pilots, then making adjustments to 
build on successes and to scale up. Ongoing 
innovation, experimentation, flexibility, and 
inclusion will stand us in good stead going 
forward, as we continue to navigate through 
these unprecedented times. 

Judy Morgan RPP, MCIP is a planning 
and economic development professional 
with decades of experience working for 
the City of Toronto to develop policies 
and implement programs to support 
BIAs and commercial revitalization.

Endnotes
1 Main streets were defined as streets 

lined with predominantly street-related 
commercial businesses. Strip plazas 
were included as well as the pedestrian-
oriented main streets typical of the city’s 
older neighbourhoods. Independent 
businesses were defined as those with 
three or fewer locations within Canada.

2 An overview is provided at https://
bringbackmainstreet.ca/memos-from-
main-street/memo-5-strongnew-online-
models-helping-main-street-businesses-
during-covid-19strong. See also Digital 
Main Street https://digitalmainstreet.
ca/ and ShopHERE https://programs.
digitalmainstreet.ca/shophere-1.

3 For examples see https://
bringbackmainstreet.ca/rapid-placemaking

4 While there is wide variability in supply/
demand relationships depending on 
local context, some general rules of 

thumb and guidelines are provided in 
https://www.toronto.ca/wp-content/
uploads/2020/03/95c2-Toronto-Retail-
Design-Manual-Background-Report-
Dec-2019.pdf. 

5 Extensively discussed, for example, in 
https://www.toronto.ca/community-
people/get-involved/public-consultations/
retail-main-streets-study/

Further Reading:
• “The Current State and Future of Toronto’s 

Retail Main Streets,” January, 2020, 
https://www.toronto.ca/community-
people/get-involved/public-consultations/
retail-main-streets-study/

• Canadian Urban Institute’s national 
initiative, “Bring Back Main Streets,” 
https://bringbackmainstreet.ca/ ¢

“The training was very eye-opening…. It helped me answer 
some of my questions about why I’m not getting a ton of traffic 
on my online shop…I used to get a handful of online orders 
per week. Now I get 30 orders per day online.”

– Josée Gauthier, on how Digital Main Street transformed her Earlton, Ontario  
do-it-yourself shop,  Déjà Vu Boutik; for more detail and other digital  
transformation case studies, go to https://digitalmainstreet.ca/case-studies/
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Summary

Racialized and ethnocultural 
communities are hit hardest by 
crises like COVID-19, but can be left 
behind in emergency responses. This 
article shares the approach of the 
Ethnocultural Communities Branch 
of the City of Vancouver’s COVID-19 
Emergency Operations Centre. This 
new team leveraged the existing 
relationships of a diverse group of 
staff to connect into existing networks 
within ethnocultural communities, 
and to advise and support emergency 
response efforts. By taking a 
community-centred, culturally-
informed and multilingual approach, 
the team ensured a more effective 
emergency response that lays the 
groundwork to embed racial equity in 
broader planning work. 

Sommaire

Les crises comme la COVID-19 frappent 
le plus durement les communautés 
racialisées et ethnoculturelles, 
lesquelles peuvent pourtant être 
laissées pour compte dans les 
interventions d’urgence. Cet article 
fait part de l’approche de la Direction 
des communautés ethnoculturelles 
du Centre des opérations d’urgence 
COVID-19 de la ville de Vancouver. 
Cette nouvelle équipe a exploité les 
liens existants auprès d’un groupe 
diversifié d’employés pour se connecter 
aux réseaux en place au sein des 
communautés ethnoculturelles, et pour 
conseiller et soutenir des initiatives 
d’intervention d’urgence. En privilégiant 
une approche communautaire, culturelle 
et multilingue, l’équipe a pu mener une 
intervention d’urgence plus efficace 
et jeter les bases de l’intégration 
de l’équité raciale dans un cadre de 
planification plus vaste.

T
he events of 2020 have 
highlighted which members of 
our communities are left behind 
in times of crisis. People who 
are low-wage essential workers, 

seniors facing food insecurity, renters in 
substandard housing, people who depend on 
social services or public transit, as well as 
individuals facing language barriers are the 
ones rarely prioritized in times of crisis.

Marginalized people are most likely 
to be from racialized and ethnocultural 
communities. They face very real barriers, 
including a lack of language-accessible 
information or low access to government 
services. Studies and reporting show 
that these communities experienced 
poorer socioeconomic conditions prior 
to the pandemic,1 contract COVID-19 at 
disproportionately higher rates,2 face 
barriers accessing pandemic response 
measures,3 and have suffered greater 
economic losses during lockdown.4

The literature on emergency response 
shows that different groups experience 
disasters differently. This is referred to as 
“social vulnerability,”5 meaning that certain 
social groups are already vulnerable prior to 
a disaster, are disproportionately impacted 
by crises, and face more hurdles to recovery. 
Unfortunately, the COVID-19 pandemic has 
shown that we are not all in this together. 
Racialized and ethnocultural communities 
are often left behind by emergency response 
efforts because of the language they 

Connecting across cultures
A model for engaging ethnocultural  
communities in emergency response
By Aaron Lao and Belle Cheung
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speak, the colour of their skin, the types 
of resources available to them, or other 
socio-economic barriers they face on a daily 
basis. These people need to be prioritized in 
planning and emergency responses.

This article recounts the approach taken 
by the Ethnocultural Communities Branch of 
the City of Vancouver’s COVID-19 Emergency 
Operations Centre (EOC) from March to 
June 2020. The experience illustrates 
how an emergency response grounded in 
a racial equity lens helps ensure a more 
effective emergency response, and lays the 
groundwork to embed equity in broader 
planning work. 

Rethinking the approach
The widespread and deep harms caused 
by the COVID-19 pandemic demand an 
approach that goes beyond only relying 
on the expertise of a small group of 
professionals, who may not have the same 
lived experience as those they serve. 
According to a 2019 survey conducted by 
the Canadian Institute of Planners,6 nearly 
two-thirds of the planning profession does 

not identify as a part of any equity-seeking 
group while only 8% identify as people 
of colour. The average annual salary for 
professional planners is more than $95,000 
and, for the most part, planners have been 
able to continue their work safely, full-time, 
during the pandemic. In contrast, looking 
at all Canadians, 22% identify as visible 
minority7 and the average annual salary is 
approximately $53,000.8

These statistics indicate that many of 
the professionals involved in emergency 
response, and especially those in senior 
positions, do not have the lived experience 
and expertise of those who are impacted most 
by the pandemic. It is difficult to effectively 
address problems we do not experience and 
may not fully understand ourselves.

In times of crisis, a new approach is 
needed – one that is community-centred, 
multi-lingual, and culturally-specific. It 
must leverage existing relationships, bring 
in under-represented voices, and treat local 
knowledge-holders as experts. Futhermore, 
it must do all of that quickly and effectively. 
In a fast-moving pandemic, there is no time 

to start building relationships from scratch 
or to learn about the systemic barriers 
experienced by racialized communities and 
groups experiencing social vulnerability. 

Vancouver’s Ethnocultural  
Communities Branch
Early on in the pandemic, the City of 
Vancouver recognized the need for its 
COVID-19 response effort to support racialized 
and ethnocultural communities, alongside 
other priority groups such as Indigenous 
peoples and those living in shelters. A new 
approach was taken with the establishment 
of a group focused on racialized communities 
within the EOC called the Ethnocultural 
Communities Branch (ECCB). At the centre 
of this concept was a simple strategy: bring 
in City of Vancouver staff who have lived 
experience and existing relationships with 
racialized and ethnocultural communities to 
ensure that these communities would not be 
forgotten or left behind in the city’s response 
to the pandemic. 

The ECCB brought together a 
representative group of staff with cultural 
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competency, multilingual skills, and 
professional expertise working in seven 
of Vancouver’s largest racialized and 
ethnocultural communities. These well-
connected staff — called Community Action 
and Language Access Leads — were drawn 
from across the City of Vancouver workforce, 
from the public library to community centres 
to the engineering department. Most had 
never worked in a traditional emergency 
response setting before, but each brought 
the much-needed ethnocultural awareness 
to make the COVID-19 response more 
effective and equitable. 

Staff leads were assigned to specific 
ethnocultural and linguistic groups 
(Cantonese, Mandarin, Punjabi, Tagalog, 
Vietnamese, Korean, and Persian). The 
leads were also embedded in work areas 
relevant to racialized communities such as 
settlement organizations, neighbourhood 
houses, seniors, faith communities, 
international students, low-income 
residents, and those living in single-room 
occupancy buildings. Complementing 
these Community Action Leads were 
centralized roles such as the EOC Equity 
and Inclusion Officer, ECCB Co-Directors, 
Communications Officers, and staff liaisons 
to other EOC work groups.

The Community Action Leads had the ability 
to connect with large, existing community 
networks by virtue of previously established 
relationships. For example, relationships 
existed with multilingual media, the directors 
of neighbourhood houses, a roundtable of 
leading settlement organizations, influential 
faith leaders, and community organizers, and 
others were quickly established. Using these 
networks, staff could engage specific, hard-
to-reach groups with minimal effort. These 
well-grounded relationships also meant that 
communities were able to more openly identify 
their needs to people they trusted, resulting in 
the exchange of much richer information.

With this structure in place, the ECCB 
helped ensure that historically under-
represented yet significant segments of 
Vancouver’s population were prioritized in 
the emergency response. In some cases, the 
ECCB advised, enhanced, and amplified the 
response efforts of other teams in the EOC, 
whether by gathering information on the 
ground or by sharing translated information 
through influential community leaders and 
culturally-relevant social media. At other 
times, the ECCB took on independent 

projects such as hosting virtual multilingual 
town hall events with city leaders that 
allowed people to ask questions in their own 
languages. Other examples included the 
team compiling multilingual COVID-19 online 
resources in seven languages and organizing 
a Day of Action Against Racism campaign to 
combat hate arising from COVID-19.

The approach was especially effective in 
promoting collaboration amongst service 
groups, all with a focus on the pandemic 
response. The ECCB’s working relationship 
with the Food Security team, for example, 
demonstrates the breadth of possibilities 
for a community-engaged team to enhance 
emergency response, particularly for those 
whose interests are often under-represented 
in decision-making. Upon hearing that 
low-income seniors in Chinatown were 
not eating some of the food provided in 
emergency hampers, one of the Community 
Action Leads set out to learn more. It turned 
out that the food being provided was not 
culturally appropriate for vulnerable Chinese 
seniors. This information was shared with 
the Food Security team who then developed 
a new partnership with restaurants in 
Chinatown, allowing everybody’s needs to be 
met equitably, regardless of one’s ethnicity. 

Further, when the Food Security team 
set out to create a map of free and low-
cost food providers for public distribution, 
the Community Action Leads helped 
populate the map with multicultural food 
providers. They then helped to translate 
and distribute the map, extending its reach 
into ethnocultural communities. And when 
the EOC created a survey about the state of 
Vancouver’s food supply chain in the wake of 
COVID-19, the ECCB stepped up to ensure 
that ethnocultural food systems – often 
overlooked in policy-making9 – were also 
included. The Community Action Leads 
identified specific food businesses in each 
ethnocultural community, from Punjabi 
wholesalers to Vietnamese grocers.

Yet another illustration of the collaborative 
benefits of the ECCB occurred when 
instead of relying only on an online survey, 
ethnocultural businesses were contacted by 
phone in their primary language and were 
provided the necessary context to participate 
in the survey. For some businesses, this 
was their first interaction with the municipal 
government beyond applying for permits 
or paying taxes. Despite the stressors of 
COVID-19, business owners were willing 

to take the time to provide this information 
to the ECCB making them feel, for the first 
time, that they were being seen and heard 
by the City. Ultimately, this support was 
essential to having a more representative 
picture of the effects of COVID-19 on 
Vancouver’s food supply chain. 

Setting up for success
The ECCB was set up in several specific 
ways to maximize its effectiveness and to 
enable a multiplier effect that extended the 
benefits of response efforts. The success of 
the ECCB relied not only on the Community 
Action Leads but also on staff on other 
teams in the EOC. As illustrated in the food 
security examples, other groups helped to 
identify opportunities to better integrate an 
equity lens into the emergency response. 
This broad approach expanded the impact 
of the team’s work, thereby laying the 
foundation to embed equity across the entire 
emergency response effort.

During the COVID-19 response, 
Vancouver’s Emergency Operations Centre 
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hired its first Equity and Inclusion Officer, 
who reports to the Director. This role 
was critical for ensuring that an equity 
lens was integrated into all planning 
activities at the highest level, rather than 
segregated as a tokenistic gesture. This 
role also supported the ECCB in elevating 
equity-related issues to the city’s senior 
leadership, who could then make decisions 
of citywide consequence.

Having the opportunity to redeploy 
existing City of Vancouver staff made the 
ECCB’s operations cost-effective. Instead 
of contracting out to external firms for 
translation or doing multilingual media 
outreach, this expertise was available 
in-house from staff already familiar with 
civic processes. While this approach is 
effective in responding to emergencies, 
it is unfortunately not sustainable as a 
permanent solution, as staff have to return 
to their regular positions.

Lessons for planning
The COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted 
racial equity issues that exist and will 
continue to persist in communities long 
after the virus is gone. The principles of 
the culturally-relevant, relationship-based 
approach employed by the ECCB are 
applicable to anybody doing community 
planning, even if the model cannot be 
replicated exactly. Every community, no 
matter how large or small, has diverse 
populations, each with their own important 
community networks. This approach must 
be adapted to the unique equity-seeking 
communities, relationships, networks, and 
dynamics present in each context.

Many larger cities already have a 
centralized work unit dedicated to 
communications or public outreach, 
supporting the work of many other 
specialized teams. Providing supports for 
racialized and ethnocultural communities 
is no different. A central ECCB-like entity 
can provide advice and support to all 
work groups to ensure that a culturally-
appropriate racial equity lens is applied. 
The next time a process arises for a new 
community plan, a small business initiative, 
or a public space design, this approach can 
be ready to confidently and equitably engage 
all members of the community. 

For smaller jurisdictions, a dedicated 
unit, or even staff redeployments, may 
not be possible. While the ECCB’s team 

structure cannot always be replicated, the 
underlying principles are more important 
than the logistics or institutional structures. 
Partnerships and short-term contracts 
with community organizations can greatly 
expand the reach of emergency response 
or planning efforts, especially to those 
typically under-represented or under-
served in municipal processes. Community 
networks exist in every community, whether 
through non-profits, youth groups, faith 
organizations, or the local curling club. 
When the diversity of a community (beyond 
just racial diversity) seems insignificant 
or invisible, those in the minority may 
face even greater barriers to receiving 
appropriate supports, making this approach 
all the more necessary.

All communities have individuals who 
experience social vulnerability. Effective 
planning must prioritize equity-seeking and 
racialized communities. It is impossible to do 
this without a connection with these groups. 
Relationships are difficult to develop and 
building trust is a long-term commitment, 
but the process can be jump-started by 
tapping into relationships and networks 
that already exist in every municipality and 
jurisdiction, no matter the size. 

Planners have long known about the 
importance of reaching racialized and 
ethnocultural communities, even when the 
full set of skills or tools were not available. 
In many cases, the coaches and leaders on 
this front might already exist in organizations 
and institutions – we must look inward 
to unlock and activate the diversity and 
relationships within.

Aaron Lao and Belle Cheung served 
as Co-Directors of the Ethnocultural 
Communities Branch in the City of 
Vancouver’s COVID-19 Emergency 
Operations Centre from March 
to June 2020. They have diverse 
experience in community and cultural 
planning in Vancouver, located on the 
unceded territories of the xwm kw
ý m (Musqueam), Skwxwú7mesh 

(Squamish), and s ilw ta  / se í witulh 
(Tsleil-Waututh) Nations.
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Parks and the pandemic
Future implication for disaster response  
through a lens of urgent biophilia
By Sasha Mosky and Mikiko Terashima

Summary 

During periods of crisis, people often experience an increased 
desire to connect with nature. This is referred to as urgent 
biophilia. In this article, we explore the potential for this concept 
to inform the way in which parks are managed during disasters. 
Specifically, we examine how parks in Canada were managed 
at the onset of the COVID-19 crisis (mid-March to early June 
2020) and suggest that facilitating access to parks is a critical 
component for supporting mental and physical health during both 
the current pandemic as well as during future disaster situations. 

Sommaire

En période de crise, le désir de se rapprocher de la nature est 
souvent exacerbé. C’est ce qu’on appelle la biophilie aiguë. Cet 
article explore le potentiel de ce concept afin d’éclairer la manière 
dont les parcs sont gérés lors de catastrophes. Plus précisément, 
il examine la façon dont les parcs au Canada étaient gérés au 
début de la crise de COVID-19 (mi-mars à début juin 2020) et émet 
l’idée qu’accroître l’accès aux parcs est essentiel au maintien de 
la santé mentale et physique en situation de pandémie actuelle, 
ainsi qu’en cas de catastrophe future.

Background
Disasters, including the COVID-19 pandemic, are almost always 
accompanied by a range of mental health challenges, including 
depression, anxiety, and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) . Until 
a COVID-19 vaccine is developed and made available to the public, the 
uncertainty, fear, and unpredictability that we have come to know over 
the last few months will likely remain an undercurrent of daily life. 
Therefore, it is important that we strive towards a new normal, one 
where physical activity and mental well-being are not ignored. 

Increasing opportunities for people to connect with nature has 
been one of the main avenues for promoting mental and physical 
health throughout the COVID-19 crisis.1 There are many well-
documented benefits to spending time in nature, such as increased 
physical activity and reduced feelings of stress and anxiety.2 The 
concept of biophilia encapsulates the idea that humans have an 
innate biological tendency to seek contact with nature.

Even more relevant to the current crisis, the concept of urgent 
biophilia suggests that humans have a heightened desire to connect 
with nature during periods of crisis.3 This phenomenon has shaped 
civic responses in many post-disaster contexts, such as the creation 
of a major urban park in Port-au-Prince – with the country’s first 
botanical garden – following the 2010 Haitian earthquake and the 
replanting of Sarajevo’s urban forest following the Yugoslav war. In both 
examples, actively engaging with nature strengthened the capacity 
of individuals to recover from disaster, making both people and the 
environment more resilient to future adversity. Planners can leverage 
nature-based solutions into COVID-19 recovery efforts as well as into 
the fields of planning and emergency management more broadly. 

Park closures in Canada and the COVID-19 pandemic crisis 
At the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic in Canada, provincial, 
territorial, and municipal governments reacted to the public 
health emergency by restricting social gatherings, shutting down 
businesses, and, in some cases, closing parks. More specifically, 
between mid-March and early May of this year, federal, provincial/
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territorial, and municipal governments introduced a range of 
measures to restrict park access (see map). These measures 
included closing parks completely, closing parking lots to limit park 
use, and closing public amenities and high touch areas, such as 
washrooms, garbage facilities, viewpoints, and playgrounds. Almost 
all provincial and territorial parks closed (Alberta and Manitoba parks 
were the only exceptions) and Parks Canada closed all parking lots 
and visitor facilities as a way to deter visitation. 

However, some municipalities responded more positively; they 
developed creative programs, public messaging, and signage to 
ensure safe usage while maintaining park access. For example, 
the Park Board Champion program was launched in Vancouver 
with the intention of educating the public on the importance of 
physical distancing at Vancouver’s busiest parks. Toronto developed 
the ActiveTO program, which, among a number of objectives, was 
designed to create more outdoor public space. ``
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The variety of ways in which parks were managed during the COVID-19 
crisis reflects a complex political environment—with sometimes 
conflicting interests and priorities. Interestingly, comments made by 
political leaders and public officials to the media suggested positive views 
on the importance of park access, views that were not always reflected in 
policy. For example, Dr. Bonnie Henry, British Columbia’s chief medical 
officer, stated: “I do believe, and I've said this repeatedly, how important 
it is for us to have access to outdoor areas, particularly in urban areas 
where people being cooped up inside can lead to a lot of other anxiety 
and challenges and problems, including mental health problems.” 4 
This statement was made despite the decision to close all of British 
Columbia’s provincial parks to the public. In a similar vein, Nova Scotia’s 
premier Steven McNeil, whose “stay the blazes home” comment captured 
the attention of the public early on in the pandemic, also touted the health 
and wellness benefits of connecting to nature during the pandemic,5 
saying, “Get out, get fresh air, do a little physical activity, and hang [out] 
with your family. It's the best medicine right now.”6 This statement was 
made following almost six weeks of total park closures in Nova Scotia, 
which were among the strictest in the country. While there is still much 
uncertainty around COVID-19, one thing remains clear: spending time 
outdoors, particularly during this period of crisis, is good for our mental 
and physical health. 

Rethinking the parks’ role in crises 
As cities grapple with the COVID-19 crisis, what role can nature play 
in recovery efforts? There is currently no evidence to suggest that 
maintaining access to parks during the initial phase of the COVID-19 
crisis increased virus transmission. In fact, there is mounting 
evidence that indicates the risk of COVID-19 transmission in outdoor 
environments, particularly when people adhere to social distancing 
guidelines, is relatively low. 

Maintaining access to urban parks is crucial, particularly in cities 
where people may lack access to private outdoor space. Large-scale 
federal and provincial parks may be closed, if necessary, to prevent 
people becoming injured in remote locations, thus taking resources away 
from COVID-19 response efforts and measures to mitigate the spread of 
COVID-19 by deterring travel. But by limiting access to high traffic areas, 
promoting social distancing, instating one-directional walkways, and 
encouraging all-weather park use, it is possible to balance COVID-19 
public health requirements with safe and continued park use. 

Beyond the current pandemic situation, there are many reasons 
to invest in parks. Not only do parks provide a range of mental and 
physical benefits, they also mitigate the effects and severity of other 
disasters, such as heat waves and flooding events, they sequester 
carbon, and support healthy environments over time. Moreover, urban 
parks are an excellent public space from which to administer services 

during an emergency. In many cases, parks already provide shelter 
for people experiencing homelessness, the number of which has 
increased significantly during the pandemic. 

Research around urgent biophilia underscores the importance of 
facilitating access to parks during disasters. During this period of 
disruption, let us rethink the wide range of roles parks can play in 
supporting resilient socio-ecological systems, both within the context 
of the current pandemic as well as in the future.

Sasha Mosky is a Master of Planning candidate at Dalhousie 
University and a research assistant at the Planning for Equity, 
Accessibility and Community Health (PEACH) research unit 
at Dalhousie University. Sasha’s research focuses on health, 
sustainability, and environmental design.
Mikiko Terashima, Ph.D. is an assistant professor and Director 
of the Planning for Equity, Accessibility and Community Health 
(PEACH) research unit at the School of Planning, Dalhousie 
University. Mikiko’s research focuses on the built environment as 
a determinant of health and health inequity. 
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Pandemic patios  
and “flat white” urbanism
By Amina Yasin and Daniella Fergusson

Summary

By compounding existing crises, 
the COVID-19 pandemic has further 
marginalized already vulnerable 
members of our communities. The 
ease and speed of “pandemic patios” 
implementation contrasts harshly with 
the lack of meaningful action in food, 
housing, transportation, and equitable 
infrastructure projects. Additionally, 
pandemic policing continues the 
historic practice of deciding who can 
be in public. This disconnect between 
aesthetic improvements, enforcement, 
and systems change is emblematic of 
White Urbanism, a “flat white” power 
and legal structure implemented through 
restrictive covenants, redlining, planning 
euphemisms, land theft, architecture, 
bylaws and their enforcement, and 
choices that smooth over structural 
issues in favour of aesthetic 
improvements to the status quo.

Sommaire

En aggravant les crises existantes, la 
pandémie de COVID-19 a marginalisé 
bien davantage les plus vulnérables 
de nos communautés. La facilité et la 
rapidité de mise en place de « terrasses 
pandémiques » contrastent fortement 
avec le manque d’action concrète 
dans les domaines de l’alimentation, 
du logement, des transports et des 
projets d’infrastructure équitables. 
En outre, les services de maintien 
de l’ordre perpétuent la pratique 
historique consistant à décider qui peut 
être en public durant une pandémie. 
Cette rupture entre les améliorations 
esthétiques, l’application des lois 
et le changement de système est 
emblématique de l’urbanisme blanc, 
un pouvoir et une structure juridique 
« blanc mat » mis en œuvre par le biais 
de conventions restrictives, de lignes 
rouges, d’euphémismes de planification, 
de vol de terres, d’architecture, de 
règlements et de leur application, et 
de choix aplanissant les problèmes 
structurels en faveur d’améliorations 
esthétiques du statu quo.

T
he pandemic has starkly 
revealed existing inequalities in 
our society: essential workers 
who are more likely to be 
female, racialized, and living 

with underlying health conditions travel on 
crowded public transportation to unsafe 
working conditions to keep the economy 
running, while others can work from home 
or escape to vacation homes. With many 
planners having the privilege of working 
from home since March, there is a danger 
that our planning work – already done too 
much from the desk – becomes even more 
removed from the communities for and with 
whom we serve. Specifically, danger exists in 
continuing to ignore the people whose needs 
were not met before the pandemic and, 
instead, privileging the needs of people who 
are economically valued by society. 

Approximately 22% of Canadians are 
disabled 5% of people living in long-term 
care homes are under the age of 65. 
People with disabilities have been fighting 
for accommodations in the public realm, 
workplaces, and housing, pushing on 
matters like safe and functional curb cuts, 
work from home, and level-entry access. 
Repeatedly, these accommodations are 
neglected by all levels of government.1 

Yet, in response to the pandemic, many 
planners have streamlined permitting 
for the private commercial use of public 
rights of way. Open Streets – European-
style strolling areas with sidewalk cafes 
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and dedicated networks of bike lanes2 – 
have been promoted as ways to allow for 
outdoor exercise and socialization while 
respecting Provincial Health Orders for 
physical distancing. Planners point to the 
physical and mental health benefits of 
open streets as well as their role in local 
business economic recovery. But, critical 
considerations are missing from the social 
determinants of health analysis behind this 
seemingly benign planning intervention.

Defining White Urbanism
Planners must consider whose comforts 
are readily accommodated, which aesthetics 
are being prioritized in urban spaces, 
and how COVID-19 recovery plans reveal 
those priorities. The pandemic has shown 
what has always been possible but never 
implemented due to misplaced beliefs 
about stigma, worth, and value. From this 
place, we establish White Urbanism within 
its historical context as a power, legal, 
and social order structure, implemented 
through restrictive covenants, redlining, land 
theft, planning euphemisms, architecture, 
development and servicing bylaws and their 
enforcement, and choices that smooth 
over structural issues in favour of aesthetic 
improvements to the status quo. 

White Urbanism is a trickle down 
economics movement inadvertently led 
by white, middle-class people whose 
influence, especially during crisis, relies 
on technocratic inequity, oppression, and 
policing. This access to power and influence 
results in rapidly reshaped and newly 

coveted urban neighbourhoods and streets 
through non-egalitarian methods.

In other words, White Urbanism is an 
unfettered, “flat white” neoliberal utopia 
where the imaginary White and able-bodied 
subjects are prioritized in perpetuity – a 
mark of a “successful city.” This naming 
follows Goetz, Williams, and Damiano’s work 
in centering Whiteness within planning. 
Whiteness names a “legacy of injustice” for 
social dysfunction, while normalizing and 
idealizing places of white affluence that 
resulted from the same injustice.3

On what has always been possible
Street vending and loitering bylaws, 
combined with health authority permits, often 
make sidewalk food vending illegal. But since 
the pandemic, planners have streamlined 
processes to allow food retailers to sell from 
takeout windows and to permit sidewalk 
seating areas and patios that taunt physical 
distancing requirements. The aesthetics 
of eating on the street are the same, 
showing that street vending has always 
been possible. But, pandemic planning 
is showing the preferential treatment of 
propertied storefront vendors versus the less 
capitalized mobile ones. The pandemic is not 
an opportunity for street food. It is, rather, 
permission for restaurants to pivot to takeout 
without having to permit food trucks and 
other vendors. This is White Urbanism.

Regulating the user
Complaint-based bylaw enforcement in 
an already unjust society leads to outsized 

impacts on marginalized people. A March 20, 
2020 Provincial Health Order restricted service 
in all restaurants in British Columbia, allowing 
take-out and delivery service intended to 
prioritize small business. The order set a limit 
of no more than 50 people on the premises 
at any given time with two metre physical 
distancing requirements. After issuance of this 
Order, City of Vancouver bylaw enforcement 
visited 14,300 businesses, wrote 19 orders 
for compliance, and received 117 calls of 
complaint.4 A three-day business licence 
suspension was issued to just one of those 
businesses, a Tim Horton’s in the Downtown 
Eastside – Canada’s second poorest urban 
postal code – due to there being 11 rather than 
the maximum of 10 people in the storefront.5 In 
another example in Burnaby, a Black-owned 
East-African restaurant’s business licence was 
cancelled (and then suspended for six months 
on appeal) based on one anonymous complaint 
to the city and one anonymous complaint to 
the police. The restaurant, which was closed 
to the public at the time, was deemed by the 
police to be in violation of Provincial Health 
Orders. Eyewitness video disputes police 
claims.6 So, of thousands of inspections across 
two municipalities, the only two targeted for 
closure in a complaint-driven context are 
businesses that cater to poor people and 
Black people, with the East African restaurant 
ordered closed for 6000% longer than the Tim 
Horton’s. This is blatant discrimination. 

By contrast, elected officials have 
been skirting the rules. For example, 
Vancouver City Councillor Michael Wiebe 
was investigated and found in conflict-

Mini bubbles for safe dining in New York City. 
Photo Credit: Aileen Budow.

Los Angeles sidewalk with unhoused people camping. Photo Credit: Joe Buscaino.
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of-interest for voting in May in favour of a 
temporary patio program for restaurants, 
bars, and breweries. Wiebe’s restaurant was 
among the first 14 businesses streamlined 
and approved in June by the city.7 Later, 
Vancouver Mayor Kennedy Stewart was 
photographed violating Provincial Health 
Orders by eating on a restaurant sidewalk 
pandemic patio with six other people, 
arguably the same violation as Tim Horton’s.8 
That restaurant’s business licence, however, 
was not suspended. In this case, White 
Urbanism blatantly utilizes regulations 
to issue fines, subjugate, and limit the 
physical and economic mobility of multiply-
marginalized residents, while privileging 
and applying rules differentially to White 
restaurateurs (or those who are on Council), 
thus ensuring that public health regulations 
are applied unequally.

Similarly, Toronto’s Mayor, John Tory, 
was photographed, a day after criticizing 
people for gathering in a crowded park in a 
predominantly racialized community.9 The 
mayor was neither wearing a mask nor 
physically distancing in Trinity Bellwood Park 

amongst a predominantly young, White, and 
affluent crowd of thousands, while nine tickets 
were issued for public urination on low-density 
single family properties.10 CTV News quoted 
a variety of urban planners speaking about 
Trinity Bellwoods park, noting that while the 
behaviour and crowding were distressing, it 
was understandable that people who live in 
high-density (market) housing would want 
to spend time outside.11 At the same time, 
this same level of empathy is not afforded to 
people living in non-market social housing, 
people who are more likely to be poor, older, 
and racialized. Part of White Urbanism is an 
unjust regulation of the user that is based on 
biased beliefs of who deserves public space 
and who is explicitly excluded by infrastructure 
deficits, deprioritized housing projects, and 
bylaw enforcement.

Privatizing public space
Sidewalk patios and business-first 
emergency recovery plans reassert the 
unethical privatization of public space. 
They also crowd out many people’s basic 
food, shelter, and transportation needs. 

The privatization of public space requires 
that someone police who is and who is 
not allowed in that space and what they 
are allowed to do and how.12 Cordoning off 
public land for business use requires that a 
person purchase goods to buy time on public 
land. White Urbanism means spending 
endless energy on importing European 
street aesthetics to Canada when there is a 
tainted drug-supply crisis, a housing crisis, a 
pandemic, a looming eviction crisis, climate 
change, disabled people living in poverty to 
the degree that medically-assisted suicide 
looks attractive,13 and rampant violence 
against Indigenous, Black, and other 
racialized people.

As Bob Joseph, Indigenous relations 
trainer and member of the Gwawaenuk Tribe, 
explains in 21 Things You Didn’t Know About 
the Indian Act, the Royal Canadian Mounted 
Police (then the North-West Mounted Police) 
was established to control the movements 
of Indigenous people and transfer their 
land to the federal government. The police 
forced Indigenous people onto reserves and 
enforced the pass system which, from 1885 
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to the 1940s, was a system of controlling 
whether or not Indigenous people could leave 
a reserve. The police also enforced strict 
land use rules, forbidding people on reserve 
from conducting any commerce. In this way, 
modern Canada is built on an apartheid 
system, using police to enforce who is 
allowed where and when. This system was 
so successful that a delegation of Afrikaaner 
settlers visited Canada to learn about the 
Indian Act, and it became the foundation of 
the apartheid Bantustan Act in South Africa.14

Two sets of rules continue today. For 
example, it has been reported that the mayor 
of the small Ontario town of Caledonia – in a 
potential violation of the Municipal Conflict 
of Interest Act – paid a deposit to purchase a 
tract of land on the Haudenosaunee-claimed 
384,000-hectare Haldimand Tract, which 
was the subject of a 1784 treaty between 
the Haudenosaunee and the British Crown. 
Land defenders under the banner of 1492 
Land Back Lane are drawing attention to the 
land claim, which has been slated for a 218 
detached home and townhouse subdivision 
development, even though land defenders 
previously occupied the land in 2006 and 
have been asserting their claim since 1793.15

A broad body of research unpacks how 
Whiteness, private property, policing, and 
municipal harassment have led to the 
exclusion and destruction of communities. 
Law Professor Cheryl Harris’ seminal work 
“Whiteness as Property” unpacks the legal 
status of Whiteness, racialized property 
relationships, functions, and the resulting 
social relations.16 Black feminist writer and 
activist Robyn Maynard in Policing Black 
Lives expands on this to describe how 
policing and social policy in Canada have 
created Black poverty, surveillance, and 
subjugation from pre-Confederation times 
through to today. Other research shows 
how spatial anti-Blackness, whiteness, and 
ableism is embedded into planning policies, 
codes, design standards, and regulations, 
with bylaw and law enforcement used to 
enforce the spatial order.17 In her thesis on 
Hogan’s Alley, co-founder of Hogan’s Alley 
Society Stephanie Allen details how the City 
of Vancouver weaponized bylaw enforcement 
and municipal servicing neglect to justify 
the destruction and erasure of the region’s 
primary Black community.18 Municipal 
neglect, hostile zoning, environmental 
racism, and urban renewal also destroyed 
Africville in Halifax,19 Little Burgundy in 

Montreal, and the colloquially named Little 
Jamaica in Toronto where Black people have 
been displaced due to unaffordable transit-
oriented development.

Today, while the pandemic has led to 
developments such as sidewalk patios, 
orders to physically distance have also 
resulted in stricter visitation rules in social 
housing. These restrictions have also closed 
libraries, community centres, and social 
places where unhoused people can find 
respite and public washrooms. As a result, 
visible homelessness is much greater in 
public spaces, including in parks where there 
are tent settlements, which were recently 
banned (with the ban upheld by courts) 
by cities such as Toronto. Given Toronto’s 
commitments to Indigenous peoples, this 
is concerning, because Indigenous peoples 
constitute 15% of the unhoused population 
in Toronto, but only make up 0.5% of the 
overall population. Meanwhile, open street 
programs and fee-waived pandemic patio 
expansion programs have been accelerated 
to provide “outdoor” winter shelter and 
comfort to consumers, brunchers, and 
brew-pub hoppers on the same public 
sidewalks that are a home of last resort 
for far too many. In short, advocating for 
the complete closure of streets to privilege 
economic activity leaves no room anywhere 
for those evicted and made unhoused during 
the pandemic or for those whose vehicles 
have become their temporary shelters.20 In 
Vancouver, a politically-connected campaign 
has been harassing unhoused people, 
calling for broken windows policing and 
institutionalization.21 Patios for restaurants, 
institutionalization for disabled people, and 
prisons for unhoused residents is the lethal 
tidiness of White Urbanism, because it 
prioritizes the comfort of private entities over 
people and the duty to accommodate. 

Surveillance
In gentrifying and racially shifting 
neighbourhoods, White Urbanism combined 
with a complaints-based enforcement 
system results in violence and displacement. 
Newcomers with political and police power 
bring different expectations about how public 
space should be used. “Eyes on the street” 
can come from a place of community care in 
communities with high social connectivity, 
trust, and experience dealing with friction 
through culturally specific neighbourliness. In 
other situations, people who are accustomed 

to power deputize themselves to establish 
law, order, racial hierarchy, and belonging. 

For example, in July, a restaurant server 
or patron hit a man filming how crowded 
a narrow public sidewalk was in Toronto.22 
Later that month, a white man in a suit 
deputized himself to demand that a Black 
man in a Toronto pizza takeout line wear 
a mask. After violating physical distancing 
rules and touching the Black man, the White 
man destroyed the pizza counter.. These 
are individual examples of white spatial 
entitlement over other people, their property, 
and their space. Other examples of White 
spatial entitlement include manspreading on 
buses and park benches, calling the cops on 
homeless people, calling the cops on Black 
people who ‘look out of place,’ taking over 
public hearings, idealizing neoliberal patio 
culture (while criminalizing stoop culture), 
catcalling, pushing people’s wheelchairs 
without permission, and assaulting elders. 
It is only now, when physical distancing 
requirements necessitate new social 
relations, that these existing entitled 
behaviours are all the more apparent.

So, when planners design public spaces, 
consideration must be given to who 
feels entitled to them, why, and what the 
consequences will be for other people who 
try to use that space. Author and lecturer 
Jay Pitter unpacks this in her analysis of 
dominant and forgotten densities. She notes 
that the important but narrow focus on 
widening sidewalks for physical distancing 
ignores how people who experience racial 
profiling are weighing the risk to their 
personal safety, specifically Black men 
or Muslim women following or ignoring 
directives to wear a mask.24 White Urbanism 
dictates that those who are used to being 
deferred to, as the previous examples show, 
can and do get violent when they are no 
longer centred. 

Getting back to basics
The pandemic is exacerbating multiple 
existing crises. Planners should prioritize 
structural change over White Urbanism 
aesthetics. The focus on French sidewalk 
cafes and flaneur culture is racist, ableist, 
and sexist. Black folks do not get to be 
‘flaneurs’, but instead are targeted by police 
and bystanders for exclusion. What is needed 
are more urbanism examples celebrating 
Indigenous, African, Asian, and Latin 
American street food, street culture, and 
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stoop culture, where the “street” and land 
have always represented the ‘living spaces’ 
of these communities even if it appears per 
White Urbanism as dirty, disorderly, and 
dangerous (it is not). 

Moving forward, and in this moment, public 
interventions should be reprioritized, focused 
on redress, anti-racism, and anti-ableism. 
The following are some ways to get started:
1. Currently many Zoning Bylaws define 

and calculate Floor Space Ratio (FSR) 
and exemptions in a way that incentivizes 
inaccessible development. For example, 
FSR exemptions for livable basement 
areas result in suites where neither the 
basement storey or main storey have 
level entry. In multi-unit developments, 
often interior dens/storage areas are 
exempt from FSR calculations, but no 
such exemption exists for accessible 
units, which require more space for 
turning radius, equipment storage, 
and bathroom accommodations etc. 
Additionally, city development permit 
area design guidelines can also function 
as a barrier to building accessible, 
adaptable and affordable housing. One 
example of a design guideline barrier 
includes requiring that ground floor 
units within multi-unit developments be 
elevated slightly (with steps leading to the 
entrance) to create privacy and transition 
zones from the street, as a liveability 
measure, which results in inaccessible 
housing and contradict aging-in-place 
goals and more importantly duty to 
accommodate requirements within 
the Human Rights Code. Additionally, 
design requirements that emphasize 
step-up entrances for energy efficiency 
or flood protection reasons prioritize 
environmental planning goals over human 
rights concerns, when all the goals can 
be met affordably with equitable design 
considerations. .

2. As we have seen during this pandemic, 
cities have chosen to accommodate 
private business interests under their 
emergency response plans by pivoting 
very quickly to pandemic patios, which 
either narrow streets to traffic as a 
streetscape improvement method or 
encroach onto public rights-of-way in 
the form of sidewalks crowded with 
restaurant seating areas. These pandemic 
patios have not only privatized many 
public spaces, but they have also served to 

assert private power interests in the public 
realm, displacing specifically vulnerable 
users including disabled people and 
unhoused residents. This has led to 
petitions calling to evict unhoused people 
seeking assistance in nearby emergency 
shelters within close proximity to 
privileged pandemic patio restaurateurs. 
Cities that have chosen to prioritize private 
interests during this pandemic have erred 
on the side of discrimination and inequity. 
This happened despite the fact that cities 
had the means, data, and lower vehicle 
traffic levels needed to allocate space – for 
once in the cities’ histories – to the most 
in need, including disabled, racialized, and 
poor residents. The least cities could have 
accomplished during this crisis would 
have been to reassess and reallocate 
funds, including infrastructure and active 
transportation funding within COVID-19 
emergency plans to ensure that by the 
end of this pandemic, all street corners 
would have accessible and functional curb 
cuts that would make city streets more 
roamable, walkable, and strollable. 

3. Food insecurity has been further 
exacerbated by the pandemic as more 
people have to choose between food or 
saving up to repay deferred rent, since 
provincial eviction bans were lifted and 
federal emergency benefits ended. 
However, during the course of this crisis 
some communities have stepped up to 
the challenge through caremongering,25  
while some local governments have 
criminalized26 mutual aid27 and the most 
marginalized residents who they fail to 
support through funding and budget 
reprioritization. Planners and elected 
officials can radically contribute to 
community development, food security, and 
equity by reimagining where food pantries 
(including mobile pantries) and fresh food 
markets are permitted, and by expanding 
community amenity contributions to 
include “food security spaces,” such 
as affordable multi-unit housing and 
public spaces that allow communities 
to feed, nourish, collect, and distribute 
food amongst themselves. As Melvin 
Dickson, an organizer for the Oakland 
breakfast program says, "one thing you can 
guarantee in an oppressed community is 
that you’re going to find hunger.”28

It is imperative that planners and elected 
officials begin to seriously consider who 

land use and bylaw regulatory changes – 
especially during times of crisis - impact 
the most, understanding that people living 
in the same place will not have the same 
experience of that place.29 White Urbanism 
flattens all of these experiences into a 
default wealthy White male experience 
(the ‘Flat White’ experience), and seeks to 
silo housing from public space and from 
transportation. When planning decisions 
are driven by the aesthetic and biased 
preferences of technocratic planners, their 
elected officials, and influential property 
owners (who may not necessarily reflect 
the demographic composition of Canada), 
Black, poor, and disabled people are 
more likely to be viewed as intruding into 
public spaces, and only permitted entry as 
labourers, if at all.

Amina Yasin is a Regional Planner 
with Metro Vancouver working across 
housing development and policy 
planning. She is also a Vancouver city 
planning commissioner, a board director 
of Hogan’s Alley Society, and former 
Co-Chair of the Canadian Institute of 
Planners' Social Equity Committee.
Daniella Fergusson is a Senior Planner 
at City of Powell River. She has formerly 
served as Vancouver City Planning 
Commissioner, Director of the BC 
Chapter of International Association 
for Public Participation (IAP2), Council 
member of the Canadian Institute of 
Planners, and former Co-Chair of the 
Canadian Institute of Planners’ Social 
Equity Committee.
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Racialized impacts of COVID-19 
A wake-up call for urban planning
By Robin Basalaev-Binder and Kevin Manaugh

Summary

Many municipalities world-wide took the 
COVID-19 pandemic as an opportunity to 
alter urban space to allow for increased 
use of active modes of transport. But for 
many cities, these modifications shone 
a light on the fact that a comfortable 
pedestrian realm is not accessible to 
all, with low-income and racialized 
communities more likely to live in areas 
with unsafe or uninviting pedestrian 
infrastructure. Critical voices have 
raised concerns about how changes 
to the public realm might perpetuate 
existing disparities and how they fail 
to address the broader context and 
history within which they take place. 
Further, these fast-tracked changes 
do not address fundamental disparities 
related to wealth and race. COVID-19 
should serve as a wake-up call for urban 
planners with regard to long-standing 
injustices and inequities in urban 
spaces, in which the planning profession 
has often been complicit, and which 
disproportionately impact communities 
of colour. 

Sommaire

Plusieurs municipalités du monde 
entier ont fait de la pandémie de 
COVID-19 une occasion de transformer 
l’espace urbain de manière à privilégier 
davantage les modes de transport 
actifs. Mais pour de nombreuses villes, 
il est apparu qu’un espace piétonnier 
convivial n’était pas à la portée de tous, 
les communautés à faibles revenus et 
racialisées étant plus susceptibles de 
comporter des infrastructures piétonnes 
peu sûres ou peu attrayantes. Des 
critiques ont exprimé des inquiétudes 
sur la manière dont les changements 
au sein du domaine public risquaient 
de perpétuer les disparités actuelles 
et sur le fait qu’ils omettaient le 
contexte plus large et l’histoire dans 
lesquels ils interviennent. En outre, ces 
changements accélérés ne tiennent pas 
compte des disparités fondamentales 
relatives à la richesse et à la race. La 
COVID-19 doit faire prendre conscience 
aux urbanistes des injustices et des 
inégalités qui subsistent dans les 
espaces urbains, et dont ils ont souvent 
été eux-mêmes complices, et qui ont 
un impact disproportionné sur les 
communautés de couleur.

T
he closing of non-essential 
businesses, along with 
recommended instructions to 
limit trips outside the home – 
brought about by the COVID-19 

pandemic in March 2020 – had dramatic 
impacts on the lives of Canadians. Scholars 
and activists quickly noted, however, that 
these changes placed an uneven burden 
across communities. Both the risk of 
exposure to the virus and the capacity to 
safely and comfortably “shelter in place” and 
maintain physical distancing while outside the 
home are functions of a complex combination 
of features of the built, natural, and social 
environments. Many municipalities took 
the pandemic as an opportunity to radically 
alter urban space to allow for increased 
use of cycling and walking. However, for 
many cities, it turns out that a comfortable 
pedestrian realm is not accessible to all, 
with low-income and racialized communities 
more likely to live in areas with unsafe or 
uninviting pedestrian infrastructure. 

In Canada, clear disparities were 
observed in COVID-19 cases, with Black and 
immigrant communities being hit hardest. 
In Toronto, Black and other people of colour 
make up 83% of all COVID-19 cases while 
only comprising half the city’s population. 
In Montreal, low-income and racialized 
communities were most impacted. As 
reported by the CBC, a socio-economic 
analysis of census data for Montreal found 
that the strongest correlation among 
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the 24 factors studied was between 
COVID-19 cases per 100,000 residents 
and the percentage of Black residents in 
a neighbourhood, revealing long-standing 
structural inequalities. 

Such inequalities include the fact that 
people of colour are more likely to live in 
substandard housing and crowded conditions 
in Canada, providing the virus with more 
opportunities to spread. It is also well known 
that racial discrimination persists in the 
health care system, with reports of people of 
colour being ignored in emergency situations, 
receiving sub-par services, and facing hate 
speech as well as hate crimes in health care 
facilities. The burden of COVID-19, therefore, 
falls heavily on communities and individuals of 
colour, who have been made more vulnerable 
by socio-economic inequities over many 
decades. These burdens have persisted 
alongside systems of oppressions throughout 
the colonial history of Canada, impacting 
immigrant and racialized communities at 
far higher rates than others. The COVID-19 
pandemic should serve as a wake-up call 
for planners with regard to long-standing 
injustices and inequities in urban spaces, in 

which the profession has often been complicit, 
thereby disproportionately impacting and 
endangering communities of colour.

In response to calls to increase space 
for walking and cycling, many Canadian 
municipalities introduced plans to reallocate 
sidewalk and street space to allow for more 
use of active modes of travel. In Montreal, 
for example, these plans included more than 
300 kilometers of bike paths and additional 
pedestrian pathways. These new paths, known 
as corridors sanitaire (‘health corridors’) 
were intended to allow for physical distancing 
during travel, while linking and providing 
increased access to green space and other 
amenities for densely populated areas. 
Several other cities implemented, or planned 
to implement, similar measures. Toronto 
began closing down major roads on weekends 
to provide space for pedestrians and cyclists. 
Vancouver created pop-up plazas so people 
could gather safely outside, while Winnipeg 
extended active transportation routes through 
the summer to help with physical distancing. 

While there are reasons to celebrate the 
quick response of many cities to prioritize 
public space for active travel, concerns have 

been raised about how these fast-tracked 
changes may contribute to and perpetuate 
disparities already present in cities.1 These 
changes fail to address the broader context 
within which they take place and do not 
address systemic issues in cities that have 
disproportionately targeted and limited 
communities of colour. There is growing 
public concern that law enforcement will 
unnecessarily target racialized and lower 
income communities, as already reported by 
media in Montreal, with several COVID-related 
citations issued to unhoused individuals. 

“We have a history of slavery that thrust 
Black people into social and economic 
margins. Later, segregation laws, redlining, 
Jim Crow prevented Black people from freely 
accessing skating rinks, swimming pools, 
and entertainment spaces,” says Jay Pitter, a 
leading expert on placemaking and equity in 
cities. “Black people were denied equal access 
to colonial land grants restricted by race, and 
municipal covenants prohibited Black people 
from living in many neighbourhoods. This 
history continues to follow us today.”2 

These systems run deep in planning and 
design, and have defined the foundations of 
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many cities as we know them. Other experts 
point specifically to the limitations of the recent 
momentum to focus on physical distancing 
measures and the widening of sidewalks 
and public parks. However, Pitter calls for 
greater focus on “forgotten densities” – those 
spaces beyond privileged urban centers and 
adjacent areas catering primarily to White and 
middle-class residents – to include densities 
on the peripheries with more marginalized 
and often-ignored residents. In addition, 
recent empirical work in Montreal found that 
visible minority, Black, immigrant, elderly, and 
high-need populations are not served as well 
as White populations in the space reallocation 
plans. Specifically, the study found that areas 
with higher proportions of visible minority, 
Black, and elderly populations tend to have 
lower quality pedestrian facilities, and are 
underrepresented in the active transport plans 
of most cities. 

When considering the current discourse, 
it is imperative to keep in mind that the 
planning profession, like many of our 
current systems and institutions, was 
developed predominantly by privileged 
White men from colonizing nations, 
with vastly different priorities from the 
communities that must now live with 
the results of those systems. Planning 
additionally enacted the wishes of White 
supremacist policy for decades, building 
into its foundation the very inequities 
that persist today. For example, redlining 
policies in Canada shaped urban and 
suburban neighbourhoods and zoning 
systems as we know them, further 
influencing property and wealth accrual 
up to the present and disadvantaging 
racialized groups.3 To protect urban 
property gained through this same history, 
the police and justice systems kill and 
incarcerate disproportionately higher rates 
of Black, Brown, and Indigenous people. 

Following the murder of George Floyd, 
the Association of Collegiate Schools 
of Planning issued a statement,4 which 
elicited a disparaging response from 
Black faculty from universities across the 
United States. While this example is from 
the United States, it remains relevant to 
the Canadian Institute of Planners, the 
profession’s leading body, which benefits 
from many of the same privileges as 
predominantly White planning associations 
in the United States. Furthermore, the 
statement includes at least one signature 

from a Canadian urban planner of 
colour. The response highlights issues 
present in many areas of academia and 
urban planning, in particular burdening 
community members of colour with 
addressing a situation resulting from 
centuries of White supremacy. “Similar to 
many organizations, ACSP had to ‘reach 
out’ because it does not have Black faculty 
among its leaders,” the response reads. 
“[It] does not have a standing practice of 
engagement with Black scholars and it 
does not have effective representation 
of its historically Black Colleges and 
Universities members.”5 

The voices of many planners of colour 
have been praised in recent months, as the 
disparities of COVID-19 become clearer, 
and following the uprising against White 
supremacy in the wake of the murder 
of George Floyd. Yet, it is imperative to 
acknowledge that, regardless of whether or 
not mainstream planning has recognized 
them, these voices have always been present 
and have contributed crucial information to 
the urban planning discourse. It is our hope 
that planners across Canada answer this 
wakeup call offered by the ongoing pandemic 
and take this opportunity to begin dismantling 
the racism embedded in our profession and 
built into our cities and streets.

Robin Basalaev-Binder holds a Master 
of Urban Planning from McGill University. 
Her research focuses on the intersection 
of land use and socio-economic 
inequities, especially as they relate to 
race and immigration in North America. 
Kevin Manaugh is an Associate Professor 
jointly appointed in the Department 
of Geography and McGill School of 
Environment. He studies urban transport 
systems through the lens of social and 
environmental justice. He holds a PhD in 
Planning from McGill University.
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COVID-19 and uncertainty 
Insights from collaboration between  
a regional government and a university 
By Pierre Filion, Markus Moos, and Jean Andrey

Summary

This article describes findings from a 
collaborative initiative between university 
researchers and a regional government 
to study implications of COVID-19 as 
part of an official plan review. The 
research makes a case not to abandon 
intensification objectives, and illustrates 
how planning can help alleviate some of 
the socio-economic and equity issues 
arising from the pandemic. The research 
also shows the importance of building 
robust, not only resilient, infrastructure. 
The need for equitable access to open 
and public space is emphasized and the 
importance of focusing planning policy 
on aspects of liveability, economic 
development, and inclusiveness 
is stressed.

Sommaire

Cet article décrit les constatations 
issues d’une démarche collaborative 
entre des chercheurs universitaires 
et une administration régionale 
visant à étudier les implications de la 
COVID-19 dans le cadre de la révision 
d’un plan officiel. La recherche 
plaide en faveur de la poursuite des 
objectifs d’intensification et illustre 
comment l’urbanisme peut contribuer 
à atténuer certains des problèmes 
socio-économiques et d’équité 
découlant de la pandémie. Il révèle 
également l’importance de construire 
des infrastructures robustes, et non 
seulement résilientes. Il souligne 
notamment la nécessité d’un accès 
équitable à l’espace ouvert et public 
et l’importance d’axer les politiques 
d’aménagement sur les dimensions 
de la qualité de vie, du développement 
économique et de l’intégration.

T
he role of planning has always 
been to help set guidelines 
and visions for the future in the 
context of an uncertain world. The 
COVID-19 pandemic, however, 

has not only dramatically changed current 
conditions but also has made the future 
even less certain. Scientific knowledge about 
COVID-19 is evolving in real time, and we can 
only speculate about its long-term impacts 
and the post-pandemic city. How will the 
pandemic alter urban form and dynamics? 
What number of office workers will keep on 
working from home? What if the consumption 
of private indoor and outdoor space gains 
in popularity? Will public transit ridership 
recover? And who will most suffer from the 
consequences of this pandemic?

This article describes a collaborative initiative, 
launched during the spring 2020 lockdown. The 
Region of Waterloo, an upper-tier municipal 
government, and the University of Waterloo 
combined their efforts to generate knowledge 
and ideas to inform the revision of the Regional 
Official Plan, a project taking place in this period 
of uncertainty. Thirty-five researchers (faculty 
members and research assistants) contributed, 
resulting in a total of 14 reports (see: https://
uwaterloo.ca/environment/news/research-
symposium-implications-covid-19-regional-
official). The reports were presented in a public 
webinar with participants given opportunities 
to ask questions and provide input. More than 
150 people attended, including planners, 
politicians, and members of the general public.
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The initiative helped generate expert knowl-
edge on a wide array of topics pertaining to 
regional planning, even raising issues that are 
sometimes given scant attention within official 
planning documents. In this sense, the collab-
oration potentially helped broaden the scope 
of considerations feeding into the regional plan 
revision process. This article introduces some 
of the main ideas coming out of this initiative 
by focussing on a sample of the reports.

What did the research find?
The reports produced as part of this research 
explored various aspects of regional 
planning, including economy and work, 
infrastructure, density and housing, and 
social and environmental perspectives. To 
synthesize and highlight the key issues that 
emerged, the work is summarized under six 
headings: robustness and resilience, best 
practices, future impacts, social equity, food, 
and intensification. A brief reference to the 
relevant reports is noted in each section. See 
the sidebar for the complete citations.

Robustness and resilience
With respect to civic infrastructure, the 
researchers distinguish between the concepts 
of robustness and resilience (Parker et al.), 
arguing that robustness is the characteristic 
that is most relevant (i.e., the ability to deal 
with variations in loads and demand). The 
focus is on water and sewage infrastructure 
during the pandemic and the lockdown. 
The authors maintain that infrastructure 
must be capable of operating according to 
performance norms through a crisis, rather 
than failing and then being able to recover 
and return to its prior normal state as is the 
case of resilience reactions. The message is 
that unlike many areas of planning where the 
goal is to achieve resilience, infrastructure 
must aim for robustness. 

Best practices
Virtually all the research pointed to examples 
of best practices that can inspire planning 
in Waterloo Region and elsewhere. For 
example, the report considering impacts 

on Indigenous peoples described how the 
District of North Vancouver and the Tsleil-
Waututh Nation engaged in a participatory 
process leading to the creation of a 
municipal park celebrating the culture of this 
First Nation. It also described how the City 
of Winnipeg and the Peguis Nation set up a 
bi-directional approach to the formulation 
and adoption of zoning and bylaws. Such 
considerations are relevant to Waterloo 
Region given the presence of Indigenous 
residents and the fact that much of the 
region is within the territory covered by the 
Haldiman Treaty (Barry and Turriff). 

Another example of inspirational best 
practice is the research exploring how public 
transit systems in different parts of the world 
adapted to the pandemic (Casello, Towns, and 
Fraser). Adaptations include the adjustment of 
schedules, plexiglass devices to protect staff, 
rearrangement of seats in vehicles, capacity 
limitations, and the provision of masks to 
passengers. Another effect worthy of mention, 
even if mostly unintended, is the considerable 

University of Waterloo.
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air quality improvement resulting from 
lockdowns; the more stringent the lockdowns, 
the larger the air quality benefits (Pittman). 

Future impacts
As expected, aspects of the research that 
are most tentative are the ones that pertain 
to the future impacts of the pandemic on 
cities and planning. A number of researchers 
call for the permanent adoption of some 
of the planning measures adopted during 
the pandemic. This is notably the case of 
the report on public spaces which propose 
making permanent the pedestrian and 
cycling space added during the pandemic 
to perpetuate the health and environmental 
benefits (Nooren et al.). 

Two studies are dedicated to the 
forecasting of long-term economic effects. 
One of these studies forecasts future 
economic trends by identifying growing and 
declining sectors of the economy over the 
recent past, and then projecting different 
scenarios for the future (Vinodrai, Attema 
and Moos). The other study on the economy 
analyzes the impact of automation on 

permanent job loss in post-recessionary 
periods (Blit). This research points to a 
tendency for routine jobs to experience 
greater losses in a recession and less 
subsequent recovery than non-routine 
jobs. Given concern with contagion, and 
thus human contact avoidance, the study 
anticipates that automation will be more of 
a contributor to job losses than has been the 
case in past recessions. Taken together, the 
two forecasting studies make it possible to 
identify the local economic sectors that will 
be most affected by the pandemic-induced 
recession. This is both bad and good news for 
Waterloo Region. It is bad news in the sense 
that the region still has an overrepresentation 
of routine jobs that could be increasingly 
automated, resulting in employment losses. 
The good news is that the technology sector 
is large and ripe for innovations, for instance 
the production of personal protective 
equipment. Yet, it is a qualified good news 
story, as these new kinds of production are 
usually much less labour intensive than 
traditional manufacturing, and often require 
more training and education. 

Social equity
The findings regarding social equity 
implications echo widely broadcast news of 
disproportional contagion and mortality rates 
among the poor, Indigenous, and people 
of colour; members of the retail, food and 
hospitality sectors; and people in institutional 
care. These findings also point to gender-
based inequality, with women suffering more 
from job losses and being disproportionately 
responsible for childcare when working from 
home. One study investigates differences 
in the capacity to work from home (Worth 
and Karaagac). This research shows that 
home-based work is much less common 
among hourly-paid than salaried workers. 
Not only are the wages and job security of 
hourly-paid workers less than those of their 
salaried counterparts, but they are also more 
exposed to potential COVID-19 contagion. The 
researchers propose government involvement 
to provide support to hourly workers and to 
ensure that employers assist home workers 
to adapt to their new work conditions. 

A second related theme coming out of the 
research on the social equity dimensions is 
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access to public spaces during the pandemic 
(Nooren et al.). Clearly, there are people who 
have plentiful private and public open space 
at their disposal. But in some high-density 
neighbourhoods, public and private open 
space is more limited. There is a tendency in 
such circumstances for public open space, 
in particular, to be too crowded for safe 
social distancing. The research emphasizes 
the need to plan for more private and public 
space, including flexible street designs that 
encourage walking and cycling, including 
making public spaces more winter-friendly.

Food
The research also brought the impacts of 
the pandemic on the food system into the 
discussion (Veenhof and Minaker). The 
pandemic, especially over the spring of 2020, 
brought to light the vulnerability of supply 
chains and the need for more reliance on 
local systems to enhance food security. 
The food sector was severely affected by 
COVID-19. Viral spread was particularly 
active within crowded migrant farm worker 
quarters as well as food processing plants. 
In order to enhance additional reliance on 
local food systems, the researchers call 
for containment of the urbanized envelope 
in order to protect existing farming. This 
work also makes a case for more urban 
agriculture and the mobilization of the 
innovation capacity in Waterloo Region to 
devise new agricultural technologies.

Intensification
Finally, two groups of researchers focused 
on density, the heart of the vision of many 
local plans that aim to maintain a strict 
urban containment boundary and promote 
intensification in existing areas. The first 
study investigates, through a media content 
analysis, shifts in the portrayal of urban 
density as the pandemic progressed (Moos, 
McCulley and Vinodrai). The research shows 
how, at the beginning of the pandemic, 
contagion was closely associated with higher 
density neighbourhoods. Much was made of 
the fact that large urban regions appeared 
to be most affected by COVID-19 – notably 
New York in the USA and Montréal in Canada 
– hence an apparent connection between 
density and the pandemic. At the time, 
voices were raised about the need to revise 
planning objectives in a way that favoured 
low-density suburbanization and reliance on 
the automobile. 

As the pandemic progressed, it became 
clear that the main reason for the virus’ 
initial targeting of large cities was the 
transportation hub role these centres play, 
causing them to be early victims of the global 
spread of COVID-19. Further information 
and more rigorous statistical analysis soon 
revealed that it was not sectors of these 
urban regions with the highest density 
(typically wealthier areas close to the core 
area) that registered the highest proportion 
of cases, but low-income medium- to 
high-density neighbourhoods inhabited by 
health care and service sector workers. 
Many of these areas are also characterized 
by residential overcrowding and numerous 
multi-generational households as well as 
higher shares of immigrants and racialized 
populations. Hence, it emerged that 
contagion is associated more with certain 
socio-economic conditions and occupations 
that involve contact with the public, than with 
density alone, and that it disproportionally 
affects the already marginalized. What is 
more, later stages of the pandemic seemed 
to affect lower density, including rural, 
areas in high numbers, which has been the 
case for migrant farm worker contagion in 
Southwestern Ontario.

The second study on this theme 
deals directly with urban intensification. 
This research focuses on how density 
is generally linked with public transit 
investments (Leanage and Filion). 
Intensification and public transit are 
pictured as mutually supportive. Public 
transit generates accessibility peaks 
attractive to high- and medium-density 
developments while more intensively 
developed communities provide ridership 
markets for transit systems. The problem 
regarding intensification in the context of 
the pandemic is that, with concern about 
aerosol contagion risk, the use of public 
transit has declined precipitously and may 
not fully recover until a highly effective 
vaccine or treatment for COVID-19 is 
available. The research findings provide 
support for a new intensification model 
that can complement the transit-oriented 
development model. Inspired by the 
15-minute city approach, this model would 
rely on pedestrian-oriented developments 
(PODs) to create environments that are 
conducive to intensification. PODs would 
consist of mixed-use hubs with high- and 
medium-density housing and employment, 

and a range of activities catering to 
daily needs, all within an animated and 
stimulating pedestrian-hospitable, and 
ideally cycling-friendly, environment. 
The PODs would be transit-supportive 
but reliance on transit alone to attract 
investment would be reduced. 

Expert knowledge  
and planning with uncertainty
The research arising from this collaboration 
raises pivotal themes to guide planners 
when revising regional plans. The research 
highlighted the importance of inclusiveness 
and social justice and the need to stay the 
course on sustainable planning objectives, not 
least because of climate change. Given the 
breadth of topics covered, the perspectives 
on offer are diverse, reflecting the research 
interests, expertise, and interpretations of 
those involved. It is hoped that this variety 
is what is necessary to broaden the scope 
of considerations informing the revision of 
regional and other official plans. 

The research points to the far-reaching 
impacts of the pandemic on urban 
infrastructure, people, and the structure of 
cities. Clearly, the research makes a case 
not to abandon intensification objectives. It 
illustrates how planning and related policy 
can help alleviate some of the issues arising 
from the pandemic. The research also shows 
the importance of building robust, not only 
resilient, infrastructure that can hold up to the 
stressors a pandemic or other natural disaster 
may bring. The need for equitable access to 
open and public space is emphasized and the 
importance of focusing planning policy on 
aspects of liveability, economic development, 
and inclusiveness is stressed.

In many ways, the best practice advice 
resulting from the research is already 
embedded in planning values. The 
pandemic may provide an opening to move 
forward on these values in more tangible 
and proactive ways. 

Pierre Filion, PhD, RPP, MCIP is a 
Professor at the School of Planning, 
University of Waterloo
Markus Moos, PhD, RPP, MCIP is an 
Associate Professor and Director at the 
School of Planning, University of Waterloo
Jean Andrey, PhD is a Professor and 
Dean of the Faculty of Environment, 
University of Waterloo. ¢
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Rues ludiques et rues-écoles
Comment de nouveaux modèles de  
transformation de la chaussée peuvent aider à redonner  
la ville aux jeunes pendant la pandémie (et après)
Par Julien Voyer, Audrey Lise Mallet, Katherine Frohlich, and Mikael St-Pierre

Summary

Young people are above all indirectly 
affected by the COVID-19 pandemic, 
in particular by limiting their access 
to places of sociability and play. 
Following a problematization of the 
effects of confinement (and progressive 
deconfinement) in this age group, 
playful streets and school streets 
are introduced as useful pavement 
transformation models in order to 
facilitate safer and more user-friendly 
deconfinement. Three case studies are 
presented in Great Britain, the United 
States and Canada in order to introduce 
professionals and decision-makers to 
proven development models and expose 
their impacts.

Introduction
La pandémie de COVID-19 ne frappe pas 
les jeunes en termes de mortalité directe, 
mais elle les affecte néanmoins de manière 
collatérale : le confinement intensifie à 
moyen et long terme les épidémies de 
sédentarité et d’obésité au pays, ainsi que les 
inégalités, notamment en relation à l’accès 
et au maintien à l’école.1 À preuve, en 2020, 
l’enquête de ParticipACTION sur l’activité 
physique de ces groupes démographiques 
révèle que moins de 15% des jeunes entre 
5 et 17 ans remplissaient les critères en 
matière d’activités physiques, de temps passé 
devant l’écran et de durée du sommeil. Cette 
statistique a baissé à 4,8% pour les enfants 
et 0,8% pour les jeunes depuis le début de 
la pandémie.2 Plus récemment, le retour en 
classe en période de déconfinement a suscité 
de vives inquiétudes à propos de la santé des 
jeunes – 66% des parents s'inquiétaient de 
renvoyer leurs enfants à l’école3 –, mais aussi 
sur leur potentiel de contamination auprès 
des moins jeunes. L’organisation de la période 
post-COVID-19 alimente également de 
nombreuses réflexions pour les urbanistes et 
professionnels de l'aménagement au niveau 
des enjeux de planification et de design 
touchant le bien-être des jeunes : notamment 
les enjeux de sécurité des parcours scolaires 
et l’aménagement de milieux à la fois denses, 
durables, et équitables.4 Afin d’identifier 
les interventions urbaines appropriées, et 
d’agir rapidement, il importe d’aborder des 
questions tels que : comment rendre les 

Sommaire

Les jeunes sont surtout touchés de 
manière indirecte par la pandémie de 
COVID-19, notamment, par la limitation 
de leur accès à des lieux de sociabilité et 
de jeu. À la suite d’une problématisation 
des effets du confinement (et du 
déconfinement progressif) sur ce groupe 
d’âge, les rues ludiques et rues-écoles 
sont introduites comme des modèles 
de transformation de la chaussée utiles 
afin de faciliter un déconfinement 
plus sécuritaire et convivial. Trois 
études de cas sont présentées en 
Grande-Bretagne, aux États-Unis 
et au Canada afin d’introduire aux 
professionnels et décideurs des modèles 
d’aménagements éprouvés et exposer 
leurs impacts.
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zones scolaires plus sécuritaires? Comment 
y créer des espaces publics conviviaux, alors 
que les cours d’écoles se révèlent pour 
beaucoup d’enfants les espaces principaux, 
sinon les seuls, de jeu, de sport, et de 
sociabilité? Les solutions sont connues pour 
agir sur les effets de la pandémie. 

Quelles sont les manières d’intervenir?
Dès juin 2020, la National Association of City 
Transportation Official5 mettait de l’avant 
des propositions d’aménagements au sein 
de son document Streets for Pandemic 
Response & Recovery. Les rues-écoles et 
les rues ludiques sont mentionnées comme 
des exemples d’aménagements idéaux pour 
que les familles puissent suivre les directives 
de distanciation grâce à des espaces de 
détente, de sport, et de jeu temporaires, 
ponctuels ou permanents. S’inscrivant 
généralement dans un processus 
participatif et inclusif, ces deux typologies 
d’aménagement tactiques varient toutefois 
dans leur forme et fonction. Une rue ludique 
est généralement une rue à caractère 
résidentiel temporairement fermée à la 
circulation automobile à l’initiative des 
résidents riverains, pour favoriser le jeu 
libre et les déplacements indépendants des 
enfants, mais aussi des adolescents et plus 
largement de tous les habitants de la rue. Le 
but consiste à créer des espaces sécuritaires 
et conviviaux à proximité des lieux de 

résidence, afin de redonner aux citoyens le 
droit d’investir le domaine public, et ainsi 
contribuer à la bonne santé, au pouvoir 
d’agir et à la cohésion de la communauté. 
Une rue-école désigne une rue située aux 
abords immédiats d’une école, fermée à la 
circulation automobile pour une période de 
15 à 90 minutes, aux horaires d’arrivée et de 
départ des enfants. Le but consiste à créer 
un environnement convivial et sécuritaire 
aux abords des écoles, afin d’encourager le 
jeu libre ainsi que la mobilité indépendante 
et active des plus jeunes. 

Ces types d’aménagements sont encore 
peu communs au Canada et suscitent, 
à raison, des inquiétudes dans un débat 
public polarisé autant sur la manière 
d’aménager les villes post-COVID-19 que 
sur la prédominance de l’automobile dans 
les centres-villes. Cet article s’intéresse 
particulièrement aux rues-écoles et rues 
ludiques puisqu'elles proposent un levier 
d'intervention rapide, permettant non 
seulement de transformer l'environnement 
bâti en faveur de l'activité physique, mais 
aussi d'offrir des espaces de jeu et de 
socialisation respectant les consignes 
sanitaires requises en temps de pandémie. 
Le but est d’exposer leurs particularités, 
les modus operandi de leurs instigateurs 
et les principales leçons, afin de fournir 
des ressources utiles à l’expérimentation. 
Trois études de cas sont explorées dans des 

contextes distincts : la Grande-Bretagne, les 
États-Unis et le Canada.

Trois études de cas
1. Un mouvement pour  
les rues-écoles au Royaume-Uni
Pendant l’été 2020, la Ville de Londres a  
fait preuve d’innovation en instaurant des  
« rues-écoles d’urgence [emergency school 
street] », afin d’offrir un espace public 
sécuritaire aux enfants dans un contexte 
de déconfinement progressif. Plus de 
483 rues ont ainsi été fermées en bordure 
d’école.6 Ce type de repartage de la rue n’est 
pas nouveau dans la métropole anglaise. 
Dès 2017, la Ville lançait son programme 
de rues-écoles avec un projet pilote mis 
de l’avant par l’équipe de santé publique 
de l’arrondissement de Camden. Appelé 
Healthy School Street (HSS), le programme a 
débuté dans quatre écoles du district.
• Objectifs : Le programme vise quatre 

objectifs: 1. apaiser le trafic routier autour 
de l’école. 2. rendre les rues proches de 
l’école plus sécuritaire à l’arrivée et la sortie 
des enfants. 3. faire diminuer le transport en 
voiture vers l’école. 4. améliorer la qualité 
de l’air dans le secteur. 

• Politiques : Les écoles bénéficiaires 
ont été sélectionnées selon quatre 
critères: 1. les bénéfices anticipés pour 
le secteur d’intervention. 2. le portrait 
des collisions des trois dernières années. 

Exemple de dispositif servant à ferme les rues à Seattle reposant sur une signalisation et l’utilisation de poubelles. (Crédit : Ville de Seattle)
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3. l’état du réseau piétonnier et cyclable 
environnant. 4. l’engagement des écoles 
dans la planification des déplacements 
de leurs étudiants. 

• Leçons : Lors des premières expériences, 
en 2016, le nombre de parents allant 
reconduire leurs enfants en voiture a 
baissé de 43%. Plus encore, l’étude de 
16 rues du Royaume-Uni par le professeur 
Adrian Davis révèle que le transport 
actif a augmenté, de même que l’appui 
des parents et des résidents du secteur 
dans l’année suivant l’implantation. Le 
rapport précise également que le report 
du trafic sur les rues voisines n’a pas créé 
d’augmentation d’accidents.7

Avant même que cette démarche ne 
s'institutionnalise, la reconquête de la 
rue en faveur du jeu libre des enfants 
au Royaume-Uni a démarré par un 
mouvement de citoyens. Ce sont des 
parents qui ont en effet mis en place 
le mouvement Playing Out, proposant 
d’abord la fermeture ponctuelle de rues 
résidentielles pour que les enfants puissent 
bouger et s’amuser librement. Fondé 
en 2009 par deux mères de familles de 
Bristol, l’organisme a réussi à lancer un 
vaste mouvement citoyen partout dans le 
pays, l'initiative étant même reproduite en 
Australie. Les municipalités canadiennes 
peuvent trouver sur le site gouvernemental 
www.schoolstreets.org.uk/resources/ 
des exemples de boîtes à outils et des 
argumentaires pour créer des rues-écoles.

2. Les rues ludiques du programme  
Play Street de Seattle, É-U
Aux États-Unis, les villes de Seattle et de 
Bellevue dans l’état de Washington ont 
été proactives au cours de la pandémie, 
instaurant des rues dédiées à la circulation 
piétonne afin de faciliter la distanciation 
physique et de proposer des espaces plus 
conviviaux, à travers le programme Stay 
Healthy Streets.8 Depuis, la ville de Seattle 
a aussi testé différentes typologies de rues 
ludiques. Plus de 250 résidents ont déposé 
leur candidature au programme de Play Street 
qui leur permet de faciliter la fermeture d’une 
rue résidentielle en faveur du jeu libre. 
• Objectifs : Ce programme vise quatre 

principaux objectifs: 1. Encourager 
l'utilisation des rues locales pour le jeu 
libre, de manière active et sécuritaire. 
2. Promouvoir les liens sociaux entre les 
voisins de tous les âges. 3. Donner accès 
à des espaces publics supplémentaires 
dans les secteurs où les parcs et les 
jardins privés sont rares. 4. Permettre la 
circulation locale. 

• Politiques : Afin d’assurer l’adhésion 
par le plus grand nombres de résidents, 
le programme initié et géré par les 
riverains demeure restreint par la Ville 
à des période d’au maximum six heures 
par jour. Les périodes d’appropriation de 
la rue doivent se terminer avant 22h (ou 
au couché du soleil s’il est plus tôt). Un 
élément original est la possibilité d’utiliser 
des barrières faites maisons telles que 

du mobilier de jardin pour fermer les 
rues, en respectant néanmoins certaines 
contraintes, par exemple, la barrière doit 
être d’au minimum de trois pieds.

• Leçons : Ces rues semblent bien 
favoriser de plus saines habitudes de vie 
durant la pandémie : plus de 60% des 
répondants d’un sondage récent de la 
Ville ont dit utiliser ces rues pour faire de 
l’exercice. Également, plus de 50% des 
répondants fréquentent ces rues plus 
d’une fois par semaine.9

3. Les projets pilotes  
d’urbanisme tactique canadiens 
En réponse au contexte sanitaire de la 
COVID-19, certaines villes canadiennes ont 
mis en place des rues-écoles ou des rues 
ludiques, afin de redonner plus d’espace aux 
piétons. C’est le cas de Winnipeg, où un projet-
pilote de rue-école a été lancé en septembre 
2020 par l’organisation Green Action Centre, 
visant à faciliter la distanciation physique, 
mais également la mobilité indépendante 
des jeunes.10 Le Canada a par ailleurs déjà vu 
naître plusieurs projets en faveur du jeu libre. 
On peut citer la première intervention de rue-
école du pays, lancé en 2019 par l’organisme 8 
80 Cities sur la rue Mountview à Toronto.
• Objectifs : Ce programme suit également 

quatre objectifs : 1. Réduire la pollution 
autour de l’école. 2. Réduire le stress 
et le chaos associés aux moments 
d’arrivée et de départ des enfants. 
3. Favoriser l’activité physique chez les 
enfants. 4. Réduire les déplacements 
en automobile. 

• Politiques : Le tronçon de l’Avenue 
Mountview en face de l’école est fermé à 
la circulation routière pendant une heure 
aux horaires d’arrivées et de départ des 
enfants, c’est-à-dire, entre 8h et 9h, puis 
entre 15h et 16h. L’initiative de quatre 
jours se démarque notamment par 
l’installation d’un kiosque pour soutenir la 
mobilisation autour du projet.

• Leçons : Le projet a permis de démontrer 
que les rues-écoles encouragent 
efficacement les modes de transport 
actifs : il y a eu une augmentation de 5,4% 
du nombre de jeunes marchant ou allant 
en vélo ou trottinettes vers l’école les 
jours d’intervention.11

Plus récemment, à Victoria, en Colombie-
Britannique, la Sir James Douglas 
Elementary School a testé la mise en œuvre 
d’une rue-école : un petit tronçon adjacent à Exemple d’une rue ludique dans la ville de Gand en Belgique. (Crédit : Ville de Gand)
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la cour d’école est fermé pour deux périodes 
de 45 minutes aux heures d’entrée et de 
sortie des classes.12 Le projet se démarque 
par la proposition d’activités connexes visant 
à impliquer la communauté. 

Conclusion
Cette revue de quelques projets phares de 
rues ludiques et rues-écoles met en avant 
la variété des propositions existantes, et 
souligne bien l’importance d’impliquer la 
communauté dans le processus. Elle expose 
aussi comment les stratégies d'urbanisme 
tactique sont utiles pour implanter et tester 
rapidement le modèle et éventuellement 
l'évaluer. Mais il s’agit d’un compte-rendu 
limité, qui de par son format ne peut 
restituer l’ensemble des expériences 
innovantes déployées à l’internationale, 
notamment en Belgique, en France et en 
l’Australie, où un programme fédéral visé à 
créer 1000 rues-écoles.13

Afin de fournir des informations plus 
complètes sur ces nouveaux modèles de 
repartage de la rue en faveur du jeu libre, 
et ainsi faciliter le développement de rues 
ludiques et rues-écoles au Canada, le Centre 
d’écologie urbaine de Montréal (CEUM) a 
lancé à l’automne 2020 deux outils dans 
le cadre du projet « Changer les règles du 
jeu », en partenariat avec la Professeure 
Katherine Frohlich de l’École de santé 
publique de l’Université de Montréal. Ce 
projet de recherche-intervention, porté 
par des chercheurs et des praticiens 
multidisciplinaires, vise le déploiement 
d’interventions pilotes de jeu libre dans cinq 
collectivités canadiennes, afin d’expérimenter 
et de collecter des données sur ces deux 
modèles innovants de réappropriation de 
l’espace urbain en faveur des plus jeunes, la 
rue ludique, et la rue-école. 

L’équipe derrière “Changer les règles 
du jeu!” a la conviction qu’en s'appropriant 
ces modèles d’aménagement, urbanistes, 
décideurs, et citoyens rendront ensemble 
les villes plus accueillantes pour les enfants, 
réduisant ainsi la portée de la pandémie 
sur l’exacerbation des inégalités sociales et 
sur les problèmes de santé publique qui en 
découlent. Dans cette période d’organisation 
de l’ère post-COVID-19, plus que jamais, 
redonner une partie du domaine public aux 
enfants, pour qu’ils aient la place de jouer, 
de bouger et de s’amuser, c’est faire en 
sorte que nos villes soient plus conviviales et 
plus sûres pour tous et pour toutes.

Julien Voyer – Chargé de projets et 
développement au Centre d’écologie 
urbaine de Montréal, il est titulaire 
d’une maîtrise en urbanisme (Université 
McGill) et en sociologie (Université de 
Montréal).
Audrey Lise Mallet – Chargée de projets 
et développement au Centre d’écologie 
urbaine de Montréal, elle est diplômée 
d’une maîtrise en urbanisme et d’une 
maîtrise en anthropologie. 
Katherine Frohlich – Professeur 
titulaire à l’École de santé publique de 
l’Université de Montréal et au Centre 
de recherche en santé publique de 
l’Université de Montréal, ses travaux 
de recherche portent sur les inégalités 
sociales de santé chez les jeunes en 
milieu urbain et spécifiquement les 
pratiques de jeu libre et tabagisme.
Mikael St-Pierre – Chargé de projets 
et développement au Centre d’écologie 
urbaine de Montréal, il est urbaniste 
et designer formé à l'École de design 
de l'Université du Québec à Montréal 
et l'École nationale d'administration 
publique (ENAP).
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Summary

Ottawa’s experience in responding 
to COVID-19 confirmed the value 
of scenario-based planning and 
emphasized the need for flexibility and 
resiliency in plans. The pandemic has 
accelerated trends already underway, 
but Ottawa planning staff remain 
confident that Ottawa’s downtown and 
mixed-use centres will remain healthy 
over the long-term and emerge stronger. 
Plans for 15-minute neighbourhoods 
have a new relevance. The City will 
need to build adaptability into its plans, 
particularly around transportation, and 
will continue to embrace new methods 
for online stakeholder engagement, even 
after the pandemic ends.

Sommaire

La réponse d’Ottawa à la COVID-19 
a conforté la pertinence de 
l’aménagement par mise en situation 
et souligné la nécessité du recours à 
des plans souples et adaptables. La 
pandémie ayant accentué les tendances 
déjà en cours, les planificateurs urbains 
d’Ottawa demeurent optimistes quant à 
la santé à long terme du centre-ville et 
des centres d’utilisations polyvalentes 
de la capitale, qui devraient en ressortir 
plus vigoureux. Les projets de quartiers 
de 15 minutes revêtent une toute 
nouvelle pertinence. La ville devra faire 
preuve d’adaptabilité dans ses plans, 
notamment en matière de transport, 
et poursuivra l’adoption de nouvelles 
méthodes de mobilisation (en ligne) des 
parties prenantes, même une fois la 
pandémie passée.

Introduction
The COVID-19 pandemic hit just as the 
City of Ottawa was discussing its growth 
management strategy and the key strategic 
goals of a new official plan. The pandemic 
presented an unforeseen challenge: should 
the work stop and wait for the end of the 
pandemic or should the process continue? 
In some ways, it was a strange conclusion to 
scenario-based planning work carried out for 
the recently completed Ottawa Next: Beyond 
2036 project, which examined how major 
economic, social, and environmental shocks 
might affect the planning approach taken. 
Although these scenarios were underpinned 
by broader health and resiliency goals, none 
of the scenarios predicted or modelled the 
severe negative impacts of a pandemic. But 
scenario-based planning set the right mindset 
to continue our planning work after COVID-19 
arrived because the pandemic highlighted 
unforeseen connections between different 
disciplines. The experience also reinforced the 
need for cross-sectoral partnerships and a 
radical rethink of public engagement.

COVID-19 accelerated  
trends already in progress
Ottawa’s retail landscape was already shifting 
dramatically before the pandemic. The rise 
of e-commerce and changing consumer 
buying patterns were affecting the viability of 
independent retailers, some malls, and big-
box stores. Over the past few years, several 
mall sites were approved for redevelopment 

How COVID-19 affected  
Ottawa’s approach to planning
By Stephen Willis
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as mixed-use communities, including 
Westgate, Lincoln Fields, and Elmvale Acres. 
The more concerning trend has been the 
loss of small independent retailers along 
the city’s main streets. The City still wants to 
see animating uses on the ground floors of 
those streets – and the planning regime will 
require flexibility – but the real work will be 
done with the community-based Business 
Improvement Areas, which promote, 
beautify, and animate those areas.

Building resiliency into planning has 
many imperatives, from mitigating 
climate change to addressing social 
inequities.1 The current COVID-19 
pandemic highlights the importance of 
deeply embedding resiliency and healthy 
community planning principles into 
long-range planning frameworks. The 
City of Ottawa’s development of a new 
official plan recognizes resiliency as one 
of the underpinning principles. 

The pandemic challenged the 
City’s broad resiliency goals on 
many levels. People need places to 
be physically active, opportunities 
to support community members, 
access to groceries, pharmacy, and 
healthcare. All of these needs are 
facilitated by more compact, mixed-
use communities. Resiliency requires 
access to outdoor spaces for safe 
active transportation and exposure 
to nature. It also requires building 
communities with strong social 
cohesion and equity. 

To build this resiliency, a foundational 
principle of the new official plan is 
the concept of walkable, 15-minute 
neighbourhoods. These are places 
where one can access most day-to-
day needs within a 15-minute walk 
from home. They are places where, 
regardless of age or ability, one can 
walk or bike to get to local amenities 
such as the grocery store, where one 
can easily walk to frequent transit, 

and where children can safely use active 
transportation to get to school. They make it 
feasible to live car-light or car-free all year. 

The concept is reliant on densities that 
provide the population base required to 
sustain local services, more decentralized 
throughout neighbourhoods, which is 
supported through intensification. It also 
requires a range and diversification of 
housing stock, including providing ‘missing 
middle’ housing. Better urban design at all 
scales can support livability in higher density 
communities. This includes considering 
the needs of children and older adults, and 
recognizing the role of trees, greenspaces, 
and green corridors in livability. 

Different communities are at different 
stages of their evolution. Getting the density 
and supportive form and function that is 
needed for 15-minute neighbourhoods will 
take time, and will look different, depending 
on the local context. In North American city-
building, which has been dominated by auto-
dependent forms of development throughout 
the period since World War II, this poses 
challenges for which innovative planning 
frameworks are necessary.

The City of Ottawa is tackling these 
challenges by taking a transect approach 
that recognizes the various elements of 
urbanism as they have evolved over time 
and space, within a continuum.2 This 
establishes policy objectives for each 
concentric circle area of the city, moving 
out from the historic city centre to suburban 
and then rural areas. Guiding principles for 

each concentric circle or transect are 
based on its context, state of evolution, 
and existing built form. As a result, 
the policies that support the evolution 
of 15-minute neighbourhoods will 
recognize the unique characteristics of 
the various transects.

Encouraging communities to 
evolve into walkable, 15-minute 
neighbourhoods, and applying a 
transect approach to recognize their 
different contexts will move the City of 
Ottawa toward a more resilient future. 
It will help provide multi-modal and 
sustainable transportation options, 
promote equity, social connections, 
and a greater sense of community. It 
will foster physical and mental health, 
and will reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions. All these benefits will create 
communities that will be more resilient 
in the face of pandemics or other 
potential disruptions, allowing people to 
navigate locally to address needs.

Endnotes
1 One definition of resiliency in planning 

is the "measurable ability of any 
urban system, with its inhabitants, 
to maintain continuity through all 
shocks and stresses, while positively 
adapting and transforming towards 
sustainability.

2 Congress for the New Urbanism, 
“The Transect,” https://www.cnu.org/
resources/tools ¢

Although some have suggested that the 
empty streets resulting from the COVID 
lockdown will have long-term consequences, 
City staff do not agree that Ottawa’s 
downtown will be permanently shunned as a 
place to live and work. As Canada’s capital, 
downtown Ottawa will continue to be the 
centre for federal governance as well as an 
important tourist destination. 

Mixed-use neighbourhoods close to 
downtown are highly livable, benefitting 

from proximity to work, amenities, and 
greenspace. They are unlikely to lose their 
place as premier living choices. If a large 
proportion of the population continues to 
work from home or close to home, this 
is both good and bad in terms of current 
planning efforts. On the one hand, Ottawa’s 
new official plan strongly promotes 
15-minute neighbourhoods as a foundational 
organizing strategy (see sidebar). A wider 
distribution of work into neighbourhoods 

Building resiliency through 15-minute neighbourhoods
By Inge Roosendaal and Alain Miguelez
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will certainly help that concept. This could 
lead to reduced demand for commuting by 
car, resulting in fewer vehicle kilometres 
travelled. Combined with a switch to other 
modes of travel such as walking and 
cycling, this could help the city meet its 
greenhouse gas reduction targets.

On the other hand, there is an acute 
awareness that public confidence in any 
form of mass transportation system – 
be it transit, rail, or air – will take time 
to rebound. Combined with a different 
distribution of work in the city, these 
realities have facilitated a careful look at the 
future of Ottawa’s transportation system. 
Consequently, more time will be taken to 
develop a new Transportation Master Plan, 
considering ways that the plan could be 
more nimble, with greater adaptability.

COVID underscores  
the value of scenario-based planning
The pandemic has exposed and exacerbated 
several social inequalities. These include 
housing affordability, access to health 
care for less privileged populations, the 
age and condition of long-term care 
facilities, workers in precarious roles, 
and weaknesses in supply chains. From a 
practical perspective, the pandemic has 
made real the very scenario-based thinking 
begun before the pandemic, illustrating 
how shocks to urban systems can play out. 
It reinforces the prevailing thinking that the 
city’s future official plan must be flexible 
and adaptive to big changes that could 
happen over the next 25 years. 

The continuation of business activities 
depended on our ability to continue 
to engage stakeholders. Using tools 
that were already at our disposal, and 
enhanced with popular video conferencing 
software, stakeholder relations were 
shifted to an online format. Despite some 
early reservations, consultations about 
growth management recommendations 
achieved record levels of public 
participation. Over a three-day, online, 
statutory public meeting, more than 
100 public delegations were heard. The 
diversity of participants was impressive, 
including people who ordinarily could 
never have taken multiple days off work 
or dealt with childcare responsibilities to 
attend traditional public meetings.

The pandemic forced the City 
to rapidly embrace online public 

engagement. This will continue after the 
pandemic, since it allows outreach to 
new audiences. The aspiration to do more 
public realm interventions, learning from 
our rapid deployment of extended patios 
to help beleaguered restaurants, remains. 
The city intends to liberalize bylaws and 
processes to continue to promote more 
street life year-round and is committed to 
maintaining and leveraging partnerships 
with the local business community.

The next few years will not be easy, 
as everyone manages with uncertainty 
and severely reduced municipal fiscal 
capacity. Challenges in coping with work 
and personal responsibilities in a world 
of social bubbles will also continue to 
exist. But much can be accomplished very 
quickly through partnerships between local 
governments, communities, and business 
groups. We thought we were good at that 
before, but COVID-19 has resulted in 
learnings that will help the City of Ottawa 
go even further.

Stephen Willis RPP, MCIP is General 
Manager, Planning, Infrastructure and 
Economic Development at the City 
of Ottawa. Applying over 25 years of 
experience in the public and private 
sectors, his mandate is to increase the 
City’s economic viability to create new 
growth and prosperity. 
Inge Roosendaal RPP, MCIP is the 
Senior Planner for Ottawa Public Health 
and is currently co-located with the 
Planning, Infrastructure and Economic 
Development department to work on the 
new official plan. Inge was a member of 
CIP’s Healthy Community Committee. 
Alain Miguelez RPP, MCIP is the 
Manager of Planning Policy and 
Resiliency at the City of Ottawa. He 
oversees the preparation of the City’s 
community planning functions, the 
City’s Climate Change Master Plan, and 
manages the Research & Forecasting 
and Energy Evolution portfolios. ¢
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Summary

The COVID-19 pandemic has had a 
devastating impact on public transit 
agencies across Canada. Ridership 
levels collapsed at the start of the 
pandemic and were about 60% below 
pre-COVID-19 levels until early 
October. However, the pandemic has 
also reaffirmed that public transit is 
an essential service, providing basic 
mobility for many essential workers 
and those without cars. This article 
presents responses from Canadian and 
international transit agencies to the 
pandemic and it initiates a discussion 
about implications for planning practice 
in Canada.

Sommaire

La pandémie de COVID-19 a fait des 
ravages au sein des organismes de 
transport public au Canada. Ses débuts 
furent marqués par un effondrement 
du nombre d’usagers, lequel se situait 
jusqu’au début du mois d’octobre à 
environ 60 % sous les niveaux pré-
COVID-19. Néanmoins, la pandémie a 
aussi confirmé le caractère essentiel 
des transports collectifs, assurant 
la mobilité de base de nombreux 
travailleurs essentiels et de ceux 
ne disposant pas d’un véhicule. Cet 
article fait part des réactions des 
organismes de transport canadiens 
et internationaux face à la pandémie 
et lance une discussion quant aux 
implications possibles sur les pratiques 
urbanistiques au Canada.

A
large number of Canadians 
depend on public transit 
for their mobility. Prior to 
the pandemic, a substantial 
proportion of downtown 

workers in Canada commuted using public 
transit; in Toronto 65% of the workforce 
commuted by transit while 25% did so 
in Calgary.1, 2 Ridership levels across the 
country plummeted at the start of the 
pandemic, and in many cities were still 
about 60% below pre-COVID levels in early 
October. Canadian transit agencies such as 
the Toronto Transit Commission (TTC), Metro 
Vancouver’s TransLink, and BC Transit do not 
predict a full recovery to pre-COVID levels 
until the summer of 2021 at the earliest.3, 4 
Consequently, fare revenues have dropped 
precipitously and transit agencies are 
incurring massive budget deficits. 

At the same time, transit agencies have 
to spend substantial funds to implement 
the new public health protocols required for 
continued service delivery. The Canadian 
Urban Transit Association (CUTA) advises 
transit agencies to consider restricting 
passenger loads to 50% of bus/railcar 
capacity, implementing rear-door boarding, 
blocking off seats, and installing appropriate 
signage. As a result, several Canadian 
agencies are only able to operate at one-third 
of capacity per vehicle in order to provide 
for safe physical distancing, leading some 
to increase frequencies on routes with high 
demand.5 Safe physical distancing standards 

Public transport  
during the COVID-19 pandemic
By Ajay Agarwal and Claire Lee 
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must also be applied at rail stations and 
bus stops. Canadian transit agencies – 
particularly big operators like TransLink in 
Vancouver and the TTC in Toronto – have 
been swift in complying with these new 
protocols, recognizing that discontinuing 
service could have devastating consequences 
for the economic health of cities in general, 
and downtowns in particular. 

Other responses to the pandemic have 
included measures to ensure that reduced 
capacity on transit vehicles is used to 
the fullest extent possible and innovative 
mobility options for transit-dependent 
populations. A number of examples from the 
United States illustrate several innovative 
approaches. The New York Metropolitan 
Transportation Agency (MTA) introduced a 
real-time bus ridership tracker app in July to 
allow potential riders to know whether it is 
possible to maintain safe physical distance 
on arriving buses. The real-time data 
collection is done by Automated Passenger 
Counter sensors integrated with on-board 
GPS. The counters are currently installed on 
40% of the bus fleet with plans to expand. 
Also in July, the Chicago Transit Authority 
(CTA) introduced real-time crowd monitoring 
at select high-ridership rail stations. To 
encourage physical distancing, CTA makes 
announcements requesting that passengers 
spread out or wait for the next train when 
the one at the station is at capacity. Extra 
buses are added to prevent crowding on 
busy routes.6 Chicago’s efforts have been 
made possible by $1.43 billion in federal 

Appropriate signage is an important tool.

The New York Metropolitan Transportation Agency’s 
real-time bus ridership tracker app allows potential 
riders to know whether it is possible to maintain 
safe physical distance on arriving buses.

assistance. New York’s initial $3.9 billion 
in federal assistance ran out in July, but 
the transit authority is running deficits in 
expectation of an additional $12 billion in 
federal relief.

While the transit demands of downtown 
workers is important, agencies must also 
fulfill the mobility needs of other transit-
dependent populations. Several transit 
agencies have tried to do this with innovative 
solutions including collaboration with the 
private sector. San Francisco Metropolitan 
Transportation Agency (SFMTA) initiated two 
programs for eligible seniors and people 
with disabilities to compensate for service 
cuts: the “Essential Trip Card” and the 
“Shop-a-Round” program. The Essential 
Trip Card subsidizes the cost of a taxi for 
essential trips such as grocery shopping and 
medical appointments. Eligible participants 
are mailed a debit card to pay for two to 
three taxi trips per month at 20% of the 
regular cost. The Shop-a-Round program 
is a low-cost shared-ride shuttle that offers 
trips to grocery stores. Eligible riders pre-
book a trip over the phone.

In terms of other international examples, 
Berlin is a leader in the application of 
Mobility as a Service (MaaS), an innovative 
concept that allows the user to choose across 
as many as 12 different modes (for example 
transit, car-share, rise-share, scooters) to 
fulfill their travel needs. The MaaS app used 
in Berlin is Jelbi, and its use has expanded 
during the pandemic, as people try to find 
the most efficient and safest way to complete 

their journeys, often involving multiple 
modes. The app gives people the ability to 
use any combination of modes and to easily 
substitute one mode with another to satisfy 
individual requirements.

Another significant challenge for transit 
agencies has been to ensure that transit 
users wear an appropriate face covering 
both on-board and at transit stops. This 
is particularly difficult when municipal 
and provincial jurisdictions have different 
face covering requirements. For example, 
Ottawa was the first municipality in Ontario 
to require transit passengers and staff 
to wear face coverings, starting in mid-
June, while Vancouver did not make face 
coverings mandatory until late August, by 
which time TransLink’s unique ‘Wearing 
is Caring’ campaign had already been 
well-established. The campaign includes 
the distribution of more than 15,000 
TransLink-branded masks, disseminating 
information through posters and decals, 



LA
 P

A
N

D
ÉM

IE
 E

T 
A

P
R

ÈS

43WINTER • HIVER 2020 | PLAN CANADA

and social media giveaways. Toronto’s TTC 
took multiple steps to promote the use of 
protective face coverings including:
• Instructions for the proper use of face 

coverings in 12 languages, available 
at various locations within its service 
network and on its official website.

• Website guidance, in multiple languages, 
about how to make masks at home.

• Distribution of one million non-medical 
grade masks to riders in collaboration 
with the City of Toronto’s Poverty 
Reduction Office. 

• Culturally-competent education – not 
policing – to ensure compliance with the 
face covering requirement, a far more 
equitable approach.

• An exemption card or button to riders 
unable to wear a mask because of 
reasons such as a medical condition.

• Selling of branded reusable masks with 
the proceeds donated to charity.

Implications for the planning profession 
Sustained planning efforts for several 
decades have led to significant 
concentrations of office and other service 
jobs in downtowns. In cities with well-
developed transit networks – such as 
Toronto, Vancouver, and Montreal – a 

substantial proportion of workers travel to 
and from downtown using public transit. 
Despite this, these downtowns still 
experience severe traffic congestion during 
commuting hours, establishing that the 
traffic volume is more than the carrying 
capacity of the existing street network. 
In normal times, transit-dependent 
downtowns benefit from the symbiotic 
relationship between land use and transit 
engineered through planning policy, but 
this relationship is at risk if downtown 
commuters are not ready to return to 
transit and choose to drive. 

The pandemic reaffirms planners’ 
efforts in combating urban sprawl, 
promoting mixed-use developments 
in downtowns and investing in active 
transportation infrastructure. If affordable 
housing is available close to work and 
there is adequate active transportation 
infrastructure, then a substantial number 
of workers can indeed live close enough 
and walk or bike to work. This would 
reduce loads on both the street network 
and the transit system. 

Finally, planners will need to work 
collaboratively to find creative solutions 
to prevent public transit systems from 
going into a vicious downward spiral of 

low ridership leading to reduced external 
financial support, followed by reduced 
service levels, which would then lead to 
even lower ridership. Planners have put 
in immense effort for several decades 
to achieve the present urban form of 
downtowns, supported by high quality public 
transit systems. It may take as much effort 
to sustain the same in the future.

Ajay Agarwal, PhD, is an associate 
professor in the School of Urban and 
Regional Planning at Queen’s University. 
His research and teaching interests are 
in urban transportation policy, urban 
structure, and international development.
Claire Lee is a Master’s candidate 
in the planning program at Queen’s 
University. Claire is passionate about 
healthy community planning, public 
transit, affordable housing, and 
community design. 
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Summary

The City of West Kelowna launched the largest public 
engagement process it had ever undertaken to develop a new 
community vision in Spring 2020. Although the approach and 
communication strategy for the project was designed prior to 
COVID-19, the program was quickly adapted to the new normal of 
physical distancing requirements and redesigned to thoughtfully 
engage residents. This article describes the changes made to 
the engagement strategy to ensure continuity of the project and 
widespread community involvement. 

Sommaire

Au printemps 2020, la ville de West Kelowna a lancé le plus 
grand processus de mobilisation publique de son histoire en 
vue d’élaborer une nouvelle vision communautaire. Même si 
l’approche et la stratégie de communication du projet avaient été 
pensées avant la COVID-19, le programme fut rapidement adapté 
aux nouvelles exigences de distanciation physique et repensé 
pour susciter la participation réfléchie des résidents. Cet article 
décrit les changements apportés à la stratégie de mobilisation 
afin d’assurer la continuité du projet et une participation accrue 
au sein de la communauté.

W
hen the planning team responsible for developing a 
new community vision was tasked with undertaking 
the largest public engagement West Kelowna had 
ever completed, an obstacle like COVID-19 was 
never imagined. The first phase of the Official 

Community Plan (OCP) review focuses on the development of an 
updated vision for the community of just over 36,000. As a relatively 
new community, West Kelowna was incorporated in 2007 and 
adopted its first OCP four years later. Since 2011, the community 
has experienced above-average population growth and development 
pressures, fueled by a housing boom prompted by a migration from 
British Columbia’s Lower Mainland and other areas in Canada. 

Initial work plan and project objectives
The initial work plan for this project included an extensive public 
engagement and communications strategy with the following objectives:
• Generating interest and excitement in the community to help 

residents get inspired to create a renewed community vision.
• Engaging as many community members and stakeholders as 

resources allowed to encourage more involvement than West 
Kelowna has ever achieved before.

• Having participation from all ages, interests, and lifestyles in  
the process. 

• Engaging with residents that had not participated in traditional 
methods of in-person engagement.

• Listening to feedback about key concerns, what matters most, and 
potential ideas for the future. 

• Using this input to draft a clear, inspiring, and renewed vision  
to be reviewed and refined with the community in a second phase 
of engagement. 

The impact of COVID-19
In mid-March, just prior to the public launch of the engagement 
strategy, COVID-19 emerged in Canada and necessary restrictions 
were put in place by British Columbia’s Provincial Health Officer 

What does public engagement  
look like during a global pandemic? 
By Dallas Clowes, Stirling Scory, and Jana Zelenski
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to help slow the spread. Public gatherings of over 50 people were 
forbidden and all in-person gatherings of any size (outside of one’s 
household) were strongly discouraged. Local businesses, recreational 
facilities, community venues, and libraries were closed, effectively 
limiting the ability to conduct in-person engagement and traditional 
community outreach. 

The City placed the project on a temporary hold to allow time to 
better understand the implications of the pandemic. In May, the 
province’s Restart Plan was announced, identifying a slow re-opening 
of the economy and maintaining physical distancing requirements. 
As a result, the City re-evaluated planned engagement methods 
and concluded that ‘new’ methods and platforms would need to be 
considered. What follows is an account of the key changes the city 
made to its participant plan to adapt it to the new circumstances. 

Adaptations and outcomes
1. Increasing the questionnaire timelines  
and continually monitoring feedback 
Given the disruptive impact of COVID-19 on many citizens, the project 
team was not sure the community would be interested in participating 
in a community visioning exercise. To enable people to participate 
when they had a chance to turn their minds to community issues, 
the city extended the engagement timeframe for many consultation 
activities. The use of questionnaires was one important element of 
the work program and, to accommodate the impact of the pandemic, 
the timeline for the public to complete the questionnaires was 
extended to three months (typical timeframe is three to four weeks). 
Although participation rates plummeted over the summer months as 
residents headed out on vacations, they rebounded during the first 
week of September with the re-start of school. 

Community feedback was continually monitored through an 
online platform and outreach strategies were adjusted to reach 
demographic groups that were absent from the data. Facebook 
boosting, a method of increasing the visibility of posts, was used to 
increase the presence of project posts among the 25–44-year-old 
demographic. When community discussions indicated that the older 
demographic was unaware of the project because of their lesser 
presence on social media, the city placed additional print ads in the 
local newspaper to motivate participation. 

The revised consultation approach also achieved record 
participation. More than 1800 questionnaires were completed, the 
highest number received to-date for any questionnaire previously 

undertaken by the city. In comparison, a questionnaire on the 
development of non-medical retail cannabis regulations had just 
over 1200 participants while engagements on the Parks Master Plan 
update totalled 193 participants. 

The project was also successful in its objective of achieving broad 
participation from all neighbourhoods in the community. Preliminary 
analysis demonstrates success in engaging the 25–44 year-old 
demographic, with 32% of participants in this age range, representing 
29% of the city’s overall population. The city also succeeded in 
engaging the 65–74 year-old demographic, with 19% of participants 
in this age range, which exceeds the current population share of 15% 
for this demographic. Participation was lacking among those under 
19 years of age, with a participation rate of 1.2%, when the population 
share of this demographic is about 6%. For those over 75 years 
of age, the participation rate was 0.4 % of respondents while that 
demographic represents about 3% of the population.

2. Transitioning to online methods
While an online digital platform was always part of the engagement 
strategy, COVID-19 prompted the City to move traditional in-person 
stakeholder and public meetings online. Also, new facilitation tools, 
such as a virtual and interactive whiteboard system, were tested. 
The project team learned that meetings were facilitated best with 
at least four team members: one to lead the discussion, one to 
moderate and assist with technical questions, one to organize and 
highlight inputs, and one subject matter expert. Different time slots 
were also tested over the course of seven online sessions, and 
it was discovered that lunchtime meetings were better attended 
than early morning or evening meetings. This was in contrast to 
attendance at in-person events in the pre-COVID-19 era, where 

Weekly mini-questionnaires and online topic workshops were utilized to deep 
dive into specific policy areas.

Pre- and Post-COVID-19 engagement overview.
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evening sessions were typically scheduled to reduce the potential 
impact on the participants’ workday.

In addition to increasing the project’s online presence through an 
interactive webpage, social media presence was also substantially 
increased, and a weekly photo challenge using a media sharing social 
networking service was employed. These techniques encouraged 
residents to highlight their favourite community aspects, thereby 

encouraging and building excitement about the visioning project.
Towards the end of the engagement period, postcard drop boxes 

were utilized to enable residents to ‘deliver a postcard to the future’ 
to indicate their desired community accomplishment in 20 years. 
By establishing two stations – one in the City Hall courtyard and 
the other at the Aquatic Centre – physical distancing requirements 
were addressed. The technique allowed for a form of traditional 
in-person feedback in what otherwise was a digital experience for 
participants. Participation with these stations, however, was minimal, 
with only 25 completed postcards received. Low participation could 
likely be attributed to the minimal traffic that was occurring at these 
locations due to online options for City Hall services and the fact 
that recreational programming had been reduced. Nonetheless, it 
is anticipated that these postcards will be used with the local high 
school during a subsequent phase of engagement once COVID-19 
restrictions are eased.

3. Being prepared to pivot 
As the revised process unfolded, the project team learned to adapt 
to the ever-changing context. With BC’s Restart Plan and the 
subsequent gradual re-opening of local businesses and events, it 
had been anticipated that in-person engagement, albeit with physical 
distancing, would resume. However, as the project team was gearing 
up to attend community events such as Park Play Days and to 
conduct outreach at key waterfront locations, a COVID-19 outbreak 
in the Okanagan made in-person engagement riskier. Instead 
of in-person engagement, more emphasis was placed on online 
meetings. Personal outreach calls to organizations and community 
leaders had to be used to spread the word about the project. Remote 
meeting participation occurred with charitable organizations and 
with local business interests. Further reliance was placed on email 
communications through the City’s e-notification system.

The process had to be modified in other ways as well. When in-
person engagement in the schools was ruled out, a ‘Kid’s Activity 
Kit’ was designed and distributed to school-aged children attending 
recreational summer programming and to those visiting Park Play 

Ideas from younger participants.
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Days and local daycares. A total of 107 written or drawn ideas from 
these kits were received. Moving forward, a specific form is being 
designed to obtain feedback from youth and the team is working 
with the local high school to design questions that resonate with this 
demographic, all with a view to increasing participation despite the 
challenges encountered due to COVID-19 restrictions.

4. Reaching the ‘harder to reach’
While the transition to a heavier reliance on online engagement 
eased information sharing to the general population, the project team 
anticipated that it would be more difficult to reach those not online. 
The team turned to community stakeholders, leaders, and volunteers 
to help initiate conversations, spread information, and assist people in 
completing online or hard copy questionnaires. Council members also 
participated in filming weekly topic videos to update the community on 
the project, helping to get the word out and encouraging people to stay 
involved throughout the process. 

A partnership was also formed with a “champion” at the region’s 
public health authority, providing integral support with reaching more 
vulnerable populations, as well as a health lens to participation in all 
online meetings. This champion helped coordinate the distribution of 
print engagement tools at care facilities when COVID-19 restrictions 
precluded in-person visits. Similarly, a local shelter agency distributed 
project information to its clients through existing channels. There 
was less success with the local Food Bank, which was adjusting to a 
decrease in staffing and an increase in demand for services.
 
Conclusion
Adapting mid-project to the new normal of physical distancing heavily 
impacted the planned community engagement for the development of 
West Kelowna’s new community vision. However, preliminary data anal-
ysis demonstrates broad participation and engagement from all neigh-
bourhoods in the community, achieving the project goal of widespread 
community participation. A key objective of the next phase is to reach 
groups and individuals who may have not yet participated in order to 
ensure the final outcome is representative of all voices in the community. 

Dallas Clowes RPP, MCIP, is a senior planner with the City of 
West Kelowna, managing the work on the OURWK Community 
Vision and the Official Community Plan Update. Further 
information about the project can be found at ourwk.ca.
Stirling Scory is a planner with the City of West Kelowna working 
on policy development and the OURWK Community Vision. 
Stirling is currently a candidate member with the Canadian 
Institute of Planners.
Jana Zelenski is a principal with LANARC, a BC-based planning, 
design, and engagement firm focused on creating resilient, 
future-focused communities and implementing positive and 
thoughtful change. ¢

Some of the younger participants.
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CIP Honours and Awards / L’ICU Honneurs et Prix
CIP recognizes excellence across Canada through its honours and awards program, while its sister charity, CIP-PSTF, 
does so through its scholarships and bursaries offerings. These extraordinary planning achievements – both 
historical and at the cutting edge of modernity – highlight the best of communities, organizations, and individuals at 
every career stage.

L’ICU reconnaît l’excellence dans tout le Canada grâce à son programme de prix et distinctions honorifiques, alors 
que son organisme caritatif frère, le FFEUA-ICU, fait de même au moyen de bourses d’études et d’entretien. Ces 
honneurs récompensent les réalisations remarquables effectuées dans le domaine de l’urbanisme – à la fois sur le 
plan historique et à la pointe de la modernité – par des collectivités, des organisations et des personnes à toutes les 
phases de carrière.

COLLEGE OF FELLOWS
The College of Fellows is a special status 
for members of CIP, which recognizes 
excellence, identifies prominent role models, 
promotes advancements in planning 
practice, and draws leaders to the forefront 
of planning in Canada. Recognition as a 
Fellow of the Canadian Institute of Planners 
is the highest award the Institute can give 
to a planner and is given only to those who 
exhibit the highest professional attainment 
and a wide breadth of experience.

In 2020, CIP welcomed Sasha Tsenkova 
RPP, FCIP and Rafaël Fischler urbaniste, FCIP 
into the College.

For full bios of the College of Fellows 
inductees, visit CIP’s website.

COLLÈGE DES FELLOWS
Le Collège des Fellows, une organisation 
particulière mise sur pied par l’ICU à laquelle 
les membres peuvent être nommés, reconnaît 
l’excellence, met de l’avant les urbanistes 
influents jouant un rôle de modèle, favorise 
l’accomplissement de progrès dans la pratique 
de l’urbanisme et propulse les leaders à 
l’avant-plan de l’urbanisme au Canada. La 
reconnaissance à titre de Fellow de l’ICU 
est la plus grande récompense que l’Institut 
puisse accorder à un urbaniste. Ce titre n’est 
décerné qu’aux membres qui réussissent les 
plus grandes réalisations professionnelles et 
affichent un vaste domaine d’expérience. 

En 2020, Sasha Tsenkova, UPC, FICU, et 
Rafaël Fischler, urbaniste, FICU, ont été 
intronisés au Collège des Fellows de l’ICU.

Pour les biographies complètes des 
membres du Collège des Fellows, visitez le 
site Web de l’ICU.

Sasha Tsenkova  
RPP, FCIP/UPC, FICU

Raphael Fischler  
RPP, FCIP/UPC, FICU

HONORARY MEMBER 
Recognition as an Honorary Member of CIP is the 
highest honour the Institute can bestow upon a 
non-planner. This prestigious distinction recognizes 
individuals working outside of the planning 
profession who have made a significant contribution 
to promoting or enhancing planning practice, the 
profession, or both.

In 2020, CIP granted Honorary membership to the 
Honorable Michael F. Harcourt OC.

MEMBRE HONORAIRE
La reconnaissance à titre de membre honoraire de l’ICU 
est la plus grande distinction que l’Institut puisse décerner 
à un ou une non-urbaniste. Cette distinction prestigieuse 
souligne le travail de particuliers qui œuvrent hors du 
cadre de la profession urbanistique et dont la contribution 
est notable sur le plan de la promotion ou de l’amélioration 
de la pratique de l’urbanisme et de la profession.

En 2020, Michael F. Harcourt, Ordre du Canada, s’est vu 
décerner le titre de membre honoraire de l’ICU.
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AWARDS FOR PLANNING EXCELLENCE
A CIP Award for Planning Excellence is the highest honour a planning project can receive nationally. The Awards for Planning Excellence 
recognize planning projects judged on their excellence, innovation, impact on the profession, implementation potential, and overall presentation 
in 11 categories. In 2020, there were seven Awards of Excellence and six Awards of Merit issued. CIP invites you to read the jury statements and 
review the plans/reports in their entirety on the CIP website.

CIP PRESIDENT’S AWARDS 
The President's Award recognizes achievement by a Canadian individual or organization whose significant contribution to the planning 
community warrants acknowledgment on a national level. Recipients of this award are chosen by the current President of the Institute, with 
endorsement from CIP Board of Directors. 

PRIX D’EXCELLENCE EN URBANISME
La désignation d’un Prix d’excellence en urbanisme de l’ICU est la plus haute distinction qui puisse être décernée à un projet d’urbanisme à 
l’échelle nationale. Ce prix se propose d’honorer les projets d’urbanisme qui se distinguent par l’excellence, l’innovation, les incidences sur la 
profession, les possibilités de mise en œuvre et la qualité de la présentation. Bien que ce prix comporte treize catégories, seuls les projets les 
plus remarquables se voient décerner cette prestigieuse distinction. En 2019, huit Prix d’excellence et sept Prix du mérite ont été décernés. 
L’ICU vous invite à lire les déclarations du jury et à examiner les plans/rapports dans leur intégralité sur son site Web.

PRIX DE LA PRÉSIDENTE DE L'ICU
Le Prix de la Présidente souligne les réalisations d'une personne ou d'un organisme canadien dont la contribution significative au secteur de 
l'urbanisme mérite d'être reconnue à l'échelle nationale. Les récipiendaires de ce prix sont déterminés par le président actuel de l'Institut, avec 
l'aval du conseil de l'ICU. 

CIP President’s  
Award: MCIP© /  
Prix d'excellence de la 
présidente de l'ICU  
John Ariens RPP, 
MCIP/UPC, MICU

CIP President's 
Award: Academic / 
Prix d'excellence 
universitaire de la 
présidente de l'ICU  
Pamela Robinson, 
PhD,  MCIP, RPP, 
MCIP/UPC, MICU

CIP President’s Award: 
Young Planner / Prix 
du président de l’ICU : 
Jeune urbaniste 
Louis-Michel Fournier 
urbaniste, MCIP/MICU

CIP President’s Award: 
Young Planner / Prix 
du président de l’ICU : 
Jeune urbaniste 
Jason Syvixay RPP, 
MCIP / UPC, MICU

CLIMATE CHANGE PLANNING / 
PLANIFICATION DES CLIMATIQUES
Rain City Strategy
City of Vancouver

HEALTHY COMMUNITIES / 
COLLECTIVITÉS SAINES 
Pavement-to-Plaza Wellbeing Assessment
Happy City & City of Vancouver

NEW AND EMERGING PLANNING 
INITIATIVES / NOUVELLES INITIATIVES 
ÉMERGENTES EN URBANISME 
City of Calgary Biodiverse  
Communities Initiative
Intelligent Futures, Hatfield Consultants,  
The City of Calgary

PLANNING PUBLICATIONS  
AND MEDIA / PUBLICATIONS ET 
MÉDIAS TOUCHANT L’URBANISME
Community Acceptance  
of Non-Market Housing Toolkit
BC Housing, Dillon Consulting

RURAL / SMALL TOWN PLANNING / 
AMÉNAGEMENT RURAL/  
DES PETITES MUNICIPALITÉS 
Town of Wolfville  
Comprehensive Plan Review
Town of Wolfville (with support from Fathom 
Studios, FoTenn, Hatch Engineering, and 
CBCL)

URBAN DESIGN/ DESIGN URBAIN 
City-Wide Urban Design Guidelines
Brook McIlroy Inc.
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PLAN CANADA AWARDS | PRIX PLAN CANADA
Each year, CIP recognizes the best articles published in Plan Canada the preceding year. These articles, and full issues of the magazines, are 
accessible on the CIP member portal.

Chaque année, l’ICU souligne les meilleurs articles publiés dans Plan Canada au cours de l’année précédente. Ces articles et les numéros 
complets des magazines sont accessibles sur le portail des membres de l’ICU.

ARTICLE OF THE YEAR / ARTICLE DE L'ANNÉE
The future is not what it used to be: Changing travel demands and their implications for 
transport planning 
By / par: Todd Litman
[Vol. 59, No. 1]

HONORABLE MENTIONS / MENTIONS HONORABLES :
‘All our relations’: A future for planning 
By / par : Leela Viswanathan, PhD, RPP, MCIP
[Vol. 59, No. 1]

Delivering last-mile solutions: A feasibility analysis of microhubs and cyclelogistics in the GTHA
By / par : Janelle Lee and Carolyn Kim RPP, MCIP
[VOL. 59, No. 2] 

Equitable transit-oriented 
By / par : Lilian Chau RPP, MCIP, Raymond Kan RPP, MCIP, and James Stiver RPP, MCIP 
[VOL. 59, No. 3] 
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CIP PRESIDENT’S SCHOLARSHIP, 
($6,000) / BOURSE D’ÉTUDES DU 
PRÉSIDENT DE L’ICU (6000 $)
Chris Ray, Simon Fraser University
“Assessing Energy Values and Management 
Options for Metlakatla Village”

DILLON CONSULTING SCHOLARSHIP 
($5,000) / BOURSE D’ÉTUDES DE DILLON 
CONSULTANTS LIMITED (5000 $)
Isha Matous-Gibbs, 
 Vancouver Island University
“Deathscapes in Planning: how planners can 
create grief friendly spaces in today's world”

WAYNE DANIEL SMITH SCHOLARSHIP 
($4,000) / BOURSE D’ÉTUDES  
WAYNE DANIEL SMITH (4000 $)
Emily Sousa, University of Guelph
"Planning for Agroecological Stewardship: 
Uncovering Opportunities for Sustainable 
Land Use and Biodiversity Conservation in 
Ontario's Dairy Industry"

THOMAS ADAMS SCHOLARSHIP 
($3,000) / BOURSE D’ÉTUDES THOMAS 
ADAMS (3000 $)
Emma Squires, Simon Fraser University
“Pathways to rural climate resilience: 
investigating the role of community 
philanthropy in climate transitions”

CIP/ICU PLANNING STUDENT TRUST FUND /  
FONDS EN FIDÉICOMMIS POUR ÉTUDIANTS EN URBANISME ET AMÉNAGEMENT CIP/ICU
The CIP/ICU Planning Student Trust Fund (CIP-PSTF) is the Canadian planning profession’s national charity, providing a scholarship and 
bursary program to students in accredited planning programs in Canada.

CIP established the CIP-PSTF in 1989 to contribute to the advancement of professional planning. After incorporating as a separate entity 
under the Canada Corporations Act, the fund received charitable status in 1990. Since then, 125 scholarships have been awarded, totalling 
almost $385,000 in financial support to worthy students.

The sustainability of the scholarship and bursary program is dependent on individual donations and corporate sponsorships.

Le fonds en fidéicommis pour étudiants en urbanisme et aménagement de l’ICU (FFEUA-ICU) est l’organisme de bienfaisance national de la 
profession d’urbaniste au Canada. Il offre un programme de bourses d’études et d’entretien aux étudiants des programmes d’urbanisme agréés 
au Canada.

L’ICU a créé le Fonds en fidéicommis pour étudiants en urbanisme et aménagement de l’ICU (FFEUA-ICU) en 1989 pour contribuer à 
la promotion et à la mise en valeur de l’urbanisme. Après avoir été constitué en entité autonome en vertu de la Loi sur les corporations 
canadiennes, le Fonds s’est vu octroyer le statut d’organisme de bienfaisance en 1990. Depuis, plus de 125 bourses ont été remises à des 
étudiants méritants, totalisant quasiment 385 000 $ en soutien financier.

La durabilité du programme de bourses d’études dépend de dons individuels et de commandites d’entreprises.

COLLEGE OF FELLOWS 
UNDERGRADUATE SCHOLARSHIP 
($4,000) / BOURSE D'ÉTUDES DE 
PREMIER CYCLE DU COLLÈGE DES 
FELLOWS (4000 $)
Brianna Maxwell, Dalhousie University
"All Together Now: How Three Innovative 
Communities are Addressing Climate Change"

JOHN BOUSFIELD BURSARY ($3,000) /  
BOURSE D’ENTRETIEN JOHN 
BOUSFIELD (3000 $)
Margot Thomaidis, Vancouver Island University

TED FOBERT AND ROBERT TENNANT 
PLANNING MERIT BURSARY ($3,000) 
/ BOURSE D’ENTRETIEN AU MÉRITE 
TED FOBERT ET ROBERT TENNANT EN 
URBANISME
Nick Vo, University of Toronto

TO LEARN MORE ABOUT OUR HONOREES AND AWARD WINNERS, PLEASE VISIT OUR WEBSITE AT CIP-ICU.CA. 
TO LEARN HOW YOU CAN DONATE TO THE CIP-PSTF, PLEASE VISIT THEIR WEBSITE AT CIP-PSTF.CA. 

POUR EN SAVOIR PLUS SUR NOS LAURÉATS ET PERSONNES HONORÉES, VEUILLEZ CONSULTER NOTRE SITE 
WEB À CIP-ICU.CA.
POUR SAVOIR COMMENT VERSER UN DON AU FFEUA-ICU, VEUILLEZ CONSULTER SON SITE WEB À CIP-PSTF.CA.
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E
ras are long and distinctive 
periods of time with particular 
features or characteristics. After 
less than a year, it is already 

clear that the COVID-19 pandemic marks 
the end of an era in Canadian and world 
history that began with World War II. The 
implications for humanity and its cities are 
profound. Life will never be the same; the 
future, while unclear, will hold significant 
challenges and opportunities.

The paroxysm of World War II exposed 
unspeakable evil and showed what humanity 
could do in response. The war involved the 
largest mobilization of resources in history. 
Traditional notions of rights, responsibilities 
and ways of doing things were swept aside. 
Like its allies, Canada and its governments 
established a state of total mobilization. The 
imperative was not only to develop a fighting 
force almost from scratch, and to equip it 
and other allies with materiel, but also to 
provide housing and community facilities to 
support the war effort. It is no exaggeration 
to say that the war transformed Canada into 
the modern state we know today.

The military victory achieved 75 years 
ago was an immense accomplishment. At 
least as important was the determination 
to ensure that peace was sustained and 
that a global conflagration would never 
happen again. This led to the creation of the 
United Nations, with its purpose of collective 
security and its myriad agencies devoted to 
international cooperation on a whole range 
of issues. Later came the once-inconceivable 
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COVID-19: The end of an era
Ken Cameron RPP, FCIP

idea of a united Europe and a set of trading 
arrangements based on the concept that 
freer trade among nations would not only 
spur economic growth and well-being, but 
also reduce the risk of war. 

Canada in the mid-1940s was seized with 
the spirit of “reconstruction,” the building 
of a new society out of the wreckage of the 
Great Depression and the War. Planning 
and building better cities was integral to 
this spirit, thanks in part to the support 
given to planning research and education 
by the newly-minted Central Mortgage 
and Housing Corporation.1 More than a 
response to the needs of newly-formed 
postwar households, creating healthy, 
efficient and socially-just cities reflected 
a vision of a society whose citizens took 
concrete steps to care for each other. It 
also generated concepts of planning and 
development that Canada could offer to a 
more peaceful, prosperous world.2

In a nutshell, Canada achieved in six years 
of war what many had thought to be impossible 
and sowed the seeds of progress (as it was 
then defined) that would last for 75 years. 

Long before 2019, signs were abundant 
that the post-war era had failed humanity in 
some important ways. In the face of rising 
oligarchism, no one could continue to believe 
that economic progress would automatically 
lead to greater democracy. Inequities within 
and between nations were becoming more 
acute despite international aid efforts, 
leading to a global problem of refugee 
migration. The liberalization of trade, which 

had been expected to benefit all economies, 
was mired in nationalist rivalries. Within 
Canada, long-festering challenges and 
inequities remained intractable.

Above all, there was very limited evidence 
in 2019 that the global community was 
willing and able to take effective action to 
deal with humanity’s three self-generated 
existential threats, identified by Yuval Noah 
Harari3 as: climate change, nuclear conflict, 
and the cybernetic revolution. 

It would be hard to imagine an event 
that could do more to stop humanity in its 
tracks than COVID-19. Managing its spread 
compelled the earth’s people to go against 
tens of thousands of years of socialization: to 
avoid contact with others, not to collaborate 
or congregate in groups, not to sing, dance, 
or laugh. COVID-19 brought into question 
the basic function of cities as places for 
collaboration, cooperation, and caring. For 
planners and policymakers, the essential 
elements of urban efficiency – density and 
transit – and of governance – meetings and 
consultation – were suddenly under a cloud. 
(As if on cue, the automobile industry hyped 
their products as instruments of safety and 
freedom, the ultimate pieces of personal 
protective equipment.)

COVID-19 transformed the attitudes of 
those who sought a better city and society. 
Governments demonstrated that massive 
amounts of resources could be amassed 
and deployed almost overnight to support a 
population’s health when this was essential 
for economic recovery. The political impact 

“There’s a mighty judgement coming, but I may be wrong.” 

Leonard Cohen, Tower of Song

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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of this realization was profound: all the 
old reasons for not doing more about 
longstanding problems were swept away 
and were replaced by impatience to deal 
immediately with the other pandemic – 
the opioid crisis – plus homelessness, 
institutional racism, and our neglect of 
Indigenous peoples, among other issues. 
COVID-19 magnified these inequities, while 
exacerbating some of them, as happened 
when opioid fatalities increased as a result 
of social distancing forcing people to use 
substances alone and unsupervised. 

A shining light in all of this was the 
outstanding leadership demonstrated – at 
least for a time – among Canada’s political 
class. The federal government redefined 
itself as the willing and supportive partner 
of the provinces, local government, and 
institutions, putting in place whatever it took 
to respond to and recover from the crisis. 
There was a sense of caring and common 
purpose not seen since wartime. We learned 
a lot about what we could achieve if we put 
the common good ahead of political rivalries. 

If we are indeed at the beginning of a 
new era – a “pivot point” – what does this 
mean for the planning and development 
of Canada’s cities? Health crises have 
had specific impacts on specific cities 
in the past, as when whole new sections 
of London were built following the great 
plague and the great fire of the mid-1660s. 
Zoning was initially developed as a tool 
to protect resident populations from the 
noxious effects of polluting industries. More 
recently, public health benefits have been 
cited in support of community designs that 
provide for a mix of uses and services within 
easy reach of each other by means other 
than the private automobile. 

Undoubtedly, the pandemic will change 
the design of services that depend on 
proximity, such as transit and schools. It is 
unlikely, however, that any alternative will 
be found to the basic function and format 
of the city; the reality is that there is no 
practical alternative to relatively dense 
urban areas as a way to accommodate the 
earth’s nearly 8 billion people.

So, what will planning for the post 
COVID-19 city look like? 

The first lesson from the pandemic is 
the importance of resilience, the ability 
to recover from or adapt to misfortune 
or change. Only a handful of experts and 
agencies foresaw the sudden arrival and 

spread of the virus, and few could have 
predicted the range of impacts it would 
have. We will need plans that give emphasis 
to redundancy and rapid adaptation and 
response to a wide variety of known and 
unknown threats. 

Plans should also exploit the potential 
to facilitate the safe interpersonal 
communication that we discovered through 
the electronic communication revolution. The 
pandemic has prompted huge advances in 
the ability of individuals and organizations 
to work virtually, which means that spaces 
need to be designed for a diversity of uses: 
living, employment, commerce, or services. 
We need to rediscover the benefits of 
neighbourhoods and see them as places 
where global as well as local communication 
and collaboration can occur.

Plans that give more weight to human 
interdependence will also prepare us 
better for the post COVID-19 world. It has 
never been clearer that the welfare of the 
collectivity is supported by the welfare of each 
individual. The state has a legitimate role in 
supporting collective well-being by ensuring 
that the weakest in our society are included, 
properly protected, and loved.

On a personal note, it is with mixed 
emotions that I realize that some of the key 
precepts of my 50 years in planning have 
been tossed into a cocked hat by a totally 
unexpected crisis. But I also worked in an era 
that saw our profession become established 
and take its place at the core of governance 

for Canada’s communities. I can say with 
certainty that planning will be a central 
requirement of a successful transition to the 
next era, in a society driven by resilience, 
inclusion, and love.

Ken Cameron RPP, FCIP held senior 
planning and management positions 
in the Greater Vancouver area, and 
was key player in the adoption of The 
Liveable Region Strategic Plan in 1996, 
an accomplishment recognized by the 
UN Habitat program’s Dubai awards for 
outstanding contributions to the human 
environment. He an author and adjunct 
professor at both UBC and Simon Fraser 
University. Ken was elected to the 
College of Fellows in 1997.

Endnotes
1 CMHC was renamed Canada Mortgage 

and Housing Corporation in 1979. There is 
speculation that another name change is 
in the works.

2 The author of Sapiens, Homo Deus and, 
most recently, 21 Lessons for the 21st 
Century.

3 For a discussion of one planner’s 
role in war, reconstruction and global 
cooperation, see Cameron, Ken. Showing 
the Way: Peter Oberlander and the 
Imperative of Global Citizenship (Victoria: 
Tellwell Talent, 2018). ¢
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L
es ères consistent en de longues 
et distinctes périodes aux 
particularités ou caractéristiques 
singulières. Après moins 

d’un an, il est déjà manifeste que la 
pandémie de COVID-19 signe la fin 
d’une ère de l’histoire canadienne et 
mondiale entamée depuis la Seconde 
Guerre mondiale. Les conséquences pour 
l’humanité et ses cités sont profondes. La vie 
ne sera plus jamais la même ; l’avenir, bien 
qu’incertain, sera assorti de grands défis, 
mais aussi de grandes possibilités.

Le paroxysme de la Seconde Guerre 
mondiale révéla un mal indicible et témoigna 
de la riposte de l’humanité face à celui-
ci. La guerre donna lieu à la plus grande 
mobilisation de ressources de l’histoire. 
Les droits, responsabilités et façons de 
faire traditionnels furent écartés. À l’instar 
de ses alliés, le Canada et ses dirigeants 
décrétèrent une mobilisation totale. Il 
fallait non seulement constituer une force 
de combat quasiment de toutes pièces, et 
la doter de matériel, mais aussi mettre à 
disposition des logis et des infrastructures 
collectives en soutien à l’effort de guerre. 
Il n’est pas superflu de faire valoir que 
la guerre transforma le Canada en l’État 
moderne que nous connaissons aujourd’hui.

La victoire militaire enregistrée il y a 75 ans 
fut un exploit de taille. Au moins tout aussi 
importante fut la résolution d’assurer que la 
paix soit maintenue et qu’une conflagration 
mondiale ne se reproduise plus jamais. Ainsi 
sont nées les Nations Unies, dont la mission 
est la sécurité collective, et ses innombrables 
agences consacrées à la coopération 
internationale sur de nombreux enjeux. 
Vint ensuite l’idée, jadis inconcevable, d’une 

COVID-19 : La fin d’une ère
Ken Cameron FICU, UPC

Europe unie et d’un ensemble d’accords 
commerciaux fondés sur le concept selon 
lequel la libéralisation des échanges entre 
les nations non seulement stimulerait la 
croissance économique et la prospérité, mais 
atténuerait aussi le risque de guerre. 

Au milieu des années 1940, le Canada 
fut investi de l’esprit de « reconstruction », à 
savoir de bâtir une nouvelle société tirée des 
décombres de la Grande Dépression et de la 
guerre. Concevoir et construire de meilleures 
villes était partie intégrante de cet esprit, 
entre autres grâce au soutien accordé à la 
recherche et à l’éducation en urbanisme par la 
toute nouvelle Société centrale d’hypothèques 
et de logement.1 Au-delà de la satisfaction 
des besoins des nouveaux ménages de 
l’après-guerre, la création de villes saines, 
fonctionnelles et socialement justes reflétait 
la perspective d’une société dont les citoyens 
se soucient concrètement les uns des autres. 
Les concepts d’urbanisme et d’aménagement 
qui en découlèrent donnèrent au Canada 
des moyens de contribuer à un monde plus 
pacifique et plus prospère.2

Concrètement, le Canada parvint en six 
ans de guerre à réaliser ce que beaucoup 
croyaient impossible et à jeter les bases d’un 
progrès (tel qu’il était alors défini) qui allait 
durer 75 ans. 

Longtemps avant 2019, de nombreux 
signes témoignaient de la faillite de 
l’humanité dans l’après-guerre, à certains 
égards importants. Face à une dérive 
oligarchique, nul ne pouvait persister à 
croire que le progrès économique conduirait 
tout naturellement à une plus grande 
démocratie. Les inégalités parmi et entre 
les nations se sont accentuées en dépit 
de l’aide internationale, conduisant à une 

problématique globale de migration de 
réfugiés. La libéralisation commerciale, qui 
devait profiter à toutes les économies, s’est 
enlisée dans des rivalités nationalistes. Au 
Canada, les enjeux et les iniquités de longue 
date sont demeurés insolubles.

Qui plus est, en 2019, peu d’éléments 
témoignaient de la volonté et de la capacité 
de la communauté mondiale à déployer des 
actions efficaces pour faire face aux trois 
menaces existentielles autogénérées de 
l’humanité, identifiées par Yuval Noah Harari3 
comme étant le changement climatique, le 
conflit nucléaire et la révolution cybernétique. 

Il serait difficile d’imaginer un phénomène 
pouvant freiner davantage l’humanité que la 
COVID-19. Gérer sa propagation poussa les 
habitants de la terre à renoncer à des dizaines 
de milliers d’années de socialisation : se tenir 
à l’écart des autres, ne pas collaborer ou se 
rassembler en groupe, ne pas chanter, danser 
ou rire. La COVID-19 souleva une remise en 
question de la fonction fondamentale des 
villes en tant que lieux de collaboration, de 
coopération et d’entraide. Pour les urbanistes 
et décideurs politiques, les ingrédients 
essentiels de l’efficacité urbaine — densité et 
transport — et de la gouvernance — réunions 
et consultations — ont soudainement été 
relégués au second plan. (Instantanément, 
l’industrie automobile fit de ses produits 
des instruments de sécurité et de liberté, 
les meilleurs équipements de protection 
individuelle qui soient.)

La COVID-19 a converti les positions de 
ceux qui cherchaient une cité et une société 
meilleures. Les gouvernements ont démontré 
qu’il était possible d’amasser et de déployer, 
presque du jour au lendemain, des ressources 
considérables pour assurer la santé des 

Un jugement sans appel se profile, mais peut-être n’est-ce pas le cas 

Leonard Cohen, Tower of Song
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Le Coin des Fellows est une initiative du Collège des Fellows. L’intronisation au sein du Collège est  
la plus haute distinction que l’ICU puisse accorder à un urbaniste, en reconnaissance d’une expérience et  
d’une contribution professionnelles exceptionnelles. Pour en savoir plus, consultez la page  
http://cip-icu.ca/Honneurs-et-reconnaissances/Le-College-des-Fellows
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populations alors que la reprise économique 
en dépend. L’impact politique de cette prise 
de conscience fut profond : tous les prétextes 
usés justifiant de ne pas agir davantage 
sur des problèmes de longue date furent 
balayés et cédèrent la place à l’impatience de 
s’attaquer immédiatement à l’autre pandémie, 
la crise des opiacés, sans compter le problème 
des sans-abri, le racisme institutionnel 
et notre négligence à l’égard des peuples 
autochtones, entre autres. La COVID-19 a 
accentué ces inégalités, tout en exacerbant 
certaines d’entre elles, comme dans le cas de 
l’augmentation des décès dus aux opioïdes, en 
raison de la distanciation sociale contraignant 
des personnes à consommer des substances 
seules et sans surveillance. 

Si nous en sommes véritablement au 
début d’une nouvelle ère, d’un « moment 
décisif », en quoi cela concerne-t-il 
l’aménagement et la planification des villes 
canadiennes ? Il est arrivé que des crises 
sanitaires aient des répercussions concrètes 
sur des villes par le passé, comme ce fut le 
cas à Londres lorsque de nouveaux quartiers 
entiers furent construits dans la foulée de 
la grande peste et du grand incendie du 
milieu des années 1660. Le zonage fut à 
l’origine pensé pour protéger les populations 
résidentes des effets nocifs des industries 
polluantes. Plus récemment, les bienfaits 
pour la santé publique ont été invoqués 
à l’appui de modèles communautaires 
proposant un éventail de fonctions et de 
services facilement accessibles par d’autres 
moyens que l’automobile privée. 

Nul doute que la pandémie transformera 
la conception des services tributaires de 
la proximité, comme les transports en 
commun et les écoles. Il est cependant peu 
probable que l’on trouve une alternative aux 
fonctions et structures urbaines de base ; la 
réalité étant qu’il n’existe aucune alternative 
pratique aux zones urbaines relativement 
denses pour accueillir les quelque 8 
milliards d’habitants de la planète.

Alors, en quoi consistera la planification 
urbaine après la COVID-19 ? 

La pandémie nous rappelle l’importance 
de la résilience, de la capacité à se 
remettre ou à s’adapter à un malheur 
ou à un changement. Peu d’experts et 
d’organismes avaient prévu la soudaine 
propagation du virus, encore moins 
l’ampleur de ses répercussions. Nous 
devrons disposer de plans axés sur les 
redondances et sur la rapidité d’adaptation 

et de réaction à un large éventail de 
menaces connues et inconnues. 

Ces plans devront en outre exploiter 
les possibilités de communications 
interpersonnelles sécuritaires issues 
de la révolution des communications 
électroniques. La pandémie a suscité 
d’énormes avancées dans la capacité des 
individus et des organisations à travailler 
virtuellement, de sorte que les espaces 
doivent être conçus pour une diversité 
d’usages : logement, emploi, commerce 
ou services. Nous devons redécouvrir les 
atouts des quartiers et les considérer 
comme des lieux où la communication et 
la collaboration peuvent intervenir tant au 
niveau mondial que local.

Les plans conférant une place plus 
importante à l’interdépendance humaine 
contribueront également à mieux nous 
préparer au monde de l’après-COVID-19. 
Jamais il n’a été aussi clair que le bien-être 
de la collectivité repose sur le bien-être de 
chaque individu. L’État joue un rôle légitime 
dans le soutien du bien-être collectif en 
veillant à inclure, protéger et chérir les plus 
vulnérables de notre société.

Personnellement, c’est avec des émotions 
mitigées que je constate que certains 
des préceptes centraux de mes 50 ans 
de carrière en urbanisme ont été jetés 
par-dessus bord par une crise totalement 
inattendue. J’ai aussi œuvré à une époque 
où notre profession s’est établie et a pris 
sa place au cœur de la gouvernance des 
collectivités canadiennes. Je peux affirmer 
avec certitude que l’urbanisme sera au cœur 

d’une transition réussie vers la prochaine 
ère, au sein d’une société animée par la 
résilience, l’inclusion et l’amour.

Ken Cameron UPC, FICU, a occupé 
des postes supérieurs en urbanisme 
et en gestion dans la région du Grand 
Vancouver, et a joué un rôle clé 
dans l’adoption du plan stratégique 
« The Liveable Region » en 1996, une 
réalisation saluée par les prix Dubaï 
du Programme des Nations Unies 
pour l’habitat pour ses contributions 
exceptionnelles à l’environnement 
humain. Il est auteur et professeur 
adjoint à l’Université de la Colombie-
Britannique et à l’Université Simon 
Fraser. Ken Cameron fut intronisé au 
Collège des Fellows de l’ICU en 1997.

Endnotes
1 La SCHL fut rebaptisée Société 

canadienne d’hypothèques et de logement 
en 1979. Il semblerait qu’un autre 
changement de nom soit en vue.

2 L’auteur de Sapiens, Homo Deus et, plus 
récemment, 21 Lessons for the 21st 
Century.

3 Pour une réflexion sur le rôle de 
l’urbanisme en contexte de guerre, 
de reconstruction et de coopération 
mondiale, voir Ken Cameron, Showing the 
Way : Peter Oberlander and the Imperative 
of Global Citizenship (Victoria : Tellwell 
Talent, 2018). ¢
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Privacy and smart cities: A Canadian survey.  
Sara Bannerman and Angela Orasch. 
The Canadian Journal of Urban Research, 29:1, summer 2020, pp. 
17–38. https://cjur.uwinnipeg.ca/index.php/cjur/article/view/268/130
The article presents the results of a national survey about citizens' 
attitudes towards privacy in the context of smart cities. The survey 
asked about the use of data in targeted advertisements, for behaviour 
modification, to inform transportation and urban planning, for 
policing, for revenue generation, and for use by private businesses. 
Key findings include: 
• 88% of respondents were concerned on some level about their 

privacy in the smart-city context.
• 57% felt that the use of personal information for traffic, transit, and 

city planning was permissible with protections and rights granted 
to them over their data.

• 48% felt that the use of their personal information to prompt them 
to modify their behaviour should be permitted, but only with the 
granting of certain rights and protections. 

• 91% of the sample felt that the sale of their personal information 
should not be permitted. 

Well-being assessment: Pavement-to-Plaza program. Happy 
City, Vancouver, 2019. https://thehappycity.com/wp-content/
uploads/2019/06/Well-being-Assessment-VIVA-Pavement-to-Plaza-
Program-Happy-City.pdf
Can public space improve well-being? The report assesses how three 
recently developed pedestrian plazas in Vancouver affect visitors' 
feelings of sociability, safety, trust, inclusion, and place attachment. 
Responses to given statements were used to compare people’s 
preferences for the three new sites versus the three nearby control 

Planning Research Digest/ 
Condensé de recherches  
en urbanisme
This digest presents recent research that deals directly with planning issues in Canadian 
communities. The articles are chosen for their potential interest to practicing planners,  
while covering a range of topics, community sizes, and regions. 

sites built to typical street designs. The findings suggest that the new 
plazas (as compared to the control sites):
• Perform an important role in supporting social interaction among 

friends and strangers (positive response was 50% higher).
• Serve as welcoming and inclusive spaces (93% support versus 

81%). 
• Elicit a much higher sense of safety for lone visitors (positive 

support was twice as high). 
The results suggest that pedestrian plazas have the potential to cost-
effectively foster enthusiasm, well-being, and a sense of community 
among residents. 

Evaluating the strength of local legislative frameworks to protect 
farmland: City of Richmond and Metro Vancouver, British Columbia. 
David J.Connell. Journal of Planning Education and Research, 
31 August 2020, pp. 1-15. https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/
pdf/10.1177/0739456X20943930 
This article reviews studies that evaluated the success of farmland 
protection policy in British Columbia and describes a new method 
of plan quality analysis to assess the strength of policy focus. A 
coding protocol is applied to evaluate the policy focus of farmland 
protection frameworks in Metro Vancouver and the City of 
Richmond. The overall strength of the local legislative framework is 
evaluated, the extent to which it maximizes stability, the integration 
of the policy focus at the local level with upper levels of government, 
the extent that a local government minimizes uncertainty, and how 
a local government accommodates flexibility. The methodology is 
summarized in supplementary content, which includes a table on 
factors for rating each principle for local governments as well as the 
weighting protocol.

Ce condensé a pour but de faire connaître les recherches récentes portant directement 
sur les questions urbanistiques touchant les collectivités canadiennes. Ses articles, qui 
abordent un large éventail de sujets, de collectivités et de régions, sont choisis en fonction 
de leur pertinence potentielle auprès des urbanistes professionnels
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A tale of 40 cities: a preliminary analysis of equity impacts of 
COVID-19 service adjustments across North America. James 
DeWeese, Leila Hawa, Hanna Demyk, Zane Davey, Anastasia 
Belikow, and Ahmed M. El-Geneidy. Transport Findings, 25 June 
2020. https://findingspress.org/article/13395-a-tale-of-40-cities-
a-preliminary-analysis-of-equity-impacts-of-covid-19-service-
adjustments-across-north-america 
During the COVID-19 lockdown in the spring of 2020, public transport 
agencies across North America made significant adjustments to their 
services, slashing trip frequency in many areas while increasing it in 
others. This paper investigates the equity of service adjustments in 
10 large- and medium-sized Canadian and 30 US cities to ascertain 
whether areas with predominantly low-income or other vulnerable 
groups were disproportionately affected. The results for Canadian 
cities showed that Calgary, Ottawa, and Edmonton had the greatest 
sensitivity in service adjustments toward vulnerable groups, with 
fewer cuts and more additions in areas with higher concentration of 
vulnerable groups. 

Community engagement in a time of confinement. Alana Cattapan, 
Julianne M. Acker-Verney, Alexandra Dobrowolsky, Tammy Findlay, 
and April Mandrona. Canadian Public Policy, 23 September 2020. 
https://doi.org/10.3138/cpp.2020-064 
Community engagement before, during, and after the confinement 
imposed during the COVID-19 pandemic are investigated in this 
article, with a particular focus on marginalized and hard to reach 
communities (e.g., women, Indigenous peoples, other-abled people, 
and residents dwelling in rural and remote communities). Research 
on unconventional methods of public engagement in Nova Scotia 
provides a number of lessons including that engagement:
• Should be centred on the needs and voices of marginalized 

communities – e.g., conducting sharing circles and smudging 
ceremonies to connect with Indigenous women. 

• Is easiest when it builds on networks that are already working – 
e.g., workshops in the context of a group’s own regular meetings. 

• Requires multiple (low- and higher-tech) approaches – e.g., online 
options mixed with more traditional methods of outreach.

• Takes time and resources, especially when it is intersectional and 
inclusive, and barriers to participation must be addressed – e.g., 
childcare, sign language interpretation, accessibility.

The case for a Canadian urban policy observatory. Gabriel Eidelman 
and Neil Bradford. Canadian Urban Institute, Toronto, 2020.
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/546bbd2ae4b077803c592197/t/
5ee7aeab44891d6c824b1b15/1592241836912/Eidelman-Bradford-The+
Case+for+a+Canadian+Urban+Policy+Observatory+FINAL+06:16:20.pdf 
The paper argues for the creation of a Canadian Urban Policy 
Observatory (CUPO), a “one-stop-shop” for comprehensive, 
comparable, and actionable information on the state of Canada’s 
cities and city-regions. The case for a CUPO is based on the 
growing capacity for urban research, the recent wave of urban 
experimentation, the growing focus on regionals issues, the COVID-19 
pandemic, and the lack of knowledge transmission among urban 
policy makers. In terms of potential roles, a CUPO could compare 
local government structures across provincial and territorial 
jurisdictions, benchmark urban data, and facilitate dialogue on 
urban issues. Four institutional design models for the CUPO are 

considered: (1) a research centre within Statistics Canada, (2) an 
intergovernmental research network, (3) an academic network 
of researchers funded by government, and (4) a not-for-profit 
organization with support from all levels of government.

Short-term rentals in Canada: uneven growth, uneven impacts. 
Jennifer Combs, Danielle Jane Kerrigan, and David Wachsmuth. 
Canadian Journal of Urban Research, 29:1, Summer 2020, p. 119–
134. https://cjur.uwinnipeg.ca/index.php/cjur/article/view/274/136 
The first comprehensive analysis of Airbnb in Canada, this study focuses 
on the interaction between the short-term rental market and long-term 
housing. Using data scraped from the Airbnb website, the authors report 
on the number and growth of listings, the amount and concentrations 
of revenue generated, the number of hosts, commercialization from 
multi-listings, and the impact of short-term rentals on the availability 
of long-term housing. The results show that Airbnb activity is highly 
concentrated geographically, with nearly half of all active listings located 
in the Toronto, Montréal, and Vancouver metropolitan areas. Revenue is 
also highly concentrated, with the top 10% of hosts earning a majority of 
all revenue. The authors estimate that Airbnb has removed up to 43,000 
units of housing from the long-term rental market, concluding this is 
reducing both housing supply and affordability. ¢

Prepared in cooperation with the Provincial-Territorial 
Officials Committee (PTOC) on Local Government.
Préparé en collaboration avec le Comité des 
fonctionnaires des provinces et territoires (CFPT) 
pour les administrations locales.
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Getting Wise About Getting Old: Debunking Myths About an Aging Society
302 pages. Edited by Véronique Billette, Patrik Marier, and Anne-Marie Séguin, UBC Press, 2020.
Planners are no strangers to discussions about the aging of society– one in four Canadians will be 65 years or older by 
2041. These essays offer important alternative views on 28 myths about the impact of old age on individuals and society 
at large. Compiled by two Quebec-based research groups, INRS (Institut national de la recherche scientifique) and 
CREGÉS (Centre for Research and Expertise in Social Gerontology), the book was first published in French last year, with 
a title that translates as ‘aging under the magnifying glass,’ an apt description for a detailed examination of everything 
from housing to retirement norms and how the current generation of older adults sees its place in society.

Better Buses Better Cities.
184 pages. Steven Higashide. Island Press, 2020.
Higashide is director of research for the TransitCenter, a foundation based in New York. Although written for an American 
audience, the insights can also be applied in Canada.
The book lays the groundwork for how to improve urban transit systems as a way to open up a world of better paid jobs, 
educational opportunities, and more. Frequency, reliability, walkability, safety, and fairness are key. The book is a primer 
for planning and implementing a transit system, but is also useful for commuters wishing to advocate for their local 
transit system. (Contributed by Steve Naish.)

Solved: How the World’s Greatest Cities are Fixing the Climate Crisis 
208 pages. David Miller, University of Toronto Press, 2020.
Building on themes developed during his tenure as Mayor of Toronto and several senior roles with C40 Cities (a network 
of world cities dedicated to addressing the climate crisis), Miller makes a strong case for why cities are well placed 
to stimulate reductions in greenhouse gas emissions. Planners will appreciate the many practical examples from 
around the world, organized by theme (energy efficiency, transportation, waste management and more) as well as his 
perspective on broader concepts like cap and trade, and complex challenges like the 2015 Paris Agreement on climate 
change. As a former mayor, Miller understands how municipalities are organized in order to translate policies into 
concrete actions. 

Vulnerable: The Law, Policy and Ethics of COVID-19
630 pages. Edited by Colleen Flood, Vanessa MacDonnell, Jane Philpott, Sophie Thériault, and Sridhar Venkatapuram. 
University of Ottawa Press, 2020.
This extensive collection of essays explores a wide range of policy, public health, governance, and other complex 
issues related to government action on emergency measures, communications, and civil liberties. One essay tackles 
controversies, such as the legitimacy of municipal authority to close down public spaces and enforce by-laws related to 
public behaviour, given what one author calls the ‘quasi-governmental nature of municipalities in Canada.’ Other essays 
look at a variety of equity issues and social problems related to the pandemic, such as the impact of physical distancing 
orders on the homeless. 

Remnants of Mid-Century Toronto. 
120 pages Photos by Vik Pahwa, text from staff at ERA Architects, edited by Matthew Blackett, Spacing Media, 2020.
This beautifully crafted volume focuses on Toronto’s remaining stock of ‘mid-century structures,’ a reminder to 
practitioners of a certain age that mid-century refers to the 20th century, not the Victorian era! Even though the spotlight 
is on Toronto, the short essays, composed mostly by staff from one of the country’s foremost heritage architecture firms, 
help expand our understanding of what merits a ‘heritage’ designation in communities everywhere. The photos capture 
what’s left from a period of frantic growth from the 1950s: one wonders what will be considered worthy of preservation by 
the next generation of planners. ¢

Planner's Bookshelf
Readers are invited to submit short summaries (maximum 120 words) of new or recently 
released books on planning and related topics to glennrobinmiller@gmail.com. Preference 
will be given to books by Canadian authors. Full reviews of books are also welcome.
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has helped transform urban, 
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At Dillon,  
We are passionate 

about building smarter, 
more purposeful and 

sustainable communities 
for future generations.

“This book is an invaluable resource for planners, 
policy makers, NGOs, community activists,  

and students seeking to understand the driving 
forces behind neighbourhood change.” 

— BRIAN DOUCET, Canada Research Chair in Urban Change  
and Social Inclusion, University of Waterloo

available now from ubcpress.ca
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