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Putti ng Cities in Thei r Place 
Ecosystem-based Planning for 

Canadian Urban Regions 

Robert B. Gibson, Donald H.M. Alexander, and Ray Tomalty 

I n Hans Christian Andersen's marvelously subver
sive story, "The Emperor's New Clothes," a child in the crowd is the 
one to point out the ruler's nakedness. All the adults have been 
silenced by lack of confidence and habitual deference to authority. 

A rough parallel is evident in our responses to the problems of 
cities. There is much to be praised about Canadian cities and we 
should not be surprised that they continue to attract people from 
around the world. But in Canada as elsewhere, cities are snowing 
ecological and social strains as more people and more material 
demands exceed the limits of a finite natural world, and as global 
pressures for rapid technological change and economic adjustment 
undermine the basic functions of community. 

Probably every Canadian city can boast of exemplary programs 
and projects that address some aspects or symptoms of these 
problems. But typically these are the piecemeal initiatives of gov
ernment agencies with fragmented mandates and developers with 
narrow interests. Neither is equipped to see, much less address, the 
bigger picture. 

Ordinary citizens are usually the first to point out that established 
emperors of urban planning and development are failing, that 
communities are dissolving, environmental quality is being de
graded, and ugliness is spreading. Since this is not what the 
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authorities have been promising, deference to authority is in decline. 

Promoters of public and private sector development projects now 
often face a skeptical, if not angry, citizenry. And this distrust of 

developers has been accompanied by equally evident cynicism 

about conventional forms of regulatory intervention. Citizens' groups 

as well as industrial interests have condemned governments' existing 

decision-making processes for land-use planning and approvals for 

being too fragmented, expensive, and time consuming; insufficiently 

sensitive to environmental and social factors; excessively rigid and 

rule-bound; too slow, reactive, and arbitrary; and apparently unable. 

to ensure, even to promise, attractive, vibrant, and sustainable 

settlements. More of the same is not expected to help. In any event, 

governments facing deficits and opposition to higher taxes no longer 

have the option of simply expanding in response to new problems. 

The clear message is that a new way of addreSSing urban problems 

is needed and that it will have to be more efficiently integrated, more 

sensitive to ecology and community, more respectful of uncertain

ties, and more open to citizen involvement than what now prevails. 

Elaborating and applying such an alternative is much easier said 

than done. Cities are enormously complex and although we may be 

overcoming our traditional deference to authority, there is not yet 

much shared confidence in our ability to replace the established 

structures and processes. 

There are, however, promising signs of movement in this direc
tion. Authorities in many settled regions of Canada, including some 

major urban areas, have begun to experiment with new land use 

planning processes. From the Georgia Basin Initiative in British 

Columbia to the St. Croix Estuary Project in New Brunswick, there 

are now many serious Canadian efforts to develop and use a more 

open and integrated approach to land use planning and decision 

making and to define the areas of application largely on ecological 

rather than traditional administrative grounds.1 Although these in

itiatives differ in many particulars, many have exhibited insights and 

creativity rarely seen in conventional urban planning. An illuminating 

example began in a most unlikely way on the blighted Toronto waterfront. 

How to Look at a Waterfront and See a Bioregion 
The Toronto waterfront is a place of great aesthetic, economic, 

and social potential. It has a protected harbor, colorful history, 

attractive islands and beaches, and a location adjacent to a major 
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commercial center in a culturally diverse city. But by the mid-eighties 
it had become an increasing embarrassment. Pollution had closed 
the beaches; expressways and condominium towers blocked public 
access; contaminated and abandoned industrial lands degraded the 
harbor area; and rehabilitation efforts were frustrated by jurisdic
tional squabbling among federal, provincial, regional, and municipal 
authorities. 

In 1988 the federal government responded in the usual, appar
ently unimaginative way by creating a Royal Commission with an 
apparently narrow, though somewhat fuzzy, mandate. The Royal 
Commission on the Future of the Toronto Waterfront (RCFIW) was 
to examine matters related to "the use, enjoyment, and development" 
of the area under federal jurisdiction, and to address a number of 
specific issues that particularly embarrassed the federal government. 

Fortunately, the appointed commissioner had the confidence and 
credibility to

. 
take a larger view. David Crombie had been a 

Conservative federal cabinet minister prior to heading the commis
sion, and earlier he had been "the tiny, perfect mayor" of Toronto. 

Crombie and his staff initiated broad public discussion of water
front issues and quickly saw that the conventional, fragmented, 
waterfront-specific approach would not work. This enlightenment is 
reported in two extraordinary paragraphs near the beginning of the 
commission's final report (RCFIW 1992: 2-3): 

It soon became evident to the commission, as it had been to 
some others, that waterfront problems were both broader and 
deeper than the list of issues included in the commission's 
federal mandate. They stemmed from historical forces related 
to the way society and the economy had evolved over the past 
200 years, and to the impact each had on the waterfront and 
on the local and regional environment of which the waterfront 
is a part. 

The public, ahead of governments, was aware of the nature of 
the problem. In the commission's first sets of hearings, dozens 
of deputants delivered the same message: by all means sort 
out the issues of Harborfront and the Harbor Commissioners, 
but help us find out how to make our lake publicly accessible, 
fishable, drinkable, and swimmable. This cannot happen while 
the rivers that empty into the lake are contaminated, the air 
that connects to it is dirty, the groundwaters polluted, and the 
soils through which they pass contaminated. 
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And so the commission, with support from the provincial govern
ment, expanded its scope from the waterfront to the watershed, or 
more accurately, to the group of adjacent watersheds formed by 
rivers that rise in the Oak Ridges Moraine and flow down into Lake 
Ontario along a 300 kilometre stretch of shoreline that includes 
Toronto. This larger area, which the commission called the Greater 
Toronto bioregion (RCFTW 1992: 21 ff.), is home to four million 
people as well as innumerable other creatures in complex social, as 
well as ecological, relations. If there was to be any hope of 
improvement here, the commission reasoned, it would have to be 
built on respect for the essential interrelationships of economic, 
social, and environmental well-being. Accordingly, the commission 
worked to develop new administrative mechanisms that could 
respect these interrelationships. 

The commission advocated a variety of steps to strengthen and 
integrate the land use and environmental planning tools and prac
tices of existing government authorities. But it did not expect these 
reforms to establish government agencies as effective and efficient 
solvers of urban planning problems. The recommended changes in 
law and policy were meant to reinforce the public hand in imple
mentation of a quite different way of planning. The commission 
became a proponent of the ecosystem approach to planning - an 
approach that begins with an ecologically-bounded area, stresses 
the integration of social, economic, and environmental factors, and 
seeks to involve all the relevant interests and power holders in 
identifying desirable futures, evaluating alternative pathways and 
implementing preferred solutions. 

Much of the commission's practical application of this approach 
was focused on specific projects, including establishment of a 
continuous waterfront trail along Lake Ontario from Burlington to 
Newcastle, rehabilitation initiatives for contaminated industrial lands 
and degraded natural habitat in the lower reaches of the Don River, 
and waterfront plans for several lakefront mUnicipalities. But the 
commission also sketched out its vision for larger areas, including 
the whole Don River watershed. 

ConSistently, throughout this work, the commission sought to 
build solutions across agency mandates and administrative bounda
ries. It promoted and used informal cooperative processes, 
attempting to get beyond piecemeal action and jurisdictional con
flicts by bringing together all the relevant parties and pushing them 
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to work out their mutual problems together. And it insisted on careful 

attention to implications for ecology and community. 

By 1991, when the commission submitted its final report, several 

rehabilitation and renewal projects were already underway and the 

province had established the Waterfront Regeneration Trust as a 

more permanent vehicle for Crombie and his staff. The province had 

also moved to strengthen overall planning guidance and to encour

age watershed-based approaches. Inspired in part by Crombie's 

example, ecosystem-based planning initiatives were beginning to 

proliferate across the province. 

A new provincial government has since undone some of the larger 

planning reforms. Some observers attribute the trust's more specific 

successes more to Crombie's personal skills than to participant 

acceptance of a more enlightened approach to land use decision 

making. And the predominant practice of land use planning in the 

Greater Toronto bioregion and other parts of the province still shows 

only occasional and fragmentary recognition of ecosystem planning 

ideas. 

Nevertheless, the work of the Crombie Commission has been 

significant. Along with his colleagues in comparable bodies in 

Vancouver, Saskatoon, Montreal, and several other Canadian cen

ters2, Crombie brought the idea of ecosystem planning into the world 

of actual decision-making in urban Canada. Before Crombie, the 

notion of ecosystem planning was little known outside professional 

and citizen planning circles and did not seem likely to play a major 

role in guiding practical efforts to reunite economy, community, and 

ecology. Now it is a real possibility that has begun to be tested in 

practice, and we can see more clearly what the crucial principles 

are, and what difficulties have yet to be overcome. 

How Ecosystem Planning Differs from Conventional Planning 

The crucial, defining principles of the ecosystem approach to 

planning are perhaps most clearly revealed in comparison with those 

of the approach to planning that typifies conventional practice today. 

Conventional urban planning rests on a faith in growth. It assumes 

that expansion of economic activity, population, infrastructure, etc. 

is inherently beneficial and that any negative aspects can be mini

mized well enough through marginal adjustments. The ecosystem 

approach does not share this faith. Although it often involves 

enthusiastic promotion of certain economic activities, ecosystem 
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planning also recognizes that other kinds of growth are overwhelm
ing the resilience of communities and ecosystems, bringing seriously 
adverse social, economic, and biophysical effects for which there 
are no easy correctives or adequate compensations. Therefore, while 
conventional planning concentrates on nudging and accommodating 
prevailing trends, ecosystem planning is about chOOSing and pursu
ing a desirable future. 

Ecosystem planning is founded on acceptance of human depend
ence on and responsibility for nature. This entails respect for 
ecological complexities, limits, and uncertainties, which in turn 
requires an emphasis on setting long term goals, giving attention to 
the future effects of planning decisions, and favoring planning 
mechanisms that are flexible enough to respond to unanticipated 
problems and opportunities. 

Tensions between ecological and economic objectives can arise 
in ecosystem planning. But ultimately, ecological well-being is 
considered an essential basis for social and economic gains and 
community well-being. The development goals of ecosystem plan
ning therefore include ecosystem health and integrity objectives 
along with objectives for social, economic, and political improve
ment, recognizing that these are mutually interdependent. 

This recasting of human/non-human relations and the recognition 
that social and ecological goals are interdependent has some par
ticular implications for land use planning. These implications can be 
stated as planning principles that are central to the ecosystem 

approach and distinguish it from conventional planning practices. 
The follOWing seven principles are drawn chiefly from the work of 
the Crombie Commission and related practical experiments in 
southern Ontario, but they also reflect the characteristics of many 
other alternative planning initiatives in urban areas across Canada. 

Principle 1: Base planning units on natural boundaries. 
Conventional planning uses a hierarchy of smaller-to-larger planning 
units with boundaries that rarely recognize ecological factors. The 
ecosystem approach replaces this politically-oriented hierarchy of 
planning units with nested units that are established at least in part 
to respect ecological functions and follow natural boundaries. 

Principle 2: Design with nature. Traditionally, planners have 
seen "raw" land as a blank slate ready for human manipulation and 
use. They have not hesitated to replace complex ecological proc-
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esses with engineered, often linear, systems. In ecosystem planning, 

human activity is part of the environment and the limits of resource 

availability and ecosystem resilience must be respected. Accordingly, 

new ecological planning and design approaches favor more creative 

solutions based on the biological productivity of natural systems, 

cycling of resources, or demand management to reduce need for 

new services. 

Principle 3: Consider global and cumulative effects. Because 

it assumes that 'business as usual' will bring a generally benign 

future, conventional planning focuses on short-term and local 

adjustments. In ecosystem planning a desirable future is something 

we will have to work hard to achieve. Moreover, local successes will 

not be secure without larger regional and global improvements. 

Ecosystem planning therefore adopts a much longer and broader 

perspective that includes attention to off-site, cross-boundary, inter

generational, and cumulative effects. 

Principle 4: Encourage interjurlsdictional decision making. 

Conventional land use planning is commonly carried out by many 

separate planning and management authorities acting largely in 

isolation from each other. The ecosystem approach attempts to 

overcome this fragmentation by encouraging new planning units, 

agencies, and methods that promote integrated, inter-jurisdictional 

decision-making. 

Principle 5: Ensure consultation and facilitate cooperation 

and partnering. Unlike conventional planning, in which land use 

decisions are often made in a technocratic manner after discharging 

any legal obligation for perfunctory public involvement, the ecosys

tem approach actively seeks to involve the widest range of 

stakeholders effectively and openly in the planning process. 

Principle 6: Initiate long term monitoring, feedback, and 

adaptation of plans. Ecosystem planning and similar approaches 

are exercises in social learning. There can be no final answers. The 

process must be cyclical and iterative, always under review and 

dedicated to learning from experience. Monitoring mechanisms are 

included in the ecosystem approach to allow communities to assess 

progress in implementing their plans, to track the response of 

community health and ecosystem integrity indicators, and to provide 

a reliable basis for adapting plans to changing conditions. In 
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conventional land use and environmental planning, few resources 

are expended to assess what happens to communities and ecosys
tems as plan implementation unfolds. 

Principle 7: Adopt an interdisciplinary approach to infor

mation. Social, demographic, and economic information has been 

emphasized in traditional planning, with few attempts to assess 

ecological capacity or to assess how efforts to satisfy anticipated 

socio-economic demands may affect ecological functions. The eco

system approach entails a greater scale of information gathering, 

more integration of information and greater cooperation among 

information providers, both amateur and expert. It also recognizes 

th:;tt information will not eliminate uncertainty in planning and that 

relevant information may only become available as the plan unfolds. 

These seven principles summarize the ecosystem approach as it 

has been applied so far in land use planning involving Canadian 

urban centers. They may be seen as the first generation rules for 

defining and applying the ecosystem approach. But we now have 

many years and a considerable diversity of ecosystem planning 

experience in Canada. In our review of this experience, we found 

a number of common problems which suggest needs for supple

menting the seven initial principles. It is now possible to go a little 

further and include three additional principles based on this expe

rience and on lessons from related efforts to foster more enlightened 

attention to community and ecological interests. 

Three additional principles for ecosystem planning 
The first problem arises from the combination of ignorance and 

continuing damage. Planning that follows the principles set out 

above is designed to recognize the complexities of ecosystems and 

communities. It also requires careful assessment of the potential 

effects of proposed initiatives, and fosters learning from experience. 

But it cannot quickly overcome the weakness of our current under

standing of ecosystems and communities - how they work, where 

the limits to their resilience lie, and what to do when ecosystem 

integrity collapses or when communities lose their spark. 

Because we know so little about these things, the precautionary 

principle should prevail. We should attempt always to err toward 

the path of least potential damage and we should avoid development 

options that are both risky and irreversible. 

At the same time, we must recognize that avoiding more damage 
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is no longer enough. Many urban ecosystems are already seriously 

degraded or subject to unsustainable pressure, and many communi

ties have lost their most valued qualities or are crumbling in the face 

of unbearable pressures. Moreover, Canadian urban areas now draw 

heavily from ecological and community resources elsewhere; they 

are, in effect, appropriating carrying capacity from parts of the rest 

of the country and the rest of the world in ways and to an extent that 

is neither sustainable nor equitable (Wackernagel and Rees 1995). 
Ecosystem planning must therefore go beyond caution and efforts 

to minimize the negative effects of growth. It must pursue those 

kinds of development that reduce overall stresses, return to reliance 

on regional carrying capacity, and make positive contributions to 

ecosystem and community sustainability. Thus, 

Principle 8: Adopt a precautionary but positive approach to 

development that aims not just to avoid further damage but 

also to reduce-stresses and enhance the integrity of ecosystems 

and communities. The second problem follows from the first. If 

ecosystem planning is to contribute to the sustainability of both 

ecosystems and communities, it must see this as essentially a single 

task. The challenge is not to find the most fair and reasonable balance 

among ecological, social, and economic objectives. It is to recognize 

that they are linked and must be pursued together. 

This is not easy. In the abstract and in the long term, it is clear 

that the essential relation is mutual interdependence. But the pre

vailing political and economic winds are pressing individuals, 

corporations, and government agencies to concentrate on their own 

narrow interests and to focus on the short term. In the short term, 

narrowly-defined ecological, social, and economic objectives are 

easily seen as competing priorities - immediate jobs versus the 

environment, increased competitiveness versus internalization of 

social and environmental costs, greater attractiveness to investors or 

taxes to support social programs. 

These are realities, and sometimes trade-offs must be made. 

However, ecosystem planning's greatest promise is in illustrating and 

fostering the essential unity of the ecological, social, and economic. 

Unlike more fragmented agencies and interests, ecosystem planning 

bodies are in a good position to identify and support economic 

activities that restore and enhance communities and ecosystems. As 

well, by setting long term objectives, requiring examination of broad 
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planning alternatives, and emphasizing sustainability criteria in 

evaluations of these alternatives, the process of ecosystem planning 
can encourage more far-sighted integration. 

While such efforts are unlikely to be enough by themselves, they 

should help to counter the trend to narrower and shorter vision. 

Thus, 

Principle 9: Ensure that land use planning integrates (rather 

than merely "balances") environmental, social, and economic 

objectives. Finally, there is the problem of authority. Ecosystem 

planning is an integrative process working beyond the administrative 

mandates and boundaries of existing authorities, usually without a 

firm base of established institutional power. This can be a strength. 

Ecosystem planning bodies have often been able to foster multi-in

terest cooperation in part because they have not been seen as a 

direct threat to the power and autonomy of the interests they bring 

together. At the same Ume, experience suggests that ecosystem 

planning bodies need to have, or be supported by, sufficient 

authority to ensure implementation of planning agreements. 

This is not just a matter of persuading the relevant government 

or governments to provide the necessary minimum of financial 

resources and top-down enforcement power to the new body. 

Getting things done through ecosystem planning depends heavily 

on broad support in the affected community. Integrating ecological, 

social, and economic concerns in land use decisions requires 
changes in attitudes, institutional structures, and behavior. These 

cannot be imposed. No single agency has a sufficiently comprehen

sive mandate and, in any event, resistance is too easy. Willing 

cooperation is crucial. 

Realistically, this willingness must rest on more or less self-inter

ested motivations as well as broader enlightenment. The usually 

recognized motivations in land use decision-making include desire 

for increased property value, concern about liability and litigation, 

reliance on good public image, fear of health effects or job loss, 

worry about crime, and hope for new commercial or professional 

or social opportunities. All these affect who comes to the table and 

whether they are inclined to bend for the collective benefit. Where 

these motivations are insufficient, they can be strengthened by new 

regulations, tax reform, publicity campaigns, and other tools. How

ever, many of these lie outside the immediate reach of ecosystem 
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planning initiatives. They are part of the larger political realm. 

The same is true of broader enlightenment. Much can be accom

plished through ecosystem planning work that gives people 

practical, direct experience in working together to design and apply 

new approaches. But such iearning and working together is not 

always easy. While we all may be social creatures and inherently 

capable of cooperative effort, democracy is an acquired skill. It needs 

to be nurtured in practice and the opportunities for practice in 

ecosystem planning are insufficient by themselves. 

Democratic capabilities are also not enough. Cooperative integra

tion of ecological and community considerations requires people 

who have retained or developed a sense of community and com

mitment to a place. Here again, ecosystem planning can make a 
contribution but is best seen as just one part of a larger set of 

initiatives. 

Advances in planning must therefore be linked to concurrent, 

broader changes· in social attitudes and values that are democratic, 

community-oriented and environmentally responsible. Like ecosys

tem planning, these broader changes require involvement of people 

in various forms of social learning. Thus, 

Principle 10: Unk ecosystem planning with other aspects 

of democratic change, social learning, community buUding, 

and environmental enlightenment. 

Implement Ecosystem Planning 
Urban centers wrestling with new administrative and environ

mental challenges now have good reasons for beginning a transition 

to ecosystem planning. It is increasingly evident that the old assump

tions and processes of development planning are failing to avoid 

damages or minimize costs and conflicts. The pioneering work of 

Crombie and others . has begun to demonstrate that ecosystem 

planning offers a feasible and attractive alternative. And although 

the new approach involves fundamental change, its implementation 

can proceed along lines that do not stray far from familiar planning 

territory. 
The basic five-step framework for ecosystem planning set out 

below follows the general outlines of conventional land use planning 

and environmental assessment processes.3 
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Step 1: Scope the planning process and set initial goals. 

Identify current problems and issues; identify all relevant stakehold
ers; and involve them along with members of the general public in 

drawing up an initial list of goals and priorities. 

Step 2: Define and survey the planning region. Settle on the 

various parameters to be measured; gather the relevant data; and 

resolve the issue of the region's boundaries. 

Step 3: Model and analyze the region. Delineate the three main 

systems (biophysical, infrastructural, and urban form) and their 

interrelationships; identify needs and trends, starting with demogra

phy; and begin to determine the optimal location for different types 

of land uses, based on criteria of suitability, efficiency, and compatibility. 

Step 4: Develop a structure plan. Formulate detailed goals and 

objectives in relation to the three systems; formulate rival scenarios, 

with assessments of their effects on the agreed-upon goals and 

objectives; reduce the scenarios to two or three structure plan 

options through negotiation; and submit them to careful environ

mental assessment, public debate and a selection process. 

Step 5: Refine and itnplement the chosen option, monitor 

the regional environment, and revise the plan. Develop detailed 

plans and zoning deSignations through consultation and negotiation; 

establish requirements and procedures for planning, reviewing, and 

approving individual projects under the plan, and for interim plan 
amendments; monitor effects and overall changes; and, after a 

specified period of implementation, undertake a comprehensive 

plan review. 

In practice no planning process works in such a rational one-step

after-another way. Nor should it. Realistic implementation needs to 

involve much iterative movement back and forth among the steps, 

consolidation of some items and re-emphasis of others. Not every

thing can be done at once. Information will remain imperfect. And 

in any event, ecosystem planning in any framework can never stand 

alone. It must, for example, accommodate relations with provincial 

highway planning, municipal funding practice, environmental law 

enforcement, and a host of other activities and decisions of adjacent 

municipal and regional authorities. Moreover, it must retain flexibility 

to respond to the unexpected pressures and opportunities of an 

uncertain world. 
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But so long as these complexities are respected, the five-step 

framework gives ordinary urban authorities, citizens, and other 

interests a workable model for applying an approach to planning 

that contrasts sharply with conventional practice. 

What the Ecosystem Planning Model Offers 
The central characteristic and strength of the ecosystem planning 

model is the integration of data and analysis in a way that allows 

effective attention to whole systems within natural boundaries. 

Ecosystems and communities can then be linked in planning as they 

are in reality. 

In the model, defining long term ecological, community, and 

development goals is crucial. This is because ecosystem planning is 

a vehicle for getting to a desirable future and such a future is unlikely 

to be achieved without deliberate, collective effort. The goals are 

not given. Defining and selecting them are matters of public 

deliberation and public choice. So are elaboration, assessment, and 

choice among alternative plans for pursuing these objectives. The 

planning is positive in that it focuses on what citizens want, rather 

than just on what they fear. It is also empowering in that it allows 

people to choose their future, rather than simply adjust to what comes. 

The emphasis on overall objectives and results allows planning 

to be both firm and flexible. The selected plan is meant to be 

followed. Enforceable requirements provide stronger protection for 

ecosystems and communities and greater certainty for proponents 

of development projects. They reduce administrative waste by 

cutting duplication and ensuring more focused regulatory activity. 

And they eliminate many environmental rehabilitation costs by 

avoiding damages that would require costly repairs or compensation. 

At the same time, the model allows both for site-specific adjust

ments and for continuous learning. Within the general framework 

of the plan, participants can set and enforce special rules that respect 

the particular conditions of individual sites. Amendment and review 

provisions, including monitoring and plan renewal requirements, 

allow flexibility and demand regular rethinking. Innovation is also 

encouraged by the mandatory consideration of alternatives and the 

emphasis on objectives to be reached rather than standards to be 

followed. 

At all stages - from setting objectives to monitoring the effects 

of plan implementation - the model emphasizes broad involvement 
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of authorities, experts, and citizens. Relevant interests are encour

aged to be participating partners rather than separate authorities, 
regulatees, and citizens with their own mandates, demands, and 

fears. While longtime antagonists are not expected suddenly to 

become cheerfully cooperative, the model favors consensus over 

conflict, inclusion over imposition, and collaboration over mere 

consultation. The participative process recognizes that acceptability 

is crucial because the kinds of significant change implied in adoption 

of ecosystem planning are unlikely to be implementable without the 

agreement of most parties. 

The model fosters better communication among municipalities 

and among municipal and provincial and watershed agencies, 

improving mutual awareness, providing a better information base, 

and facilitating cooperation. This promises to make all. of these 

bodies more effective and efficient, more evidently valuable and less 

vulnerable to elimination in times of fiscal pressure. 

The model also aims to encourage and strengthen the positive 

role of citizens in planning. Instead of trying to exclude citizens with 

narrow, backyard-protection concerns, the ecosystem planning 

model sees these concerns as powerful initial incentives for citizens 

to join in an exercise that leads all participants to relate their own 

immediate (backyard, local, corporate, or agency) interests to desired 

regional outcomes. The "design your own future" and "monitor your 

own community" elements also encourage citizens to abandon the 
fortress mentality and pursue more positive opportunities. Finally, 

the social action and hands-on involvement elements of the model 

demonstrate the seriousness of the new approach's commitment to 

actual acceptance of citizens as effective participants, rather than as 

targets for consultative gestures. 

The model must still include legislated authority for the regional 

planning body. It requires mechanisms for concluding conflicts that 

consensual procedures cannot resolve, and it must have effective 

enforcement tools to ensure compliance. But it represents a large 

step away from planning by top-down edicts. 

Conclusion 

Ecosystem planning is a rejection of 'business as usual.' It asserts 

ecology and community as the foundation for planning objectives 

and planning processes. Accordingly, it treats economic growth not 

as something that is naturally and necessarily beneficial, but as 
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something that is desirable only if it is fostered and directed in ways 

that ensure it serves the interests of citizens who are dependent on 

ecology and community. 

Current interest in ecosystem planning rests in part on evidence 

that the conventional planning process is not working and no 

amount of tinkering will resolve the evident problems. But the 

ecosystem approach also offers a great positive advantage. It prom

ises to help the citizens of a region to build a greater whole by 

integrating their sense of community and place and by choOSing 

their mutual future, rather than having a future imposed on them. 

While this choosing is necessarily constrained by limitations of 

knowledge and requirements for general consensus, it is nonetheless 

an exercise in both individual empowerment and community build

ing that enriches the links between citizens and their environment. 

Even highly imperfect steps in this direction should make valuable 

contributions to sustainability and the quality of life. 
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