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The Challenges in Implementing' a 
Smart Growth Agenda: 

The Be Sprawl Report 2004 
by Don Alexander, Ray Tomalty, and Mark Anielski 

Summary 

This article summarizes the authors' BC Sprawl Report 2004. It discusses some of the methodological difficulties encountered and controversies 
generated by the report. Learning from these, the authors suggest ways of moving forward on smart growth research and political action. 

Sommaire 

Cet article critique Ie Rapport de la Colombie-Brittanique sur I'etalement urbain publie en 2004 par les auteurs. /I examine certaines des 
difficultes methodologiques rencontrees et des controverses suscitees par Ie rapport. En tenant compte des constats de ces dernieres, les 

auteurs suggerent des pistes pour avancer sur des questions de recherche et de politiques reliees au developpement urbain intelligent. 

Introduction 

W
hat is the link between smart 

growth and economic performance? 

This is a question that our monograph, 

The BC Sprawl Report 2004, sought to 

answer. Smart growth involves land use 

and development practices that enhance 
the quality of life in communities, 

preserve ecological integrity, and save 

money over the long term. The Canadian 

Urban Institute suggests that smart 

growth has six elements: 

> promoting cities as engines of the 

economy; 

> containing urban sprawl; 

> prOViding transportation alternatives; 

> providing housing choice; 

> protecting natural areas and cultural 

heritage; and 

> creating community.' 

In the BC Sprawl Report,2 developed for 

Smart Growth B.C., we examined urban 

form indicators related to smart growth 

vs. sprawl in 24 B.C. communities, 

ranging from large to small, with six . 

communities being selected for more 

intensive study. This was supplemented 

by investigation of indicators related to 

quality of life and economic vitality. 

This approach was inspired, in part, by 

the work of Richard Florida who has 

suggested that recent changes in the 

economy make quality of place a major 

draw for the kinds of employees that 

the new economy increasingly needs.3 

According to Florida, members of what 

he terms the "creative class" tend to be 

Rural setting near Abbotsford. 

drawn to communities boasting a high 

degree of livability, and our hypothesis 

was that livability would be positively 

affected by smarter urban form. 

Livability is a somewhat elusive concept, 

meaning different things to different 

people. However, Florida argues that 

diversity, tolerance, and lifestyle amenities 
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TABLE I: QUANTITATIVE 
INDICATORS USED 

Urban Form Indicators 

• Population density 

• Density of housing units 

• % of Housing Units that are Single-Detached 

• Hectares of Streets, Roads and Alleys 
per 1,000 People 

• Kilometres of Sewer and Water 
Infrastructure per 1,000 People 

• % of Employed Labour Force Working 
Within Own Census Subdivision 
(Municipality) 

• % of Commuters Who Are Drivers of 
Automobiles (Modal Split for the Trip 
to Work) 

• % of Commuters Who Drive 5 Kilometres 
or Less 

• The Mean Length of Commute (in kilometres) 
for the Trip to Work 

Uvability Indicators 

• % of Owners Spending More T han 30% of 
Income on Housing 

• % of Renters Spending More T han 30% of 
Income on Housing 

• Housing Diversity Index (based on mix of 
Single-detached, ground-oriented units, and 
apartments) 

• Hectares of Parks and Playground 
per 1,000 People (within the municipality) 

• Post-secondary Educational Establishments 
per 10,000 People 

• Bookstores per 10,000 People 

• Art Galleries and Art-related Establishments 
per 10,000 People 

• Specialty Food Stores per 10,000 People 

• % of Housing Stock Built Before 1946 

Economic Vitality Indicators 

• Number of Businesses per 1,000 People 

• Incorporations per 10,000 People 

• Residential Building Permits per 10,000 People 

• Unemployment Rate (% of the Population 
15 and Over) 

• Dependency on the Safety Net Government 
Transfers as a % of Total Income 

• High-Tech Index (tech businesses as % of 
total businesses) 

• Bohemian Index (a measure of the number 
of "cultural creatives", as defined by 
Richard Florida) 

• Education Index (number of people with a 
Bachelor degree or higher) 

• Consultants Index (consulting businesses as 
a % of total businesses) 

ate particularly important to members 
of this class. Creatives - artists and 
writers, designers and architects, scientists, 
engineers, and software developers -
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are selective about where they choose 
to live. They are drawn by quality of the 
environment, recreational opportunities, 
a diversity of housing options, a thriving 
arts and entertainment scene, and an 
abundance of employment opportunities 
in their respective fields.· 

The mobility of these workers, combined 
with the fact that knowledge-intensive 
businesses often require less in the way 
of "bricks and mortar", is leading to a 
situation where companies are going 
where the work force wants to be, 
rather than the other way around. While 
Florida's initial studies were conducted 
in the US, the same trends have been 
noted for Canada.s 

Case Communities, Indicators, 

and Data Sources 

The 24 communities in our study were 
drawn from several regions of the 
province, including the Lower Mainland 
and the Interior. The analysis used a 
series of 27 indicators grouped into 
urban form, livability and economic 
vitality (see Table I ). For the statistical 
analysis, quantitative data were used 
which largely relied on what was already 
available from federal and provincial 
sources or could be readily produced 
through custom data orders. Qualitative 
information (drawn from planning 
documents and interviews) was used to 
explore some of the statistical findings 
in more detail in the context of six 
specific municipalities. 

Key Findings 

We discovered in the course of our 
research that there are Significant linkages 
amongst the three dimensions of smart 
growth: This pertains to large municipal
ities (those over 100,000 people), with a 
decreasing relevance in the case of 
medium and small communities. Given 
the small size of the sample, these results 
are preliminary and offer a starting-point 
for further research. The link between 
urban form and livability is currently 
weak in the case of small communities 
(those with populations of less than 
25,000 people). However, this linkage 
will likely strengthen in the future as 
baby boomers seek places to retire. 
Moreover, there are many benefits, 
including fiscal ones, associated with 
compact communities and these will 
grow in importance. 

Not surprisingly, denser, more mixed-use 
communities, which tend to excel on 
many quality of life indicators, also tend 
to be more expensive places to live. 
Thus, while they have a head start on 
livability, ensuring housing affordability 
is essential if these successful urban 
centres are to remain good places to 
live. Moreover, enhanced quality of life 
does not flow automatically from a 
compact urban form. Much recent urban 
development and redevelopment has 
ignored essential rules of good urban 
design, and has thus undermined the very 
attributes of livability that smart growth 
advocates are seeking to encourage. 
Attention to affordability and good urban 
design will ensure greater acceptance of 
smart growth goals and strategies. 

A second key finding is that there is a 
close statistical relationship between 
livability and economic vitality for larger 
communities, with a slightly lower 
correlation for those of medium size. 
However, there is a negative correlation 
in the case of smaller communities, whose 
economic problems are not Significantly 
ameliorated by their abundant recreational 
spaces or inexpensive housing. Such 
communities, whose fortunes have 
traditionally been tied to resource 
industries currently in decline, have 

Fruit growing operation near Abbotsford. 

been experiencing a loss of population 
and economic stagnation. However, 
tourism and knowledge-related businesses, 
that depend more on quality of place 
factors, will continue to grow in 
importance in communities of all sizes, 
and attention to livability issues will be a 
key part of attracting and retaining 
these firms and the kinds of individuals 
they seek to employ. As mentioned, 
livability will also be a factor for baby 
boomers seeking places to retire. 



Such individuals will bring with them 
considerable spending power and 
many of them will be seeking smaller 
communities. 

While there was an overall negative 
correlation between urban form and 
economic performance in small 
communities, some, such as Nelson, 
have benefited from their commitment 
to compact, main-street-oriented urban 
form and are doing reasonably well 
economically, despite their relative 
geographical isolation. Medium-sized 
communities (25,000- 100,000) showed a 
significant correlation, and small cities -
such as Port Moody (200 I population of 
24,000), which did not perform well on 
urban form measures - have set their 
sights on a smarter urban future and 
are developing a reputation for livability 
that has already benefited them 
economically. 

Controversies Generated 

The publication of the report, and 
associated media work, garnered 
enormous publicity. It also generated a 
lot of negative reaction - especially 
from those suburban communities and 
smaller cities that fared badly in the 
ratings. In hindsight, it probably would 
have been better to rank communities 
within the three size categories - small, 
medium, and large - rather than all 
together. However, a more fundamental 
critique pertained to the feeling that we 
were judging smaller communities by 
"big city" standards. 

We were frank about the limitations of 
the study. We did not have time nor the 
resources, for instance, to do quality of 
life surveys that would reveal subjective 
measures of well-being, nor did we have 
ready access to data that would measure 
the areas where small communities 
typically perform well, such as strength 
of volunteer networks and social capital. 

In order to evaluate communities in a 
uniform way, we had to apply indicators 
that could be gathered for all the 
communities concerned and these often 
lack contextual precision. For instance, 
we gathered information on hectares of 
parks and playgrounds per capita, but 
many smaller communities are surrounded 
by recreational lands that would not 
show up in such a measure. 

Abbotsford beef, raspberry and poultry lands are excluded from industrial use. 

Making Progress on a 
Smart Growth Agenda 

Despite having some legitimacy, the 
complaints were to some degree a 
smokescreen for local leaders wanting 
to continue with "business-as-usual" 
development patterns. They saw this 
publication, and the efforts of groups 
like Smart Growth B.C., as an attempt 
by smart growth advocates to hold up 
to scrutiny their sprawl-oriented, pro
growth-of-any-kind agendas. 

To counter this we need to do a better 
job of ensuring that the smart growth 
message resonates with people's 
aspirations for their communities. To do 
this, we need to identify what people 
care about in terms of the quality of 
their places and demonstrate that, far 
from having to sacrifice these qualities 
in the name of progress - which has 
been the assumption in the past - that 
they are actually the key to long-term 
social and economic well-being, as some 
communities are already discovering. We 
also need to deepen and replicate the 
research that we did, and address some 
of its shortcomings. We are having an 
opportunity to do this in a study we are 
currently conducting for the Pembina 
Institute, where we are analyzing 27 
communities in Ontario, using a broader 
suite of indicators. 

It would help smart growth researchers 
and advocates if governments collected, 

. and made available, a more comprehensive 
. suite of sustainability and smart growth

related indicators. Some work is beginning 
to be done on this within Natural 

Resources Canada, which has a group 
researching land use mixes and densities 
in major Census Metropolitan Areas 
(CMAs), and a variety of other data 
that could be of inestimable value to 
researchers. Unfortunately, the data 
collection process is not complete, nor 
is it clear when the data will be released. 
Statistics Canada has data on loss of 
agricultural land by region. However, it 
won't release it because of its perceived 
political sensitivity. 

Through the two editions of the Sprawl 
Report, we have had to use rather 
ingenious, and often indirect, means to 
collect indicator data: substituting modal 
split for the trip to work for general 
transportation behaviour, using very 
imprecise population and housing unit 
density information, and using road and 
infrastructure lengths per capita as a 
way of evaluating relationships between 
land use efficiency and fiscal impacts. 
We can do better, but to do so we need 
governments' cooperation. We need 
more comprehensive data, and it needs 
to be available at a low cost. The 
GreaterVancouver Regional District 
serves as a model in this regard in that 
its web site hosts a wide array of useful 
data, all for free. 

Conclusions 

The findings provide a preliminary and 
limited portrait of the relationship 
amongst urban form, livability, and 
economic vitality. Initial measurement 
efforts suggest room for further 
research and development of additional 
indicators to assist in measuring and 
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A new urban development in Abbotsford. 

understanding this complex subject, 
with greater attention being paid to 
qualitative indicators. Such qualitative 
information could be derived from 
opinion polling about resident and 
business perceptions of many of the 
issues raised, especially in relation to 
livability. Quality of life is ultimately a 
combination of objective conditions of 
well-being and perceptions of well-being. 
More interviews with investors would 
also be useful to gain more insight into 
factors influencing choice of business 
location. 

For all their limitations, quantitative 
indicators remain one of the few 
ways of benchmarking or comparing 
communities and tracking their progress, 
as well as try ing to understand sources 
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of success and failure.As governments 
begin collecting information that is 
more pertinent to smart growth and 
sustainability objectives - such as land 
use mix and annual vehicle kilometres 
travelled (YKTs) - it will be possible to 
provide a more complete picture of 
how development trends are taking 
shape, and with what consequences. 

The Be Sprawl Report 2004 was a needed 
first step in exploring important 
relationships amongst urban form, quality 
of life, and economic vitality. It produced 
inevitable reactions - some justified, 
some not. To allay the concerns of those 
who feel they are being evaluated on the 
basis of an inflexible set of standards, 
we need more comprehensive indicator 
data sets to better understand what is 

happening on the ground. We also need 
a better understanding of the quality of 
life attributes that draw people to suburbs 
and small cities and towns, and we need 
to show how smart growth will contribute 
to sustaining or improving the quality of 
life of people in these communities._ 
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