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Smart Growth Canada Network Develops 
Innovative Online Courses for Municipalities  

(Municipal World, November 2006) 
By Don Alexander 

 

Over the last couple of years, a new organization has emerged with direct relevance to municipal 
governments, their elected officials and employees. Smart Growth Canada Network (SGCN) was initially 
established in 2003 as a vehicle for providing non-profit organizations with the resources to press for socially and 
environmentally responsible forms of development. An inaugural meeting was held in Vancouver in May 2003, 
with a follow-up meeting timed to coincide with the annual Federation of Canadian Municipalities convention. 

Under the leadership of Gloria Venczel, Executive Director, the Network has broadened its base and 
refined its mandate to one of providing educational services to all sectors: municipalities, senior governments, 
professionals, the development community, and non-profits. As a result of these networking efforts, cross-
sectoral Advisory and Steering Committees have been established with representatives from across Canada. 

Another national meeting was held in Ottawa in 2005, and it was decided that a specific focus for the 
organization would be to develop a suite of online courses on various aspects of smart growth.  These were 
envisioned as comprising three tiers. 

A first tier would serve as an introduction to Smart Growth principles. These would be self-paced and 
would be available for free. The intended audience would be elected officials, community leaders, and other 
interested parties. 

A second tier would go into greater depth on specific topics using cases, would be for both laypeople and 
professionals, and would be taught by online instructors. Peer-to-peer learning and networking would be key 
elements. A fee would be charged, and there would be the possibility pf associated regional workshops. 

A third tier would be highly specialized peer-to-peer courses where technical issues would be explored in 
greater depth.  These would be instructor-taught, would mainly be aimed at professionals and other groups 
needing to communicate the details of best practices. These might dovetail with professional development credits 
now required for many professions, including planners in BC, and being considered for the rest of Canada. Again 
there would be the possibility of regional workshops to supplement online contact. 

To date the first tier of courses has been largely developed and will soon be available on the SGCN web 
site www.smartgrowth.ca. These are based on what the group has identified as 10 principles of smart growth (see 
sidebar on opposite page), and several of the courses were previewed at the recent World Urban Forum. 

The process by which the e-courses were developed has been an innovative one. Drafts of several of them 
were produced and posted on the SGCN web site, and then stakeholders from across the country were enlisted 
in a one-day e-conference, held on May 17, to critique them. 

http://www.smartgrowth.ca/


In addition to real-time “small group” sessions in which participants discussed both the content and 
formatting of the courses, they were treated to several information-packed presentations by sitting or former 
mayors, federal officials, and representatives of non-government organizations. These presentations, as well as 
the real-time recorded conference proceedings, are available at www.elluminate.com/smartgrowth. 

In the future, Smart Growth Canada hopes to develop workshops aimed at small- and medium-sized 
municipalities, develop a mentoring system between municipal officials, and others experimenting with smart 
growth approaches, and offer a news and research portal to share best practices and results achieved. 

Don Alexander is a professor of Geography at Malaspina University-College in Nanaimo, BC, and has authored or 
co-authored numerous reports and articles on smart growth and urban sustainability. 

10 Principles of Smart Growth 
1) Housing Choice 
Principle: Create a range of affordable, quality housing choices. 
2) Vibrant, Walkable Complete Communities 
Principle: Foster development that creates vibrant, unique, walkable complete communities where uses like 
residential and commercial are mixed to create attractive places to live, work and play. 
3) Smart Building Design 
Principle: Encourage building designs that contribute to the context of a pedestrian-oriented neighbourhood 
and use green building technologies. 
4) Renew Existing Communities 
Principle: Direct development away from unsettled areas and encourage growth and renewal in existing 
communities. 
5) Green Infrastructure 
Principle: Utilize green infrastructure to save money and protect the environment. 
6) Green Space, Farmland, and Ecologically Sensitive Areas 
Principle: Preserve and enhance green spaces, farmland and environmentally sensitive areas. 
7) Broad-scale, Integrated Planning 
Principle: Undertake broad-scale planning for cities and towns in a way that integrates land use and 
transportation planning for the entire region. 
8) Transportation Options 
Principle: Provide varied transportation options and infrastructure for walking, bicycling, car-pooling, car 
sharing, scooters, public transit and others. 
9) Community Involvement 
Principle: Encourage effective community involvement early in the process to find unique solutions that fit 
with the community’s vision of itself. 
10) Focus on Implementation 
Principle: Utilize planning processes, tools and incentives to facilitate private sector investment and ease of 
navigation in achieving smart growth solutions. 
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