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ABSTRACT 
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The use of land for housing and its rela
t1onsh1p t_o other land uses, services and 
the physical and social environment is 
continually at issue and under examina
tion by the planning profession. Clearly 
as we have congregated together i~ 
urban settings, there has been a greater 
nee_d to establish rules and guidelines to 
m1niz1ne conflict ,n_herent in proximity. 

It ,s the a,m of this article to provide an 
example of how planning can be directed 
to effectively deal with the issue of resi
dential intensification. The desirability of 
increased use of existing residential 
areas ,s generally acknowledged profes
sionally; however, some poor examples 
of ,_mplemented theory and a general 
resistance to change have resulted in 
public skepticism and opposition. Out
lined here ,s a critique of a process 
employed by_ the City of Burlington to 
address the issue with residents. The 
role of partIc1pants, analysis of public 
input and implications for wider applica
tion are explained. 

Background 
Burlington, with a population of approxi-

mately 129,500, is located in Southern 
Ontario. It is included as the western
most part of the Greater Toronto Area 
and a_buts the City of Hamilton. With its 
beauMul location on the shores of Lake 
9ntario, the Niagara Escarpment travers
ing the City, extensive conservation park
land and agricultural areas, eco~omic 
development opportunities and a gener -
ally affluent community, the ingredients 
abo_und to provide for a quality living 
environment. 

Since 1971, the City has experienced 
an estimated 50% increase in population 
and a 100% increase in dwelling units 
The strong growth rate has seen Burling~ 
to_n develop from a small town to a city 
with accompanying pressures and issues 
to_ resolve. It ,s_ anticipated that Burlington 
w,11 _increase ,n population by 30% and 
realize a 42% increase in dwelling units 
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over. the next 20 years. Forecasts see 
the city growing to a population of 173 500 
by 2011. Approximately 70% of th~ fu
ture dwelling units are projected to be 
accommodated ,n newly developing 
areas,_ and 30% are expected to occur in 
established and existing communities 1 

The pressure to develop has larg~ly 
been due to the economic influence of 
the Greater Toronto Area and the Baby 
Boomer generation. In recent years con
cern has been expressed over the in
creasing affordability problems, physical 
changes and _demands for more urban
oriented . services, which contrast with 
th_e ex1st1ng suburban quality of life. As 
with many urban areas in Canada, a 
re-exam,nat,on of planning principles is 
needed to provide direction for the future 
In Burlington, this is being accomplished 
through the reviews of the official plan 
and the strategic plan.2 

The City of Burlington in 1988 adopted 
a strategic plan,_ Fu_ture Focus, identify
ing corporate priont,es, in an effort more 
effectively to address the challenges 
facing the municipality and to ensure 
interdepartmental co-operation on the 

realization of its objectives. Anticipating 
both development pressure and potential 
community concerns, the plan identified 
the desirability of a more "intensive" use 
of existing residential areas and the 
need to experiment with innovative ways 
to involve residents in determining ap
propriateness of development. This has 
been reconfirmed in the 1991 strategic 
plan update. To implement the strategic 
plan and as a component of the Official 
Plan Review, the City is undertaking the 
preparation of a Municipal Housing 
Statement, and received provincial fund
ing to retain consultants to design and 
implement a public participation program 
regarding residential intensification.3 

The issue of residential intensification 
was seen to need "intensive care" in 
order to provide opportunities to address 
people's concerns and to build support 
for changing the existing official plan poli
cies to ensure appropriate planning for 
new and existing communities. Direction 
was needed to deal with anticipated 
development pressures and in order ef
fectively to respond to the requirements 
of the Ontario Provincial Policy State
ment - Land Use Planning for Housing. 
A.J. Diamond, Donald Schmitt and Com
pany, Architects and Planners were re
tained by the City, and during the period 
September 1990 to March 1991, com
pleted tj:)e City's "experiment."4 

Underlying Premise 
Intensification is a requirement rather 
than an option in devising appropriate 
plans for future development of urban 
areas. The global imperative to provide 
for an environmentally, economically and 
socially sustainable future requires a 
careful examination of redevelopment 
and infill opportunities within existing 
urban limits. It has been easy in the past 
to look to the next green field for devel
opment opportunities instead of a more 
careful stewardship of existing lands and 
services. 

With this in mind, Burlington approached 
the issue with the attitude that change is 
inevitable and that it is better to anticipate 
and direct the desired kinds of change 
than to react after the fact to the effects 
of change. The concept of "no growth" 
was not developed as an option, nor was 
there a holistic analysis of why significant 
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population increases should be encour
aged. The limit to growth was seen as a 
defined geographic boundary, and in 
order not to cross the line into agricultural 
areas, the development potential within 
existing areas was reviewed. 

Burlington's Counci ls have historically 
held fast to a defined urban limit (south of 
Highway 5 and the Parkway Belt); how
ever, there has also been the opportunity 
for great amounts of growth to take place 
without looking to existing areas. The 
limit may be reached in the next 20 to 25 
years, and the prospect of that future 
raised questions in politicians and staff, 
as there was general satisfaction with 
the suburban status quo. It was beginning 
to be acknowledged that as residential 
intensification applications increased in 
number, and as affordability and environ
mental concerns became prominent, a 
City position was needed to replace the 
case-by-case treatment of application51· 
An overall strategy to forecast and ap
portion growth to existing and future areas 
was needed. The Official Plan Review 
provided the opportunity for context to 
be discussed, so that intensification was 
not addressed in isolation from other 
factors, such as quality of life, environ
mental responsibil ity and community 
character. 

There was also a strong commitment 
to informing and involving the public in 
determining the desired kinds of change 
and to seek advice on how to accommo
date intensification in Burlington. The 
usual public process in reviews of devel
opment applications is the posting of a 
large sign advising of an application, and 
one or more public meetings to explain 
the review results and staff recommen
dations. Usually, much time has elapsed 
and the pressure is on to get Council 
consideration of the application. This 
process has been criticized, because it 
appears that the public is being presented 
with projects as fails accomplis. In this 
case, extensive time was spent informing 
the public about the issues, concepts 
and opportunities to influence the prepa
ration of policies and guidelines. The City 
was at least a year away from receiving 
actual policy proposals from staff. 

Process 
In summary, the consu ltants designed a 

public participation process which con
sisted of a press briefing introduced by 
the City Manager and Chairman of the 
Technical Advisory Committee, a Com
munity Dialogue, two sets of focus group 
meetings, an interim presentation to Plan
ning and Development Committee, a 
community cable television program, 
two Open Houses to present the results 
of the study to the public, ·and a final 
presentation to Planning and Develop
ment Committee. The process empha
sized involving the media through the 

· course of the project, resulting in several 
newspaper articles and television and 
radio interviews which increased the 
profi le for the participation events. 

A significant factor contributing to the 
palatability of the study for residents was 
the emphasis on Burlington examples of 
built development illustrating residential 
intensification. The consultants toured 
existing residential areas and photo
graphed a variety of housing develop
ments. The slides produced were used 
at the Community Dialogue and as a 
basis for discussion for the focus group 
participants. Another technique em
ployed was a conceptual "dot map" illus
trating across the city where opportunities 
for residential intensification existed. Va
cant lots, oversized lots, greenhouse and 
mixed use areas were clearly in exist
ence across the city. This particularly 
helped in presenting the issues from a 
c ity perspective, as opposed to the more 
usual "backyard" perspective. 

An effective technique used by the 
consultants was the creation of four 
models, depicting potential residential 
projects on sites in Burlington. New resi
dential space over an existing retail plaza, 
new infill of single family homes, a 
mixed-density redevelopment of a sur
plus school site and a townhouse use on 
an unused right-of-way were the case 
studies. Plan examples of accessory 
apartments were also prepared. These 
helped the focus groups to visualize their 
concerns, and to concentrate on the 
physical attributes of the proposals. 

Two reports were produced, entitled 
Design Guideline Considerations and 
Public Participation Program. The first 
report recommends items of considera
tioh in reviewing infill, redevelopment, 
and accessory apartment development 
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applications, and in preparing official 
plan policies. The second report explains 
and evaluates the process used to com
municate with the public. At the project 
conclusion, Council directed that the re
ports be considered in final izing the Muni
cipal Housing Statement and in complet
ing the Official Plan Review. 

Intensification: What is 
at Issue? 
A review of Intensification literature had 
been completed in order to present bene-

TABLE 1 

fits and concerns to the public. Table 1 
summarizes the items discussed with, or 
raised by, the public. 

Public Opinions 
Public opinion in the discussion of resi
dential intensification was measured 
tl1rough a component of the Community 
Attitude Survey undertaken for the City in 
July 1990, by Gallup Canada. Burlington 
residents were asked to indicate their 
level of agreement or disagreement with 
various statements as summarized in 

Intensification Benefits and Concerns 

Benefits 
Minimize new land consumption. 

Concerns 
Parking. 

Traffic. 

Inappropriate scale. 

Minimal attention to existing context. 

Urban design details of project. 

Retain rural and natural land areas. 

Existing infrastructure & services used. 

Increased supply & choice of housing. 

Reduction in illegal and substandard units. 

Creates mixed communities better able to 
meet lifecycle requirements. 

Loss of space or landscaping in urban area. 

Small-scale housing projects. 

Opportunity for affordable housing, or 
young famil ies, singles and seniors. 

Replacement of modest housing. 

Change and uncertainty in physical and 
social environment. 

TABLE 2 

Intensification Component of Community Attitude Survey 

Question Level of Agreement 
Strongly Strongly 

Agree Agree Disagree Disagree 

Burlington is an attractive well planned 23% 64% 8% 2% 
community. 

In new areas the City should allocate a larger 21 % 40% 21 % 9% 
share of land for townhouses, apartments, and 
smaller homes than exists in established areas. 

A maximum size and height restriction should be 42% 42% 8% 3% 
placed on new homes built in already developed 
areas. 

In order to preserve agricultural land and open 8% 39% 24% 6% 
space the concentration of industrial, commercial 
and residential development should be increased. 

The City should leave the appearance and design 10% 24% 42% 18% 
of buildings to builders and their architects. 

Rural land in north Burlington should be 43% 30% 14% 3% 
preserved by not allowing urban development in 
the rural area. 

An apartment unit should be allowed within 12% 26% 30% 26% 
existing single family homes to increase the 
supply of reasonably priced rental housing. 

Residents should not be allowed to stop 16% 25% 31 % 19% 
the construction in their neighbourhoods of 
affordable housing for families. 

Table 2. Also conducted as part of the 
Official Plan Review public participation 
process was a short mail-back survey 
distributed to every household in January 
1991 . The response to the housing ques
tions are indicated in Table 3 .5,6 

Findings 
A consensus exists that 8 1.!rlington is an 
attractive and well planned city. Clearly, 
residents value the rural and natural 
areas and do not wish them to be devel
oped. However, the tradeoff to be made 
in allowing greater densities of develop
ment is less well supported. This is evi
dent in the proportion of residents indi
cating no support for any additional 
growth. 

There is support for a variety of hous
ing types and for increased densities in 
new areas. There is modest support for 
accessory apartments when lifestyle and 
income characteristics are taken into 
consideration. The survey data revealed 
consensus in wanting to retain suburban 
forms of development. Townhouses and 
lowrise apartments are considered ac
ceptable forms of higher density develop
ment. There was agreement that controls 
should be used to regulate new develop
ment in order to preserve the character 
of existing neighbourhoods, and that the 
City should be involved in reviewing the 
design and appearance of development. 

The concerns raised by the public are 
well documented (see Lewinberg, et a/.). 
It is interesting to speculate on the per
ceptions behind the public attitudes evi
dent in Table 2 and Table 3. What are the 
sources for the opinions and can these 
opinions be altered through the exchange 
of knowledge? The answers to these 
questions are critical to the planner being 
able to effectively recommend change. It 
was acknowledged that they could not 
be determined through the more usual 
forms of public involvement. The focus 
group concept was suggested, as it 
allowed a discussion, exchange of in
formation, explanations and generally 
more extensive and meaningful com
munication. 

While the Community Dialogue was a 
formal meeting in the sense of the con
sultant standing up before a large audi
ence, it was structured so that audience 
participation was encouraged. After a 

PLAN CANADA, 31:6/ NOVEMBER/ NOVEMBRE 1991 49 



short presentation outlining what the 
study was intending to accomplish and 
an illustration of different housing forms 
in Burlington, the meeting was turned 
over to a question and commenting ses
sion. Some techniques are worthy of 
note. Jack Diamond did not use the 
stage provided; instead, he spoke within 
touching distance of the first row of the 
audience. As questions were asked, he 
moved to be closer to the person asking 
the question. Mr. Diamond also asked 
questions of individuals in the audience. 
The atmosphere generated was informal, 
personal and responsive, despite the 
size of the group. As a result of the Com
munity Dialogue, residents were reas
sured that there was an opportunity to 
influence the eventual decision-making. 
Through the Burlington housing exam
ples, the issue of density was replaced 
by a desire for compatible urban form. 
The items raised were recorded to be 
addressed by the consultants through 
the course of the study. 

Arising from the focus group sessions 
was over 30 hours of qualitative discus
sion of what people liked and did not like 
about living in Burlington, what features 
or attributes they wanted to pres,erve in 
their community, how they felt about dif
ferent housing forms and their advice to 
planners and politicians in considering 
intensification and public participation. 
Given the opportunity, residents were in
terested and vocal in expressing opin
ions, seeking information and participat
ing in the formulation of alternative solu
tions. While self-interest was evident, 
so was concern for the larger neigh
bourhood area and effects on the City. 
Resentment against imposition of a pro
vincial policy gave in somewhat to the 
realization that intensification was already 
occurring, that opportunities existed for it 
to continue and that the City's existing 
planning framework required amendment 
to provide some measures of control, 
direction and consistency to the situation. 

Warning: Bumpy Road Ahead 
or When the News Sinks In 
The City of Burlington has encountered 
a positive public reception to the topic 
and issues involved in residential inten
sification. This has been both a surprise 

and a relief to staff and politicians, given 
public venting of anger and frustration in 
nearby municipalities and the docu
mented literature. Certainly, credit could 
be given for the efforts to involve the 
public in a constructive process which 
emphasized collaborative planning. The 
nagging suspicion remains, however, 
that despite the "good feelings" gener
ated thus far, there will be a bumpy road 
ahead when actual changes to the offi
cial plan are proposed, and when notices 
of by-law amendments are received. 

A precedent exists in Burlington. After 
a 2 1 / 2 year process, Council adopted 
official plan and zoning by-law amend
ments to address group homes. Despite 
public meetings, additional advertising 
and several news stories, public interest 

. was evident only in special interest groups 
and family members. Only one member 
of the general public indicated concern 
with the policy. A few weeks after Re
gional approval of the Official Plan 
Amendment, it became widely known 
that a group home operator was waiting 
for a purchase to close in an area of 
expensive single-family homes. The 
property, people were appalled to dis
cover, was to be used for a correctional 
group home, and it satisfied all municipal 
requirements. 

Aldermen's and staff phones rang 
vociferously. A courtesy public meeting 
held to explain the situation and clear 
away the misinformation was packed 
and vocal. "We did not see the ads." "We 
were tricked." "Public process and natural 

' 
TABLE 3 

justice were thwarted." "We did not know 
that low-density meant single-family 
homes." "The amendments should be 
repealed." The amendments were not 
repealed, but the aftertaste of animosity 
remained for some time. Staff and poli
tic ians are wondering, however, if the 
public response to the actual amend
ments regarding intensification will en
counter a similar reaction. 

Lessons Learned 
The initial results of the study of resi
dential intensification in Burlington has 
applicability to other municipalities inter
ested in or requiring a study of the inten
sification issue. There are also implica
tions for the planning profession in dealing 
with this issue and how future planning 
could be improved. 

The lessons learned include: involving 
the public before planning positions are 
established, involving the media as op
posed to informing the media, retaining 
credible experts and using local exam
ples instead of imported examples. 

The involvement of media in planning 
studies could be improved. Controversy 
and emotions can be stirred by the press, 
but this kind of response is usually coun
terproductive and requires planners to 
institute damage control measures to 
counter misinformation. On the other 
hand (despite its importance), planning, 
especially policy formulation, is perceived 
as being boring, and, for many, the imme
diate relevance is difficult to fathom. 

Housing Response of Official Plan Review Survey 
Questions Responses 

View of Future Growth 
Expand into outlying areas 36.9% 
Permit greater density in existing neighbourhoods 29.0% 
Prohibit future growth 34.1% 

Support for Range of Housing Types In Own Area 62.7% 

Acceptable Housing Types 
Townhouses 75.8% 
Lowrise apartments · 49.6% 
Apartment over Stores 44.5% 
Accessory Apartments 39.8% 
Midrise Apartments 25.1% 
Highrise Apartments 8.0% 

Greater Housing Density to Preserve Natural Areas Yes 
25.1% 
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residents resulted in an attention to detail 
and implementation matters that may 
not have been addressed in the broader 
policy formulation. The positive energy 
generated through the focus groups 
working out solutions was also a wel
come surprise. This process was fun for 
participants and organizers! 

The role of the planner in this project 
was somewhat unusual. Municipal plan
ning staff acted in an advisory and or
ganizing capacity. Consultant planning 
and architectural staff acted as facilita
tors and conduits of information. The fo
cus group participants were the "plan
ners," in that they studied the problems, 
identified alternatives, evaluated them 
(the models) and proposed solutions. 
The political representatives were kept 
informed, but largely watched to see 
what would happen. The different roles 
and role reversals also provided lessons 
in appreciating another position when 
you are unaccustomed to being in that 
position. 

The Next Step 
The example of the creative "experi
ment" undertaken by Burlington is par
ticularly relevant to the theme of the future 
of planning. It has illustrated the benefits 
of planning in advance of controversy 
but dealing with a controversial topic. 
Benefits in working with residents to 
develop an approach to deal with a po
tentially divisive issue which will face 
more communities in the future were 
also identified. 

After the innovative and successful 
commencement of the discussion of 
residential intensification, "technical 
work" remains to be completed. Hard 
and soft servicing capacities need to be 
determined. What is the physical poten
tial for intensification? What is the social 
potential for intensification? What objec
tives could be served by directing inten
sification to certain areas? The obvious 
question remains: How to go about sus
taining positive interest in what will be a 
long process to prepare policies as part 
of the Official Plan Review and zoning 
by-law requirements. One suggestion in
cludes preparing an inventory and identi
fication of opportunities for residential 
intensification, so that the planning proc
ess becomes proactive instead of reac-

tive to development applications. Another 
suggestion is to prepare intensification 
urban design guidelines, building on the 
work of the focus groups. These and 
other suggestions are being considered 
in preparing the next stage of public par
ticipation for the Official Plan review. 

There is a real opportunity positively to 
influence the quality of life in existing 
areas through sensitive application of in
tensification proposals. The role of the 
planner is to make the "hard sell" re
quired for intensification more palatable 
and more understandable. In this regard, 
the planning profession needs to take a 
more publicly visible stance on the sub-

... ject. Every municipality has to come to 
grips with this issue, although the degree 
may vary. As a professional body, the 
Institute needs to defend, exptain and 
promote the planning principles behind 
intensification and have the hard evi
dence to back up the sometimes ephe
meral principles. Individually, on a munici
pality-by-municipality basis, the going is 
slow. Collectively, efficiencies can be re
alized through information sharing, semi
nars and publications. Public perceptions 
can be improved, and the public can be 
constructive contributors to changes in 
their cities and neighbourhoods. 

Notes 
1 . City of Burlington, Planning Department, 
"Population and Dwelling Unit Projections" 
(February 1991 ). City of Burlington, Planning 
Department, "Official Plan Review Back
ground Report 2-3, Housing Issues" (March, 
1991 ). 
2. City of Burlington, Planning Department, 
"Offic ial Plan Review Work Program" (Jan
uary 1990), "Burlington Future Focus" (May 
1988), "Burlington Future Foc us Update" 
(June 1991 ). 
3. The City of Burlington received a $50,000 
grant from the Ontario Ministry of Housing 
under the Neighbours Program to fund the 
residential intensification public partic ipation 
program. Another $55,000 was committed 
under the Munic ipal Housing Statement Pro
gram, and $20,000 was approved to com
plete a Munic ipal Building Profile. 
4. On August 1, 1989, the Ontario Provincial 
Policy Statement Land Use Planning for 
Housing came into effect. Munic iP.alities in 
Ontario are working on implementing the re
quirements of the Policy Statement. The 
Statement has two main objectives. First, to 
foster munic ipal land-use planning practices 
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which are responsive to housing needs 
throughout the province. Second, to contribute 
to the overall goal of providing a sufficient 
supply of a range of housing types which are 
accessible, affordable, adequate and appro
priate to the needs of the fu ll range of house
holds in Ontario. The Statement addresses 
supply of land, streamlining, range of housing, 
including affordable housing, residential inten
sification and monitoring. 

Residential intensification is defined as the 
creation of new residential units of accommo
dation in existing buildings, or on previously 
developed serviced land, including: 

Redevelopment of land used for residen
tial or non-residential uses in existing 
communities where demolition of the ex
isting structure is required . 
Conversion of non-residential space to 
residential use. 
Residential infill on vacant or underdevel
oped lots in existing areas. 
Homesharing. 
Creation of accessory apartments by con
verting or adding on to existing homes to 
create additional self-contained units. 
Creation of rooming, boarding and lodging 
houses. 

In regard to residential intensification, muni
cipalities are required to: 

Identify opportunities to increase the sup
ply of housing through better use of exist
ing resources, buildings or serviced sites, 
and adopt a strategy to make use of the 
opportunities. 
Designate in the Offic ial Plan where each 
form of residential intensification will be 
permitted. 
Include zoning provisions to permit room
ing, boarding and lodging houses and 
accessory apartments, as-of-right, where 
they are permitted uses in the Official 
Plan. 
Adopt policies and development stand
ards for new residential development so 
that alterations to create additional units in 
the new building stock can take place in 
the future. 

5. City of Burlington, Planning Department, 
"Official Plan Review Background Report 2-1, 
Identification of Planning Issues: Community 
Attitude Survey," December 1990. The Com
munity Attitude Survey was designed to elicit 
and quantify public opinion regarding major 
planning issues, satisfaction with public serv
ices and financing options. Questionnaires 
were mailed to over 6,000 households, 1,000 
businesses and 1 00 "community leaders." 
The mailback response was very good -
42% for residents and 39% for businesses, 
providing statistically reliable data. 
6. City of Burlington, Planning Department, 
"Official Plan Review Background Report 2-7, 

--\ts of Initial Participation Program," March 
Resu An "Issues and Options" brochure was 
1991 iated to every household in Burlington 
c1rcu 75) Three issue areas, Greenspace, 
(47,4. . d Employment were briefly dis
Housing an . '. d d for 

d with interrelat1onshIps an nee 
cusse ff noted. Five questions were asked, 
:~~esop:ce was provided for additional com-
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ments. A 9.75% mailback response rate was 

received. 'di 
The times facing us today are rap1 _Y 

changing. There appears to be opt1m1srn in 
the face of changing governments, polit1cal 
climates and an informed public that the con~ 
cepts of social equity, environmental susta1~e 
ability and personal respons1b1\ity may 

realized. Or we could extinguish ourselves. It 
is indeed a fine line that we_ walk upon. As 

\anners, we have a respons1b1\ity for recom
~ ending and influencing actions that afftct 
the social and physical fabric of comm um ie~ 
and ultimately the quality of our live~ and 
le ac for the future. Are we prepar_e ; n 

g Y_tt d to meet these respons1b11it1es . 
commI e 
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