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IF WE START FROM THE PREMISE that aging 
in place - remaining in one's home and community 
well into the later years of life - is a desirable 
objective, the built environment should make it a 
reasonable and comfortable possibility. Although 
meeting the needs of an aging population is not the 
primary focus of new urbanism, the model does 
propose support for aging in place. 
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Several design "principles," formulated 
using literature on neighbourhood plan
ning foraging in place, are compared 
below to the stated principles of new 
urbanism. For the most part, the design 
principles compare favourably. New 
urbanism's focus on the arrangement and 

design of built form describes a product 
that is compatible in a number of ways 
with environmental design foraging, par
ticularly in the areas of compact develop
ment, mixed use, appropriate scale and 
pedestrian/transit orientation. 

Aging-related factor due to uAging in place" design New urbanism design principle* 
declining mobility, strength, principle 
agility and sensory perception 

Increasing reliance on immediate The neighbourhood minimizes The neighbourhood provides 
residential environment to satisfy travel distances and realizes focal points for activities and 
a full range of needs and pedestrian-oriented modes of service provision. The optimal 
interests. transportation. size of a neighbourhood is a 

The neighbourhood realizes 
quarter mile from centre to 

proximity of an appropriate mix 
edge. 

of housing, activities and The neighbourhood has a 
services to meet the needs of its balanced mix of activities -
residents. dwelling, shopping, working, 

schooling, worshipping and 
recreating. 

The neighbourhood has a centre 
and an edge. 

Increasing reliance on the built The neighbourhood provides The neighbourhood structures 
environment to facilitate activity easily negotiated, safe building sites and traffic on a 
and provide cues. circulation patterns. fine network of interconnecting 

streets. 

Increasing reliance on order, The neighbourhood comprises a Neighbourhood streets, blocks 
familiar surroundings and habitual well ordered, human-sca le and buildings give greater 
response. environment. consideration to the needs of 

people than those of cars. 

Increasing reliance on the The neighbourhood incorporates The neighbourhood gives 
immediate availability of purposeful parks, open space priority to public space and to 
opportunities for outdoor physical and natural features in its the appropriate location of civic 
activity and social interaction. design. buildings. 

Increasing reliance on the built The neighbourhood provides No comparable principle. 
environment to provide a sense barrier-free, safe and secure 
of physical safety and housing environments. 
psychological security. 

*Principles are taken directly from P. Katz et al: xvii-xvix. 
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What about barrier-free design? 
One aspect of aging in place not suffi
ciently addressed by new urbanism is the 
principle by which neighbourhoods pro
vide barrier-free, safe and secure housing 
environments. To some extent, safety and 
security issues are recogn ized in attempts 
to increase pedestrian activity, social inter
action and casual surveillance through an 
"eyes on the street" approach and well-lit 
public areas. The need for barrier-free 
housing environments, however, is not 
explicit in the model. This is not surprising, 
since planning does not typically encom
pass the details of housing design, nor 
does the model focus on the needs of an 
aging population. Barrier-free design, 
however, is central to facilitating aging in 
place, since traditionally designed houses 
may present significant barriers to every
day living as capabilities decline. At a min
imum, therefore, the dwelling unit, prop
erty and access should be barrier-free. 

There are a number of recent examples of 
communities based on new urbanism in 
Canada, both as greenfield and infill 
developments. While individual develop
ments vary according to their markets, 
several claim to be designed to accommo
date the needs of aging residents. On vis
its to several of these developments, the 
author observed that barrier-free design is 
not the norm: 

• Single-detached, semi-detached and 
townhouse units are typically not acces
sible at grade, with a minimum of sev
eral steps at both front and rear 
entrances. 

• The relocation of parking and garages 
to the rear of lots along laneways elimi
nates the need for driveway curb 
depressions, creating a continuous step 
from the road to adjacent properties 
along the length of the curb. Level 
access to properties from the rear lane 
exists only in some instances. 
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• Street parking also contributes to a bar
rier effect between the road and resi
dential properties. 

• Compact development has typically 
produced narrow, multi-level houses, 
which in many cases means four flights 
of stairs inside a house. Similarly, ancil
lary apartments over garages, where 
permitted, can only be reached by stairs. 

• Narrow house-fronts, minimum set
backs and porches may also present 
barriers to the installation of ramps for 
wheelchair access. 

Even without considering the specifics of 
interior design, it can be seen that com
munities based on new urbanism have not 
made significant headway in the area of 
barrier-free design. Although apartments 
with fewer barriers are often included in 
these developments, they typically com
prise only a small proportion of total 
housing stock. And, since most people 
choose to stay in their homes as they age, 
these new communities will confront resi
dents with many of the same barriers 
found in "traditional" neighbourhoods. 

What about affordability? 
Another prerequisite to meeting the hous
ing needs of older people is affordability, 
as income in later years is more likely to 
be both limited and fixed. While the 
stated intent of new urbanism is to offer a 
variety of affordable housing options, the 
private housing market does not typically 

produce affordable housing, particu larly in 
desirable locations. Large developments in 
both urban and suburban areas may look 
different-and may be more aesthetically 
pleasing-than more traditionally designed 
communities, but they still provide much 
the same product at comparable prices. 
More affordable versions are likely to be 
found as small, infill developments in less 
desirable urban neighbourhoods. The 
model alone, therefore, does not auto
matically produce more affordable hous
ing. 

What about access to services? 
In outlying areas, access to services is not 
improved unless they are provided as part 
of the development. Some developments 
incorporate new or existing commercial 
and community-service centres. If not, the 
distance to services beyond the commu
nity itself requires car or transit trips. Even 
within developments that provide on-site 
service centres, homes on peripheral resi
dential streets are not necessarily with in 
easy walking distance for people whose 
mobility is impaired. Rel iance on cars, 
therefore, is still high unless community 
t ransit or in-home service provision exists. 
In any case, residents-particularly those in 
outlying developmentss-are required to 
travel a considerable distance for some of 
their service needs and activity interests. It 
is more likely that infill developments in 

older urban areas will be closer to a wider 
range of established services and public 
transit. 

So what does new urbanism 
have to offer planning for an 
aging population? 
Despite the shortcomings discussed here, 
new urbanism facilitates planning for 
aging in place on several grounds. This 
approach " stresses the integration of all 
architectural, engineering and design dis
ciplines, the active collaboration among 
their practitioners and the participation of 
the public in the design process " (Katz et 
al. , xxii-see "Sources" below) . An inter
disciplinary approach reflects the field of 
aging, which attempts to address a full 
range of potentially changing physical, 
psychological and socio-economic needs 
of people as they grow older. A consulta
tive approach fits with the need to directly 
involve older people in the planning and 
design of communities and housing 
intended to meet their requirements. 
While projects to date have not incorpo
rated the interdisciplinary work and public 
consultation required to produce optimal 
communities foraging in place, a number 
of existing projects have adopted both of 
these elements as key components of the 
planning process. 

Equally important is a reverse approach to 
community design: first identifying design 
goals and objectives collectively, and then 
formulating policies and regulations to 
enable their implementation. In some 
cases, th is approach has already resu lted 
in significant departures from t raditional 

approaches to community planning 
and building in Canada, demon

strating that real change is 
possible. While the resulting 
developments display only 
some of the characteristics 
desirable in a community 
foraging in place, they 
are a step in the right 
direction. As a frame
work for planning com
munities that support 
aging in place, there
fore, new urbanism 
offers the opportunity 
to "design " the 
desired end first and, 
through consultation 
and collaboration 
among all inter
ested parties, 
make it happen. 
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Houses are typically not accessible 
at grade, and are multile,~l 
because of compact development. 
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Summary 
We are now familiar with the applicat ion 
of new urbanism in residential develop
ments in Canada. As a model, new urban
ism recognizes the need to provide com
munit ies that support aging in place. 
Developments based on the model, how
ever, have not adequately addressed 
needs for barrier-free and affordable 
housing, and access to services. At the 
same t ime, new urbanism incorporates an 
approach to planning communit ies that is 
end-design driven , and promotes the col
laboration of all interested parties to make 
it happen - an approach that can provide 
the basis for planning communit ies that 
facilitate aging in place. 

Sommaire 
Nous sommes maintenant accoutumes 
avec le nouvel urbanisme qui a ete mis de 
/'avant dans l'amenagement d'ensembles 
residentie/s au Canada. Ce mode/e tient 
compte du besoin de creer des 
communautes qui encouragent le 
vieil/issement chez soi. Les amenagements 
qui utilisent ce modele n'offrent cependant 
pas tou;ours des logements abordab/es 
d'acces facile ou Jes services appropries. Le 
nouve/ urbani$111e e~ un 

~unaufaire cooperant 
~Rats, ce qui pourrait faciliter 

n de communautes faisant la 


