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Urban Planning, Immigration and Diversity 
en The Perspective from Ottawa-Carleton 

~ ,::HNk::~~LY AND DOMESTICALLY, immigrant 

... settlement is overwhelmingly an urban phenomenon. In 1996, 85% of 
• all immigrants to Canada lived in 25 census metropolitan areas. "1 Of 
I these, the Ottawa-Carleton region is consistently among the top five. 

u 
a, 
~ 
en 
~ 
a, 
~ 
~ s:; .... 
s:; 
s:; 

"' I I 

In 1996, immigrants made up roughly 
20% of the population of Ottawa
Carleton, up from about 10% in 1985, 
making this group one of the fastest
growing segments of the regional popula
tion . More and more immigrants are arriv
ing from countries that have not 
traditionally sent immigrants to Canada. 
These individuals bring with them a wide 
variety of languages, traditions, and ideas 
about society. 

Another fundamental shift taking place in 
our region involves the tremendous 
growth in size and importance of the 
high-technology sector. It is expected that 
within the next two years this sector will 
overtake the federal government as the 
largest employer and generator of jobs in 
the region. Although formal studies have 
not confirmed this, conventional wisdom 
is that immigrants make up an even larger 
percentage (greater than 20%) of this 
work force, and that immigrants account 
for more than 20% of students in elemen
tary schools. 

Taking responsibility for 
creating harmonious 
communities 
The urban context is where most people 
- both newcomers and members of the 
host community - experience the effects 
of immigration. This milieu is where we 
encounter both " the 'problems' and the 
'benefits' of living together in one society 
with several ethnic groups with diverse 
cultures and social conditions. " 2 

Municipal government in the Region of 
Ottawa-Carleton has taken steps to 
respond and adapt to this rapidly 
increasing diversity. One of the strategic 
directions of the Community Vision of the 
Regional Official Plan involves "respect
ing bilingualism and diversity" within a 
community that "thrives on cross-cultural 
respect and understanding and which 
celebrates its aboriginal, bilingual, and 
multicultural nature." The Region has 
created: 

• human rights, anti-racism, and work
place equity policies; 

• cu ltural interpretation and translation 
services; 

• a multicultural health coalition; 

• policies to enhance multicultural access 
to Homes for the Aged, subsidized 
housing, and careers in policing. 

The Region has also entered into 
partnerships with several multicultural 
organizations, and has recently developed 
an employment strategy which, among 
other things, proposes ways to reduce 
barriers to employment. 

The immigrants' perspective 
In spite of these efforts and other less 
official but no less important actions to 
embrace newcomers, many immigrants to 
the region, even after years of residence, 
report that they continue to feel like 
outsiders. 

Planning and policy development are the 
tools available to municipal authorities for 
creating,a socially cohesive urban environ
ment where people exchange services, 
find companionship, live in relative har
mony, and have a sense of community . 
We can understand planning at the 
municipal level as a process of community 
building. The fact that significant seg
ments of the population do not experi 0 

ence this sense of belonging and commu
nity is a major challenge for planners that 
will tax their creativity and offer opportu
nities for risk-taking. 

The Catholic Immigration Centre in 
Ottawa, where I work, is one of several 
immigrant-serving agencies in the region. 
In general, the mandate of these agencies 
involves welcoming immigrants and 
refugees and striving to build a more hos
pitable community. We offer a range of 
services to newcomers designed to 
smooth their transition to their country. 
The range of partnerships that we main
tain cuts across the public, private, and 
voluntary or social service sectors. We 
work to develop programs and policies 
that respond to the needs of newcomers, 
represent community interests, engage 
the media and government, speak on 
behalf of immigrants and refugees, and 
help nurture formal or informal leadership 
in emerging communities. 

25 

Our vantage point affords us an opportu
nity to hear first-hand how immigrants 
feel about their new environment. 
Although newcomers are not a homoge
neous group, we can make some consis
tent observations. Above all , most immi
grants want very much to be Canadian. 
They are grateful for the opportunity to 
live in our country and they want to fit in. 
But they frequently bring with them dif
ferent values, beliefs, social standards, and 
social behaviours, and they have to work 
at conforming to Canadian cultural 
norms. 

Another challenge concerns employment. 
Because formal qualifications and experi
ence acquired in other countries are not 
always recognized in Canada, newcomers 
often end up underemployed or living on 
welfare, with limited opportunities to 
upgrade their skills in job hunting. This is 
a tremendous barrier to gaining a sense of 
community and belonging, and yet no 
level of government seems to own the 
problem. Without assistance in entering 
the work force at an appropriate level, 
they end up creating costs that all of us 
pay. The numbers speak for themselves: 
51 % of visible minority youth under 19, 
along with 59% of immigrant youth 
under 19, live in poverty in Ottawa
Carleton. 

Access to recreation also helps reduce the 
isolation of immigrants and refugees. 
Many immigrant families and individuals 
come from circumstances in which they 
were able to rely on extended family for 
support in parenting, or where they had 
community centres that were a focus of 
social activity. Most Canadian community 
centres are designed to sell and deliver 
services. M any immigrants cannot partici
pate because they cannot afford the user 
fees or because the programs conflict with 
cultural issues or family responsibilities. In 
addition, some of the programs simply do 
not appeal to immigrants. Supports for 
hockey, for example, are well developed 
and implicitly recognize that th is activity 
has a social dimension. The same cannot 
be said for soccer - a popular sport 
amongst today's newcomers. 
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Another challenge for many immigrants is 
their interaction with the school system. 
Many come from countries in which 
teachers have a greater "parenting" rela
tionship with students. This and other cul
ture-based perception gaps lead to misun
derstandings. More teachers familiar with 
the cultures of the major recently-arrived 
groups would help, as would more oppor
tunities for parent-teacher interviews. 

Immigrants also want access to public 
space for their celebrations. A recent 
Toronto study of immigrant and minority 
claims on public space - particularly on 
streets for parades, marches, and proces
sions - found that of 165 recorded 
requests for parade permits in 1996, 155 
were from ethnic, racial, or religious 
organizations and groups. 

In spite of this strong desire to express 
collective citizenship and assert their pres
ence, many immigrants, especially v isible 
minorities, feel little sense of ownership of 
our community and are reluctant to par
ticipate at the political level. 

What does this mean for 
planning? 
Several of these problems do not seem to 
fit within the normal scope of urban plan
ning. Yet the problems are part of today's 
demanding urban environment. Spatial 
planning has a social dimension and is 
informed by ideas about what is accepted 
and acceptable. If our ideas about society 
are undergoing major shifts, planning 

must reflect these ideas. In other words, 
this new environment demands new 
strategic thinking and planning. 

We need to redefine urban planning to 
include social planning. We also need to 
recognize the importance of working col
laboratively and of finding multidiscipli
nary approaches to problems. Creating 
harmony in our communities may require 
us to broaden our view of municipal juris
diction. 

We also need to rethink our ideas about 
leadership. Our current model of leader
ship is transactional, focused on ensuring 
that organizational goals are met and the 
status qua is maintained. This kind of 
leadership can be effective in a stable 
environment, but can easily become a 
hindrance in a rapidly changing milieu. 
What is needed is transformational leader
ship, involving passion, creativity, vision , 
and the ability to create what does not yet 
exist. 

The challenge facing us is to manage the 
increasing diversity of our cities, to find a 
balance between the interests of long
established residents and recent arrivals, 
and to build that all-important sense of 
belonging and community. Achieving 
these goals may involve re-examining 
some of our fundamental assumptions 
about urban planning, about assimilation 
versus integration. It may also require 
changing the policies and rules that gov
ern urban life. The issues are important 
enough that they deserve our attention, 
patience, and investment. 

Our shared goal is to feel at home. 

Summary 
Immigrants make up about 20% of the 
population of the Region of Ottawa: _ 
Carleton. Despite many municipal 1nit1a
t ives designed to ensure that newcomers 
feel at home, many immigrants feel like 
outsiders. The Catholic Immigration 
Centre in Ottawa works with many immi
grants who express a need for better 
access to employment opportunities, 
housing, education, recreation faci lities, 
and spaces for public celebrations. In 
order to ensure that everyone feels at 
home in the city, planning must take own
ership of the problem and work towards 
establishing transformational leadership. 

Sommaire 
Les immigrants representent environ 20 % 
de la population de la region d'Ottawa
Carleton. Malgre de nombreuses initiatives 
municipales destinees a s'assurer que les 
nouveaux arrivants se sentent chez eux, de 
nombreux immigrants se sentent des 
etrangers. Le centre catholique d'immigra
tion a Ottawa reuvre aupres de nombreux 
immigrants desirant une aide pour un 
meilleur acces a l'emploi, au logement, a 
/'education, aux equipements recreatifs et 
aux edifices destines aux festivites publi
ques. Afin que chacun se sente chez soi 
dans la ville, les urbanistes doivent se saisir 
du probleme et diriger la mise en place des 
agents de changements. 
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