
Plan 

Urban Diversity 
Planning for Multicultural Cities 

by Meyer Burstein 
and Sylvie Grenier, MCIP 

THE IDEA OF A CONFERENCE on urban diversity took root when the Region of 
Ottawa-Carleton started its Regional Official Plan Review. While those of us in the 
Planning Department were discussing the new challenges to the region, we realized that 
we all had very similar backgrounds and that many of the new cultural ideas in our 
community were not represented We were planning the development strategy for Ottawa
Carleton to 2021. Did we understand who we were planning for? 

In 2000, the composition of the Planning 
Department is more diverse. There is no 
doubt that international migration is 
shaping the cities and regions of the new 
millennium. The dilemmas and opportuni
ties of difference, in all its cultural, social, 
and spatial manifestations, challenge our 
current ways of thinking about the plan
ning profession and our ideas of urban 
governance and politics. As urban 
planners, we have to be more attuned to 
cultural diversity and reposition planning 
according to this new understanding. 

Immigration to Canada is an urban phe
nomenon. M ore than three-quarters of 
the arriving immigrants are destined to 
live in our five most populous cit ies. It 
would seem natural, therefore, that cities 
would be at the centre of both policy 
discussions and academic research on 
immigration . But th is has not been the 
case. Immigration policy discussions have 
taken place chiefly at the federal level, 
except in Quebec, where the province 
has assumed the authority. Recently, 
other provinces, especially British 
Columbia, have begun to involve them
selves in immigration policy. The same 
cannot be said for cit ies, however. Their 
involvement has been sporadic, usually 
limited to matters of community and race 
relations, equity, and policing. 

The limited policy involvement of cities 
finds its parallel in Canadian academic 
research. The usual unit of analysis cho
sen is the receiving country or a particular 
immigrant group. This work is informa
tive, but it fails to provide a coherent 
picture of how immigration is experienced 
daily by most Canadians. Analysis at the 
country level misses the effects of con
centration and dilutes the impact of immi
gration. Group studies, on the other 
hand, tend to focus only on newcomers, 
and there have been few attempts at 
aggregation. 

The M etropolis Project brings together 
researchers and public policy practitioners 
in the fields of immigration and integra-

tion to explore shared experiences and 
approaches from many count ries. Urban 
Forum is a lecture series on urban issues 
organized by the Ottawa chapters of 
professional associations representing 
planners, architects, landscape architects, 
engineers, environmental scientists, and 
the Ottawa-Carleton Home Builders 
Association . The series is intended to offer 
opportunities for debate and dialogue 
involving everyone interested in urban 
development issues. 

The Metropolis Project was looking for a 
way to get closer to the people who plan 
and make decisions at the urban level. At 
the same time, Urban Forum was looking 
for a way to bring the issues of diversity 
and multiculturalism into its discussions. 
Together, the Urban Forum lecture series 
and the Metropolis Project approached 
the Department of Canadian Heritage for 
support in sponsoring a conference series 
aimed at urban planners and municipal 
officials. Conferences held in Montreal, 
Ottawa, Vancouver, and Toronto brought 
together municipal experts, officials from 
all levels of government, researchers from 
the academic sector, and practitioners 
from the NGO community. The final 
conference built on an event organized 
by York University. 

The resulting conversations produced 
suggestions for best practices and ideas 
for planners, policy makers, researchers, 
and other stakeholders. The intent now is 
to build on the conferences by establish
ing a network of interested and affected 
parties who will come together regularly 
to discuss issues related to multicultur
alism, and who will create a collaborative 
approach to common concerns. 

This issue of Plan Canada contains brief 
reports by some of the participants 
involved in the cross-Canada conference 
series. They provide a useful and 
informative context for the discussions 
that wi ll ensue. 
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