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Reviewed by Don Alexander 

The Royal Commission on the Future 
of the Toronto Waterfront has pro

duced yet another high quality docu
ment. This one was written by former 
commission executive director, Ronald 
Doering, assisted by a leading official of 
Cadillac Fairview (a major development 
firm), a programme director from Pollu
tion Probe, a distinguished planner who 
has written on sustainability issues, and 
a lawyer. The views of the report are 
stated to be the opinions of the authors 
and not of the royal commission. 

Planning for Sustainability begins by re
iterating a point made by . the Brundt-
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land Commission and the National Task 
Force for Environment and Economy 
that environment and economy ,need to 
be integrated, and suggests that environ
mental and land use planning would be 
a good place to start. The authors cite the 
previous commission document Water
shed's grim synopsis of the current envi
ronmental decay confronting the Great
er Toronto Area (GTA), offer estimates 
on how much rural land will likely be 
devoured in the next three decades, and 
pose the rhetorical question: "Does any
one think that, at this time, we have the 
comprehensive, integrated systems of 
decision making to ensure that these 
lands are developed in an environmen
tally sustainable way?" 

Their verdict: "the present system of 
land use planning and environmental 
management doesn't offer even minimal 
environmental protection." Thus, in 
1992, we remain essentially where we 
were with the 1946 Planning Act: without 
a comprehensive provincial strategy for 
land use or policies to establish a frame
work for local and regional planning. 
Similarly, a lack of integration character
izes a recent panoply of initiatives by 
various ministries aimed at improving 
overall planning and management for 
environmental quality. For the most 
part, the public has been excluded from 
any role in these deliberations. 

Thus, what we have in Ontario is not 
really planning, but development re
view: "growth distribution and form in 
Ontario are more influenced by individ
ual development proposals ... than by 
local and regional official plans." The 
authors also note that planners lack 
training in an ecosystem approach, and 
criticize the much favoured "islands of 
green" orientation which results in a 
kind of "ecological apartheid," where 
certain areas are declared off limits, 
while the rest of the landscape is allowed 
to go. 

If the Greater Toronto region is to be 
sustained, the authors see it as impera
tive that proper and accurate prediction 
of environmental impacts be made as 
soon as possible;. that land use change be 
distributed in such a way as to minimize 
negative effects and improve ecosystem 
health; and that unsustainable develop
ments be disallowed or at least publicly 
debated. 

The authors unequivocally endorse 
the ecosystem approach, as well as "the 
importance of considering the needs of 
both present and future generations of 
human society," and provide a list of ten 
principles for incorporating environ
mental considerations into land use 
planning. These are admirably fleshed 
out by Suzanne Barrett and Kate Davies 
in an appended paper on a model plan
ning process. 

A major section of the report is their 
recommendations for long- and short
term reforms. Their major long-term 
thrust is that a comprehensive policy 
framework be established that mandates 
certain standards for official plans, and 
,that official plans become the guidance 
documents ("greenprints") they were in
tended to be, and not the empty state
ments they've proven to be in practice. 

They also propose a "Provincial Inqui
ry into Land Use and the Protection of 
the Environment," for which they offer 
draft terms of reference which are laud
able in their thoroughness and breadth. 

On the whole, Planning for Sustainabil
ity is a praise-worthy document, full of 
much wisdom. However, there are cer
tain issues which the authors neglect to 
address. These boil down to essentially 
four points. The authors don't look at 
things in sufficiently systemic terms; 
they fail to examine the relevance of ex
isting power relationships and how they 
would have to be changed to accommo
date reform; they don' t fully sort out the 
oxymoronic implications of "sustainable 
development", and they don't go far 
enough in their concerns for democracy. 

Our planning system is in the business 
of "sick care," rather than prevention. It 
is our society's institutions and attitudes 
which are making the land sick, and no 
amount of patching and cobbling will 
help us get to the root. Without funda
mental systemic changes to our econom
ic and political systems, as well as our 
associated system of values, planners 
are, as Marco Cenzatti termed it 
"doomed to chase after a chaos which is 
always one step ahead." 

The question of power relationships 
encompasses three issues: the potential 
for vested economic interests to resist re
forms, the need to transform the way we 
look at property rights, and the matter of 
adequate resources. Since the report is 
essentially calling for environmental as
sessment of all major projects and for 
certain areas to be declared off limits, 
what is to prevent developers from go
ing ~lsewhere where there are fewer re
strictions? Developers have already said 
publicly that they may soon have no 
place left to develop and that, given their 
problems with the exjsting planning sys
tem, they might be better off quitting the 
province. 

Although development rights do not 
technically exist in Canada, property 
owners are accustomed to thinking and 
acting as if they do. To change from a 
system of "development review" to a 
system of actual planning where, public 
action pre-empts private action, would 
strongly challenge de facto property 
rights, would require a radical shift in 
public opinion, and could exacerbate the 
capital flight already alluded to. 

43 



As is so evident in the case of pre
serving foodlands, land use planning 
cannot be conducted apqrt from either 
environmental or economic planning. 
Unless we make it economically viable 
for people to produce things in an eco
logically sustainable way, we accom
plish little. There is brave talk by the 
provincial government about creating 
a "sustainable economy", but they con
tinue to try to prop up the corporate 
sector while doing little to foster com
munity-based alternatives. 

The report also calls for the province 
to extend significantly greater resourc
es to local and regional municipalities 
to carry all these reforms into effect. 
Where will the resources come from? 
Capitalism is fundamentally based on 
externalizing costs: the taxes paid by 
corporations do not fully compensate. 
Moreover, firms can and do leave to go 
where the pickings are better. There
fore, there tends to develop a growing 
gap between the resources needed to 
repair ecological, social, and infrastruc
tural damage, and the resources avail
able to do the job. Thus, planners be
come even more impotent. 

On the subject of "sustainable devel
opment," the authors wisely eschew 
the term, but they accept the premise 
that growth is inevitable. While the re
port advocates that the impacts of spe
cific developments be drastically re
duced, it fails to address how the aggre
gate effect of new growth will prove any 
less destructive. We have already ex
ceeded the ecosystem's carrying capaci
ty and any additional growth can only 

make the situation worse. For instance, 
it is virtually impossible to maintain 
watershed health once development 
blankets more than 25 percent of a wa
tershed catchment area, yet we have 
already exceeded that in all water
sheds that flow through Metropolitan 
Toronto. 

The fact remains: unless humanity 
recognizes that there are "limits to 
growth" and institutes cultural and 
psychological controls on its activities, 
and in the process removes all growth 
addicted institutions and elites from 
their present position of hegemony, 
we are basically dead in the water. But 
this is an issue that few of us seem will
ing to address. 

Finally, though both the report and 
the appendix make reference to the 
need for participation and for commu
nities to set their own planning goals, 
one still gets the sense that the process 
contemplated would be expert-driven. 
The authors themselves say, "It is fre
quently perceived that the public is 
more aware of environmental values 
and sensitivities than their elected rep
resentatives and their staffs." Until cit
izens are given real power over the in
stitutions which affect their lives - eco
nomic and political - real progress to
wards sustainability will be limited, 
and possibly even non-existent. 0 
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