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From Plan to Reality: 
Planners as Champions of Revitalization and Implementation 
by Nancy C. Hackett, MCIP ACP and Neale Smith 

IN 2000, RED DEER CITY COUNCIL adopted two new 
redevelopment plans, one for an older, neglected neighbourhood and 
one for the downtown core. The city has now developed an 
implementation strategy that is to realize the plans' recommendations 
in the most effective and efficient method Partnerships such as those 
with the local health region have contributed to the advancement of the 
planning process and, through indicators and capacity-building 
initiatives, will continue to advance plan recommendations and 
neighbourhood revitalization. 

The sheer number of plans produced 
across Canada- plans for land use, policy, 
transportation, recreation, heritage preser
vation, housing, community development, 
municipal development, and so on - would 
most likely astound even those of us in the 
profession. Yet, the number of plans that 
are actually implemented is far lower. This 
should be of concern for many reasons. If 
there is no implementation of suggested 
courses of action, our cities are missing 
out. This is also an issue relating to the 
credibility of the planning profession, the 
value or practicality of planners' work, and 
the justification of planning expertise. 

For these reasons, it is important to 
discuss ideas for putting plans into action. 
The examples below are drawn from two 
redevelopment plans recently adopted in 
Red Deer, Alberta. 

Background 
With a population of 68,308, Red Deer is 
Alberta's fourth largest city. As such it is 
classed as a medium-sized city. The 
economy is strong, with major industries 
moving to the city, and with existing busi
nesses expanding. In the last three years, 
more than 600 hectares of land have been 
developed to accommodate residential 
growth, and eleven new neighbourhoods 
have been created. The year 2000 alone 
saw permits issued for $200.4 million 
worth of construction. Along with this 

growth has come a recognition that the 
city should not forget its more mature 
neighbourhoods and its downtown core. 

Work began in 1999 on two separate but 
similar plans. The first was a plan for the 
greater downtown area, including both 
residential neighbourhoods and the com
mercial core. The result is a 118-page 
document with over eighty recommen
dations. Some involve matters as straight
forward as improving landscaping around 
downtown parking lots or adding 
downtown heritage buildings to the his
torical inventory. Other recommendations, 
such as a new pedestrian promenade to 
open up the river front area for com
mercial-residential and convention-enter
tainment uses, require more work to 
move from concept to reality. Yet, all of 
these recommendations are equally 
important to our vision of a renewed, 
vibrant, pedestrian-oriented, mixed-use 
downtown. 

The second plan is for the redevelopment 
of an older neighbourhood near the 
downtown core. This area, formerly called 
North Red Deer or Lower Fairview, is one 
of the oldest in Red Deer. As part of the 
redevelopment plan, the neighbourhood 
selected a new name for itself: Riverside 
M eadows. The new name was just one of 
ninety-three recommendations made in 
the plan. Others call for the redevel-
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opment of vacant rail lands into park 
space and residential lots, the installation 
of historic markers to preserve local 
history, the re-routing of heavy-truck 
traffic away from the neighbourhood, and 
a $220,000 central park upgrade. 

The City of Red Deer is committed to 
implementing both plans. The plans were 
adopted last summer by city counci l-the 
Riverside Meadows Area Redevelopment 
Plan in June 2000 and the Greater 
Downtown Action Plan in August 2000. 

The goals of the Riverside Meadows and 
Greater Downtown Action Plan 
Implementation ,Strategy are: 

> To establish an organizational 
framework that includes both an 
internal and external focus; 

> To identify responsibilities in the imple
mentation of the two plans; 

> To identify t imelines and budget 
amounts for plan recommendations; 

> To identify stakeholders and how best 
to cooperate; and 

> To consider the return on public-dollar 
investment in the downtown/Riverside 
Meadows areas. 

The resulting strategy has four key com
ponents. The first is a community com
mittee structure to guide implementation 
priorities and policy, and fo involve key 
stakeholders in the implementation 
process. Another, internal city committee, 
will organize city resources and decision
making. 

The second component is a matrix that 
lists the ninety-three recommendations of 
the Riverside Meadows Area Redevelop
ment Plan and the eighty-plus recommen
dations of the Greater Downtown Action 
Plan. This matrix identifies a lead agency, 
timeline expectations, estimated operating 
and capital costs, potential partners and 
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resources. Its purpose is to assign each 
and every recommendation to an appro
priate group and to make it easy for the 
group to see the time expectations, the 
cost, and the relevant partners. By quickly 
looking at the two or three pages 
assigned to your department or agency, 
you can see the aspects of implemen
tation for which your group will be held 
accountable over the next ten years. For 
example, our planning office has four 
pages in the matrix of projects that range 
from two-week to two-year initiatives. 

The third component of the strategy is a 
listing of "early successes." An "early 
success" is a project deemed to be 
important as a first step toward other rec
ommendations or initiatives. It may also 
be a recommendation so visible and 
important that it needs to go ahead 
quickly in order to maintain overall 
momentum. An "early success" could also 
be a straightforward project that can be 
accomplished easily. Projects meeting one 
of these criteria are set to go ahead this 
year (2001) . An example is a study 
presently underway on traffic patterns, 
recommended street openings, and road 
changes in downtown Red Deer. It is 
required to direct further development in 
the core area, hence the need for this 
project to be completed early. 

The fourth component is a list of special 
projects or areas that require further 
study. These are the very large under
takings in which the City has to bring 
together substantial resources of time, 
money, and expertise in order to 
determine whether the recommendation 
is feasible. The proposed downtown 
promenade is a good example. 

Three factors that promote 
implementation 
Buy-in 
Many different people and organizations 
will have a part to play in carrying out a 
plan. Wide buy-in to the plan process and 
its recommendations is achieved through 
meaningful participation at all stages: the 
conceptualization of the plan , the choice 
of data-collection methods, the interpre
tation of information, and the formulation 
of conclusions. Those who have con
tributed to the process will be more 
willing to take the steps needed to follow 
through. 

Furthermore, it is important that partici
pating organizations take a broad view of 
their mandate, rather than remain within 
rigid policy silos. For instance, the 
approach endorsed by public health prac
titioners in the David Thompson Health 
Region (DTHR) acknowledges that many 
social , economic, cultural and environ
mental factors determine the health of 
individuals and communities, even in 
areas not traditionally seen as "health 
issues" (e.g., cleanliness, community 
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pride, communication) . Health organi
zations are some of the largest holders of 
resources, particularly in small and 
medium-sized communities; there are 
good reasons to place more of these 
resources under the direction and toward 
the priorities of the people. 

Indicators 
A second possible means of promoting 
plan implementation is the development 
of community-level indicators. These are 
measures developed in and by commu
nities that reflect what they see as success 
in community improvement. Indicators 
(both qualitative and quantitative) allow 
everyone working in a community to see 
whether their actions are bringing 
progress toward a desired state of affairs. 
Indicators that are meaningful to commu
nities can be a powerful catalyst for 
action. One of the biggest challenges in 
this area is finding ways that integrate 
measures generated by communities with 
measures historically valued by profes
sionals and bureaucracies. To advance 
knowledge in this area, the David 
Thompson Health Region is currently in 
the midst of research into the devel
opment and use of community-level indi
cators. (We thank the Alberta Heritage 
Foundation for Medical Research for their 
support of this work.) 

Capacity-building 
Finally, plan implementation can be fur
thered by appropriate attention to com
munity capacity-building. This involves 
activities that help communities to 
organize around and act upon key issues. 
Research literature and the experiences of 
the DTHR suggest seven areas, or 
domains, within which community 
capacity can be built: shared vision, sense 
of community, leadership, participation, 
communication, on-going learning, and 
knowledge/ skills/resources. These 
concepts were embedded in a community 
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survey that DTHR facilitated as part of the 
Riverside Meadows Area Redevelopment 
Plan process. Health organizations and 
other government agencies can work with 
communities to strengthen their assets in 
each of these seven areas. A more 
enabled community is one better placed 
to support plan implementation . 
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Riverside Meadows, Area 
Redevelopment Plan 

Courtesy of Parkland 
Community Planning Services 

North Red Deer 
Area Redevelopment Plan 

Map s 
Proposed Land Use 
Morch 2000 
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