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f LOVE TALKING TO PLANNERS. 1 doubt there 
is anyone in the country who has taken greater 
pains to ·criticize planners, or done it with greater 
glee, but you never take offence. You see the 
criticism for what it is -a sign of shared belief in 
urban values- and always respond generously by 
continuing to include me in your discussions. 

As a denizen of Toronto City Hall, reg
ularly exposed to the worst political 
inanity, I have often sought refuge in the 
company of a planner-and found a con
versation confirming the existence of 
serious intellectual activity in the 
municipal quagmire. 

The seminars that took place during the 
conference certainly confirmed my sense 
of that, but I can't begin to summarize the 
content of discussions that ranged from 
the incidence of elk attack in Banff to the 
fascinating experiments in grassroots 
democracy in southern Brazil. What 
remains with me is more a collage of 
phrases-not solid matter necessarily, but 
nonetheless informative if you pay 
attention to words and the assumptions 
their use reveals. 

which meant destruction . Towers in the 
park(ing lot), streets in the air. 
Reurbanization is a word we now use to 
describe the necessary medicine for places 
that were never urbanized in the first 
place, and the New Urbanism remains 
wholly and entirely-in its conception and 
its execution-suburban. 

I haven't even got to the phrase I per
sonally consider most sinister: master 
planning. It surprises me to hear that still 
bandied about so freely; I had hoped to 
hear more about the "un-planning" trend 
mentioned in the program, which strikes 
me as a potentially welcome antidote to 
the uncritical acceptance of master 
planning and all it implies. But I did 
appreciate your emphasis on capital cities, 
which is only appropriate in Ottawa. If 
there is any realm that justifies the need 
for master planning, it is the capital. This 
is where we expect planning to be heroic 
and purposeful, where planners enjoy the 
most scope. It struck me especially to 
discover that the classic modernist 
"mistakes" of Brasilia-the rigid separation 
of uses, the residential superblocks, the 
huge empty spaces - remain valued 
cultural artifacts. This notorious planning 
failure inspires great pride in its citizens. 

The reality of day-to-day planning in the 
context of ordinary commercial towns and 
cities is obviously more limited litO 
more complex. The grand am fng1! 
but conviction often flags. 

heard more than once over the con
ference were "disorderly" and " inco
herent. " These I take to reflect a shared 
assumption among planners that urban 
space should be legible and rationally 
ordered , generally according to the 
historic European model. But what struck 
me is that I never heard the words 
"orderly " or " coherent." It's easier to 
describe what we don't like than it is to 
stand up and clearly identify the outcome 
we are striving to achieve. It may seem 
like a fine distinction, but it fits a pattern. 
Too often planners avoid the admittedly 
difficult task of working from conviction 
by receding into a process-oriented 
mediation role. The problem is made 
worse as planners struggle to achieve the 
perquisites of professionalism. Concern 
with credentials overwhelms concern with 
content. 

This is when the phrases empty out com
pletely. Sustainable development, still a 
favourite , has become a terribly shopworn 
catch-all for every sort of vague, inef
fectual do-gooderism. But the real comer, 
the one phrase on the lips of all planners 
today, is "smart growth." It is brand new, 
still attractive, but going Orwellian at 
record speed. 

I thought I knew what it meant-and I 
thought I was all for it-until the Ontario 
govemment adopted it wholeheartedly as 
a rn,ndate-defining slogan. And so a 
movemtnt inspired by the urgent need to 
contf'6f llrban sprawl now provides intel
le~(i>ver for a whole new generation 
of c -~ptying superhighways. This ,._ 
rese ~ real problenitoanyone wbQlll. 
dim to favour sma1JWwth. . 
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I was impressed by Mr. Frece from 
Maryland, especially by the practical, 
wide-ranging but integrated set of tools 
his state is using to achieve definable 
objectives. But my alarm returned when 
he told us that smart growth, Maryland
style, means 3.5 units per acre. And I 
almost fainted when I heard a senior 
official in charge of municipal policy in 
Ontario say that smart growth is "all 
about integrated decision making. " 

What do we believe in? What are we 
trying to achieve? We'll never change 
anything if we hide that basic confusion 
behind a collection of smart phrases and 
ship them off naked to the political 
fleshpots. 

I understand the difficulty. It is the basic 
problem Sir Peter Hall, whose absence 
from this conference we all regret, iden
tified when he famously described 
planners as " handmaids of industry." That 
problem complicates matters of con
viction, but it needn't obviate them. The 
best case histories highlighted at this con
ference demonstrate how much value 
planners can create for all concerned with 
skillful, purposeful market interventions. 
Doing that requires exceptional conviction 
of the sort that is too rarely seen. Equally 
it demands clearly stated goals and the 
confident use of the practical tools needed 
to achieve them. For planners to succeed 
in their appropriate role, which is to abet 
the city's struggle to be itself, they must 
be leaders. 

John Barber, the urban affairs columnist 

for The Globe and Mail, was our 

"rapporteur" for the conference. He had a 

mandate to visit as many sessions as he 

could and report his off-the-cuff impressions 

to the delegates at the end of the second 

day. 




