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As a guide to the choices and decisions facing professional planners, 
the CIP Code of Professional Conduct states that we have "a primary 
responsibility to define and serve the interests of the public." The 
challenge expressed by the code is unique to us as professional 
planners. In our professional lives we are supposed to have regard for 
communities, yet too often we appear more concerned with defining 
the delicate balance between private development interests and the 
broader public interest, with the former outweighing the latter. 

Within this ethical context, we should be 
planning with the community rather than 
focusing on individual interests. This 
would force us to adhere to the big pic
ture rather than just to the "four corners" 
of the particular property we are working 
on at a given time. 

Our problem is that we often appear to 
lack a professional moral agenda. We 
educate future planners to identify and 
analyze planning issues, decide upon a 
course of action, find a consensus, and 
then act. We lead complicated lives. Each 
of us at a particular point in his or her 
career is involved in either procedural or 
substantive issues of planning policy and 
development regulation . We concentrate 
on a variety of geographic settings. We 
focus on seemingly esoteric subjects such 
as the environment, economics, natural 
resources, housing and transportation. 
Our clients are the private, publ ic, institu
tional, non-governmental or community
based sectors. Our careers evolve and our 
views change, and we eventually become 
useful members of a community. To the 
outsider, we are seen as liberals in conser
vative clothing. 

Here is how the ethical dilemma has 
played out for Canadian planners over the 
last twenty years. The Canadian Charter 
of Rights and Freedoms has affected our 
professional conduct and practice. We 
continue to practice our craft, yet uncon
sciously we lose sight of the fact that 
every person has certain individual rights 
and freedoms. Since 1982, the Charter 
has protected individuals by giving them 
certain rights and guaranteeing them cer-
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tain freedoms against unreasonable, 
unfair and unjust deprivation. These fun
damental rights don't fit comfortably into 
the unevenly balanced world of public
private interests in which planners have to 
work. Individuals may eventual ly chal
lenge the planning actions of government 
within the Charter context , arguing that 
regulations, which are meant to promote 
the public interest, are unfairly penalizing 
their private interest. The Charter adds 
another dimension to the planner's 
dilemma of finding the ideal public-pri
vate balance. 

The Charter forces us to broaden our 
scope beyond the creation of planning 
policy that promotes public interest, the 
development of regulation to implement 
that policy, and the advising of clients 
who operate within that policy and regu
latory framework. We need to understand 
more clearly the meaning of individual 
rights and freedoms in a free and demo
cratic society. We need to pay greater 
attention to how the private-interest side 
of the equation fits. To paraphrase a for
mer U.S. Supreme Court just ice, if a 
policeman must know the Constitution, 
then why not a planner? 

The Charter raises the expectation that 
individuals are free and that government 
cannot interfere with the way in which 
people conduct themselves. It is this 
expectation, particularly with respect to 
property, that we as planners need to 
understand and reflect in the way we con
duct ourselves. All of us are expected to 
justify our actions and make fair decisions 
if they interfere with a person's rights or 

freedoms. A right is a relationship 
between t he individual who holds the 
right and the elected government and its 
planners. The distinction between free
dom and a right is that the state cannot 
interfere with freedom, but it may deprive 
one of rights if it is fair and just. Rights are 
not absolute and depend on the various 
relationships that will evolve and change. 

There is no overriding document that pro
tects the intent of planning goals, policies 
and decisions that may deprive individuals 
of certain property rights the way the 
Charter guarantees individual rights. Since 
every planning document must be fair 
and just to the individual, the onus is on 
us as planners to prove that the broader 
public interest is being served w henever 
an individual's rights are being limited. 

The "common good" case is the test for 
finding that balance of public and private 
interests at the political, social and admin
istrative levels before entertaining the 
judicial process where w inners and losers 
are created. Our dilemma is a confronta
tion with a changing public view of com
munity and a desire to understand the 
spatial context and objectives of what we 
are planning. That context is also tempo
ral , and bewildering political and eco
nomic forces drive it. 

Resolving our ethical di lemma need not 
be complicated. In our practice, every per
son has a right to a hearing, unbiased 
adjudicat ion, and a fair procedure. After 
hearing these views, our fi rst responsibility 
is to prevent the violation of human dig
nity and freedom by imposing disadvan
tage, stereotyping or prejudice. The real 
balance in planning practice must then be 
defined between the broader public inter
est and the rights and freedoms of indi
viduals. 

Professionally, we are expected to look at 
the big picture because we are t rying to 
sustain economic prosperity, human well
being and environmental protection 
within the community. We will continue 
to experience untested beliefs, internal 
struggles, contradictions and perhaps con
fusion. This is normal, and changing our 
mind is acceptable behaviour. Because we 
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should look at the big picture while giving 
individual rights and freedoms greater 
sanction, it is t ime for the members of the 
institute to reconsider our primary respon
sibility under the Code of Professional 
Conduct. 

I suggest that the planner's primary 
responsibility is "to advocate for the inter
ests of the public, the dignity and freedom 
of individuals and social harmony in com
munities." This is how we should have 
due regard for the community and the 
tapestry that weaves us together as 
human beings. Thus, we advocate the big 
picture in our professional practice. Then, 
by adhering to th is fundamental planning 
principle, we still respect human dignity, 
social harmony and economic freedom 
within our communities. 

In this new era of "smart growth," there 
are no more than six degrees of separa
tion between each of us in our communi
ties. How should we focus on the big pic
ture and yet respect the human dignity of 
individuals? This dilemma dissolves to the 
advantage of the public interest if we 
bel ieve that every other person is con
nected to us in many ways. 
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Summary 
For the past twenty years, Canadian plan
ners have been faced with the dilemma of 
planning for communit ies in the context 
of the Canadian Charter of Rights and 
Freedoms. Planners now realize that big
picture planning is vital if t hey are to use 
their tools to sustain economic prosperity 
and the benefits of environmental protec
t ion and community well-being. 

Sommaire 
Depuis vingt ans, Jes urbanistes canadiens 
ont du travail/er au sein des communautes 
dans le contexte de la Charle canadienne 
des droits et /ibertes. De nos jours, une vue 
d'ensemble est essentielle en urbanisme si 
nous voulons encourager la prosperite 
economique, tout en soutenant la protec
tion de /'environnement et le bien-etre 
communautaire. 
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