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CHALLENGES associated with urban sprawl and 
pressures of growth continue to mount across North 
America. Fuelling these challenges are outmoded 
land development standards that over-engineer and 
over-design community infrastructure, including 
roads, parking, parks and systems for stormwater 
and wastewater. The resulting systems are costly to 
build and maintain. 

It is estimated that it will take at least $45 
billion to replace and upgrade our existing 
infrastructure to meet current municipal 
standards.1 We are also spending an esti
mated $12 billion to $15 billion in infra
structure each year across the nation. 
Local consumers and developers feel the 
cumulative effect as development costs 
continue to increase. The standard devel
opment cost in the Lower Mainland of 
British Columbia has risen to nearly 
$20,000 per residential lot in some munic
ipalities, while the average house price has 
increased to over $350,000.2 

What are alternative 
development standards? 
Development standards are the rules and 
regulations that govern how land is devel
oped. Alternative development standards 
(ADS) strive to: 
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• Increase efficiencies by lowering public 
and private costs; 

• Advance more environmentally sensitive 
development; 

• Increase affordability; 

• Improve the overall quality of life in 
communities. 

Alternative development standards 
include engineering, planning, parks, and 
risk management standards. Their poten
tial, contrary to popular belief, extends 
well beyond road narrowing and high
density land use. 

How does ADS affect overall 
community design? 
Communities designed according to alter
native development standards tend to be 
more compact. They incorporate a variety 
of land uses, mix uses in single buildings, 
and integrate a range of housing types. 
These communities are friendly to pedes
trians, bicycles and transit. They tend to 
have a "greener" infrastructure in that 
they reduce stormwater runoff and 
energy use while increasing open space 
and ecological conservation. Recent 
trends such as "smart growth," "new 
urbanism," "growth management," and 
"sustainable development" normally 
employ a host of alternative development 
standards to achieve their objectives. 
Examples that stretch the boundaries of 
traditional community development in 
British Columbia include Southeast False 
Creek in Vancouver, Simon Fraser 
University's new community on Burnaby 
Mountain, and East Clayton in Surrey. 
Smaller neighbourhood projects, such as 
Clover Valley Station in Surrey, as well as 
Selkirk and Harris Green in Victoria, incor
porate alternative development standards 
on a smaller scale. 

Survey results 
Between the fall of 2000 and the summer 
of 2001, I conducted an extensive survey 
of twelve B.C. municipalities. Departments 
of planning, engineering, parks and risk 
management were each asked over one 
hundred questions about the ADS tools 
they used, the frequency with which they 
used them, the barriers they encountered 

and the solutions they devised. The sur
vey results revealed a vast array of current 
and potential uses for ADS tools. 

The most commonly encountered tools 
are outlined in Chart 1. At first glance 
these policies and regulations appear to 
be no more than good planning practice. 
The true value of fDS comes when these 
tools are combined to obtain more effi
cient, higher quality developments. 

The survey also revealed how greatly the 
standards for roads, subdivisions and open 
spaces vary from one municipality to 
another. In some cases the variations 
between standards appear justified based 
on functional requirements. In other cases 
there appears to be no real justification for 
these variations, as the circumstances 
seem to be the same. A summary of this 
range can be found in Chart 2. Ultimately, 
the higher requirements affect develop
ment costs and get passed on to the con
sumer. 

Barriers to ADS 
The barriers to alternative development 
standards are significant. Defining the 
barriers and who is to blame for them is 
perhaps the first step toward developing 
solutions. Opinion varies from municipal
ity to municipality, but three themes 
emerge from the survey: 

• Emergency access and liability are the 
most important barriers facing engineer
ing and risk management departments. 

• Developer resistance is the most 
important barrier facing the planning 
and parks departments, with consumer 
resistance in second place for planning. 

• Engineering standards and planning 
policy are generally low on the list of 
barriers, although parks departments 
rank eng1neering in second place. 

Obviously, public safety and the associ
ated liability are critical in convincing 
municipalities to adopt new development 
standards. Projects must test new stan
dards so the associated standard can be 
adopted with confidence. At the same 
time, developer support and consumer 
demand are crucial to driving change. 
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Chart 1 - Common ADS Tools 

;~ ~ < 
,:, .... 

t,O < ~ ~->, 
.,. ~o .:,,""' ,.,. 1-."' 0o 

.,..,0 o''c., ~ ~ '-ov,ff ~ 
OCP Policies that Encourage ADS c,•l' ~ ~,,:;,. .;:,<o ~_,,<:· ~., ~""' c.,00::. ~o~ 
1. Cluster Housinl?: . . . . . . . . . . . 
2. Develooment Permit Areas . . . . . . . . . . . . 
3. Densification Policv Statements . . . . . . . . . . 
4. Alternative Transoortation Policies . . . . . . . . . . . 
5. Greenwav Policies . . . . . . . . . . 
I h r nm nor+ r,n.., n • n..,n . . . . . . . . . 
7. Comolete Communities . . . . . . . . . 
IR ., D - . . . . . . . 
9. Environmentallv Sensitive Areas . . . . . . . . . . 
10. Mixed Use . . . . . . . . . . . . 
11 . Waste Mana.,ement . . . . . 
12. lmoroved Efficiencv and Mobilitv . . . . . . . . . . 
13. Storm Water Mana.,ement . . . . . . . . 
14. Innovative Zanin{'" . . . . . . . . 
15. Green Business/Industrial Ecolo"" . . . . . 
16. Ener"" Reduction Policies . . . . . . 
17. Tree Retention . . . . . . . 

• Note: UBC does not have a zoning bylaw. 
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Incentives to change 
Although there is compelling evidence of 
increased efficiencies with ADS, the feed
back from municipalities indicates few 
physical, process-oriented or financial 
incentives to use ADS. Part of the reason 
is that any change to the status qua 
appears risky from the liability, operations 
and consumer perspectives . 

Most municipal departments agree that 
case studies of successful projects and the 
education of developers and staff are the 
most important approaches to including 
ADS in mainstream decision-making. 

New light on ADS 
The survey produces a number of conclu
sions that will inform the uses of and 
approaches to alternative development 
standards. 

• Alternative development standards 
involve more than reduced road 
widths and lot sizes. They encompass 
a broad range of tools, from general 
planning policy to engineering stan
dards. Each contributes to the whole 
even though it may be applicable only 
to specific situations. When used 
together, however, they offer great 
potential benefits. 

• Standards are flexible and vary widely. 
Ironically, finding a "golden" standard is 
difficult, as development standards vary 
from situation to situation and from 
municipality to municipality. Although 
some variations in development stan
dards are the result of land use and spa
tial requirements (road classifications, 
for example), others appear inconsistent 
even when applied to similar situations. 
For the sake of increasing efficiencies 
and decreasing confusion for both 
development applicants and public offi 
cials, common standards that provide 
some consistency among municipalities 
should be explored. 

• Barriers vary with departments. There 
· are obvious differences in opinion across 
municipalities as to who and what rep
resent the major barriers to alternative 
development standards. What is clear is 
that engineering and risk management 
departments believe safety and liability 
to be the greatest obstacles to ADS, 
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Chart 2 - Variation in Standards 

Road Standards 
(Right-of-way in metres) 

Arterial roads: 20 m -30 m 

Collector roads: 19 m - 25 m 

Local roads: 15 m -20 m 

Emergency access: 4 m -15 m 

Strata title roads: None: based on services/emergency access 
(minimum pavement width 3.5 m - 6.0 m) 

Single Family Residential Lot Standards 

Frontage: 9 m - 15 m (6 m for street townhouses) 

Coverage: 40% - 60% (commercial up to 90%) 

Front yard setbacks 3.0 m-7.5 m 

Rear yard setbacks 7.5 m-10.0 m 

Parks Standards 
(General requirement: 1.5 - 8 ha/1000 population) 

Percentage open space dedication 

Standard: 5% - 30% (rural and suburban municipalities) 

Rezoning: 5% - 15% (both suburban municipalities 

while planning and parks departments 
feel that developers, consumers and 
engineering standards are the main cul
prits. 

• Case studies and education are key 
components of comprehensive solu
tions. Proven case studies and value to 
the community seem crucial to making 
alternative development standards a 
part of mainstream decision-making. 
Education and incentives for consumers, 
developers and staff will replace fears of 
change with a common appreciation of 
potential benefits. 

A comprehensive approach to alternative 
development standards and their interre
lationships will bring to light further bene
fits that outweigh less attractive tradi
tional development options. Leadership 
by regional governments like the Greater 
Vancouver Regional District could help 
coordinate efforts across municipalities 
and result in greater efficiencies in opera
tions, maintenance and intermunicipal 
cooperation. 
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