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WE ALL LIKE COMEBACK STORIES about 
aging athletes, forgotten matinee idols, even retired 
politicians. There is something inspiring about 
taking a second chance. 
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This seemed like a good theme for 
addressing a group of Canadian planners. 
I want to ask planners what happened to 
the Canadian city: Who did it in? What 
kind of work and thinking is necessary to 
bring it back to life? 

I raise these questions because for a good 
part of my life I have been involved with 
cities. In the seventies, I was head of an 
urban institute in Winnipeg, immersed in 
the community-development activism 
that helped neighbourhood groups fight 
city hall. During my public career, I ran for 
the Manitoba legislature on a platform 
that gave urban issues a voice, and as a 
member of Parliament was directly 
involved in the creation of the Core Area 
Initiative, a joint effort by three levels of 
government to renew Winnipeg's down
town core. 

But along the way I noticed that the 
city-or, perhaps more correctly, the full 
set of urban issues-were missing from 
the national agenda. I'm not saying that 
planning stopped, or that there haven't 
been extraordinary advances in the under
standing and application of urban plan
ning. It's just that neither the resources 
nor the political will were there to ensure 
that we got our urban regions right. 

Looking for clues 
I have a suspicion about who the culprits 
were in the highjacking of the urban 
agenda, at least from the perspective of a 
practitioner. First was the preoccupation 
for a good part of the eighties and 
nineties with the constitutional debate, 
centred on transference of large areas of 
federal government jurisdiction to the 
provinces and a strict adherence to juris
dictional correctness. The most obvious 
evidence has been the federal govern
ment's retreat from housing and the with
ering of the CMHC. 

Another party to the highjacking, carrying 
perhaps even greater guilt, was the rise of 
a prevailing mode of political orthodoxy 
that elevated the marketplace and deni
grated the notion of public goods. The 
downgrading of public, governmental 
activism in favour of private-based solu
tions has meant that the investment level 
has fallen and the financing of cities has 
become a major handicap. 

One major consequence of these two 
trends is that cities no longer figure in 
political discourse at the national level. A 
strange disconnection has occurred: The 
places where most Canadians live are no 
longer a factor in the political exchange. 
This has contributed in part to the increas
ing indifference or irrelevance of our 
national politics, because it doesn't 
engage real issues that affect people . 
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This situation is now being challenged. 
Active promotion by the Federation of 
Mayors and Municipalities, a recent 
Federal Task Force on Urban Issues report, 
and even a Toronto Dominion Bank study 
have sparked renewed national interest in 
our cities. The reality of the economic 
power of cities and the increasing realiza
tion that solutions to major national issues 
such as environment and health must be 
found in cities have prompted the begin
nings of a serious debate, especially 
around the question of urban financing. 

I agree with those who say that repeated 
cries for more money are not the way to 
proceed. In this school is Jeffrey Simpson 
of The Globe and Mail , who advocates 
paying attention to cities, but not through 
Ottawa. This stance reflects what I sus
pect is the general attitude of the govern
ment in Ottawa. Even though there is a 
prima facie case for much greater atten
tion to urban issues, it will not be able to 
command national attention until there is 
a different approach, a different vision 
and strategy, than simply calling for more 
money. 

We need a smart new urban strategy that 
gets around the old barriers and presents 
cities as standing at the forefront of what 
are perceived by the public to be top 
issues. 

Making the case for a national 
urban policy 
So what do you do with all the recent 
activity-the caucus task force, the 
Federation of Mayors and Municipalities, 
and even the report of the TD Bank? In 
the language of the mystery novel , I 
would say that they point to the right 
clues but are on the wrong trail. If cities 
are to be elevated to a national priority, 
beyond simple pleading for more money, 
then it is time for strategizing on how to 
present the case. How do we engage in 
that exercise? How do we get the federal 
government engaged, so that it comes to 
believe that it has a "dog in the fight," 
and through it actively engage provincial 
governments? 

First of all, the federal government has to 
leave behind its traditional obsession with 
infrastructure expenditures. What the 
infrastructure approach ignores is a signifi-
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Plan 
cant realignment in public financing that 
has shifted direct support to individuals 
through the family tax credit and moved 
employment services to the provinces, 
creating what I call "employment insur
ance" rather than " unemployment insur
ance." 

Market empowerment 
Expert analysis and research is beginning 
to show that this shift in public financing 
helps permit urban neighbourhoods, par
ticularly transitional and distressed neigh
bourhoods, to participate in the regional 
economy by slowly adding to their 
income base and employability. The more 
this capacity-building can be increased 
and enhanced, the more such communi
ties can begin to command services, retail 
activity and jobs. The old cry to get peo
ple back into the cities must be replaced 
by a new cry to get money and skills back 
into the cities. That is where the economic 
traction , and the ensuing investment and 
growth, will come from . 

Making better use of government pro
grams and directing federal resources to 
ensure income equity should be primary 
urban-development goals. There should 
be an urban dimension to the social audit 
arrangements ascribed under federal
provincial agreements. In particular, gov
ernment needs to examine how specific 
targeting of resources and income to indi
viduals in the urban region can become a 
continuing source of improved participa
tion in the urban economy. 

Personal security 
To strengthen the case for a social spend 
ing strategy, the issue of personal security 
needs to be fostered. It is a big national 
issue; recent polls show it to be a major 
public concern . The classic neo-conserva
tive approach is dominated by cries for 
more police and jails. Yet I believe there is 
evidence that the market-empowerment 
strategy is a better way of decreasing 
crime and reducing risk. This, too, is 
where attention on research and 
policy should be focused, making 
for a more compelling policy argu
ment than the standard finance
and-infrastructure approach. It can 
be an affirmation of what people are 
capable of when they 're given the 
right tools . 

Environment and smart 
growth 
Despite the present skirmish between 
the federal and provincial govern
ments over the issue of climate 
change, it is rewarding to see how 
many cities are simply getting on 
with the job of reducing emissions 
and coming up with workable 
solutions. In fact, the pres
ent impasse provides even .£ 
greater inducement to ;/ 
introduce measures to .,! 
implement the © 
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demands for better environmental secu
rity. Here, one must play directly to public 
concerns. Recent polls show that people 
are far more worried about global warm
ing than they are about Osama bin Laden. 

Chairing a task force on climate change 
last year for the province of Manitoba, I 
was impressed by the range of urban
based proposals that involved new tech
nologies, conservation efforts and market
emissions approaches. It is clearly possible 
that market credits and capital pools can 
be developed at the local level with the 
right government incentives. This is partic
ularly true when one looks at the notion 
of a national low-income housing credit 
scheme, financed by the federal govern
ment and allocated by the provinces in 
partnership with business and community 
groups. 

Indeed, one could go even further and 
see anchor institutions at the neighbour
hood level becoming part of the solution . 
We have only begun to explore how the 
power of the community can be mobilized 
as a force for economic development. 
Certainly, we could learn from the record 
of micro-development, which is becoming 
a fashionable international aid tool for 
stimulating self-help through market solu
tions. 

The international dimension 
All this takes me to yet another point 
about how to reinvent national urban pol
icy: the importance of looking at cities as 
a fundamental ingredient in our foreign 
policy and as an answer to the demands 
of globalization. This may sound a little 
obscure. We don't usually think of the 
international dimension of cities. But the 
city is now becoming one of the most sig-

nificant and powerful forces in 
the twenty-first century. A 
simple recitation of a few 
important facts tells the 
story: In the next fifty years, 
75 per cent of the world's 

population will live in cities; 
three-quarters of emissions 
come from cities; close to a 
billion urbanites lack water 
and services; the world's 
cities are increasingly the 
source of unrest, violence 

and conflict. Michael 
Cohen of the World 

Bank makes the 
point that, on the 
whole, globaliza
tion aids cities by 
increasing the 

range of economic 
opportunity. At the 
same time, however, 

the increasing 
inequality of the 

city presents an 
entirely new 
set of issues. 
As Cohen 

reports, economic distress in cities is 
accompanied by worsening crime, street 
violence, drug use, youth rebellion and a 
breakdown in community values. 

So, as we begin to encounter the dark 
side.of globalization, we see that cities are 
on the frontier, on the edge of the storm. 
The condition of cities, however, is not yet 
an international priority. There are few 
arenas where cities are discussed and 
international cooperation is planned. This 
is a classic case of perpetual lag, in which 
politics trail far behind reality. 

It is time we made the planning of cities 
an international initiative, comparable in 
scope to initiatives taken on land mines 
and air pollution . No one could argue that 
this urgent matter isn't within the realm of 
federal government competence and 
responsibility. 

The role of public policy 
As we contemplate how to aid and abet 
the resurgence of the city, one conclusion 
is paramount: We need good public policy 
based on broad debate. And to get good 
public policy, we need innovative solu
tions that don't simply sound the tradi
tional siren call for more money or chal
lenge present urban policy. We need a 
much stronger, more diverse set of part
ners-much stronger links between govern
ments that care, businesses that see the 
light, and community groups that have 
stopped fighting old battles. 

Most of all, we need clear thinking and 
leadership from urban theorists and prac
titioners. I have been enormously encour
aged by the range of thought and innova
tion that planners are now developing in 
response to urban issues. This effort must 
be translated into an effective national 
urban policy that will command political 
attention . In an age of increasing disillu
sionment with the public process, such an 
effort will show the great importance of 
good public policy. 
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