
I I 

POLITICS AND PLANNING: 
TEN LESSONS FROM AN 

OLD CAMPAIGNER 
by Art Cowie 

Summary 
Art Cowie is a rare breed of planner who has wrestled with planning issues as both a politician and a professional planner. In this article, 

he shares lessons about the profession that he learned during his 35-year career encompassing both roles. 

Sommaire 
Art Cowie compte parmi les rares urbanistes qui ont aborde le domaine a la fois du point de vue de l'elu et de celui de l'urbaniste 

professionnel. Dons cet article, ii expose ce qu'i/ a appris au sujet de la profession en ses 35 ans de carriere pendant lesquelles 
ii a porte Jes deux habits. 
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I started my planning and political careers 
immediately following graduation from 

the University of British Columbia 
School of Planning in 1968, and the two 
have run parallel ever since. My 35 years 
of mixing planning and politics have 
been exciting, challenging and fulfilli ng, 
leading me to a better understanding of 
how these two "decision arts" play an 
intertwined and inexorable role in 
making our communities better places 
in which to live. The following observations 
summarize some of what I have learned 
over the course of both careers. 

Lesson 1: To Achieve Planning 
Visions, It Is Essential to Have 
Political Leadership and 
Politicians Who Can Work 
Together in Spite of Political 
Differences 
The 1970s in Vancouver illustrate t he 
importance of having a political team 
that provides leadership and works 
together to advance its vision.Art Phillips, 
the new mayor, had a team of dedicated 
politicians such as Walter Hardwick, the 
visionary of the group; Fritz Bowers, 
who later became city manager; Mike 
Harcourt, who went on to become 



premier of British Columbia; and many 
others.As chair of the park board, I was 
part of Art Phillips' decision-making group. 

The party that Art Phillips led-the 
Election Action Movement (TEAM)
had a large community base that 
supported change. It took measures to 
communicate with its supporters, such 
as publishing the party's goals and 
objectives, which served as a guide for 
making decisions at Council. TEAM's 
community vision included a pedestrian
oriented downtown, redevelopment of 
False Creek and the Burrard Waterfront 
from Stanley Park to Main Street, and 
more than two dozen government
supported housing projects. This was a 
time that saw the creation of many new 
city parks, swimming pools, ice rinks, 
community centres and dozens of tennis 
courts. It was also a progressive period 
for Vancouver characterized by excellent 
cooperation with the federal government 
fo r funding. TEAM's vision still forms a 
basis for the planning ofVancouver to 
th is day. 

Lesson 2: The Vision of Staff 
Must Support and Enhance That 
of Politicians 
To implement the new planning vision 
after TEAM came into power, it was 
essential to make changes to the senior 
administration at city hall. The city 
administrator and director of planning 
were retired immediately after the 
election, setting a tone for new thinking 
for all staff.At the park board, we did a 
management study that led to major 
administrative changes. However, the 
park superintendent held on to his job 
by adjusting to the new directions. 
With some effort on both our parts, 
the superintendent and I learned to 
work together. 

Lesson 3: Building a Coalition of 
Support with Community Leaders 
Can Be Critical to Success 
Bob Collier, the former administrator 
of the District of Delta, a suburban 
municipality 20 kilometres south of 
Vancouver, hired me as consultant/director 
of planning in 1984. My role was to 
prepare the Delta Official Community 
Plan (OCP) and reorganize the planning 
department, which had been dysfunctional 
for more than I O years. Mr. Collier knew 
that he needed a planner with political 

experience who could involve community 
leaders and weave his way through 
numerous land mines on the way to 
having the plan adopted. In preparing 
some 35 official plans of various types 
throughout the province, I had learned 
that it was absolutely necessary for 
community leaders, the development 
industry and their professionals, and 
politicians to work cooperatively to 
shape the vision and detail how it would 
be implemented. 

I was fortunate in that I had an excellent 
mayor, a dedicated council, and a helpful 
administrator with whom to work to 
support communication and dialogue 
with the community leadership. The 
result was a successfully adopted OCP 
for Delta, which subsequently won a 
national award for excellence. Still, the 
times were simpler then. The 1980s 
were characterized by broad support 
for official community planning.Although 
NIMBY (not in my back yard) was not 
yet a force to be reckoned with in the 
Greater Vancouver area, it was obvious 
that times were changing. To succeed, 
one needed to include the public and 
interest groups more fundamentally in 
the process. 

Lesson 4: Planners Must Find 
Ways to Meet the Needs of 
Politicians 
During the Delta OCP process, the 
Mayor's rules were simple: he wanted a 
majority vote of at least five to two to 
ensure his support on any planning issue. 
I was able to deliver this 90 percent of 
the time by having each issue sponsored 
by a community leader or group. It also 
helped to have the Chair of the Planning 
Commission on our side. 

Lesson 5: Take Risks and "Make 
No Little Plans ... " 
Daniel Hudson Burnham's' exhortation 
to planners to create big, bold visions is 
a philosophy that I have often embraced; 
but it does have its risks and downsides. 
In 1987, I supported the exploration by 
the McLaughlin Group of Toronto for a 
new port and city to be built in Burn's 
Bog, primarily undeveloped land close to 
the main branch of the Fraser River. This 
bold visionary idea immediately captured 
the attention of Delta's Chamber of 
Commerce as a means of improving the 
community's economic base. The port 

alone was afforded a fairly good reception, 
but the vision did not stop there. The 
company also unveiled plans for a new 
town of I 00,000 people, a sort of Venice 
of Vancouver encompassing most of the 
bog. Had this development proposal 
been advanced a decade earlier, it would 
have captured public imagination and 
crucial political support. What actually 
happened is a cautionary tale for both 
planners and politicians. 

As Delta's director of planning, I felt 
that the concept should be explored, 
and I hosted several professional 
gatherings to collect feedback before 
going to the public. The concept was 
generally well received by planning 
professionals, but nothing of this scale 
had ever before been envisioned in 
British Columbia. The timing could not 
have been worse. A conservation group 
called the "Save Burns Bog Society" was 
established in opposition. Under pressure 
from the society, the newly elected 
Delta Council folded. In reality, if the 
planning process had been allowed to 
proceed, I am confident that a compromise 
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would have been possible where the 
best part of the bog would have been 
artificially maintained through control 
of water levels and some exciting 
development would have been allowed. 
Instead, the bog will gradually be used 
for cranberry farming, a regional road 
network and more industrial development. 
Maybe the best part of the bog will 
someday be purchased by the provincial 
government as a park. 
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What did I learn from this experience? I 
learned that it is far better to have a lot 
of small visions rather than one big one 
or to attach a small one unto someone 
else's already accepted larger idea. 

Lesson 6: Keep the Big Picture 
and NIMBY in Mind when 
Designing Plan-Making 
Processes 
The Delta OCP taught me a major 
lesson-do not be too detailed. After 
the OCP was adopted, I took our team 
to the next step and prepared more 
detailed area plans, which are very 
popular today. These plans are often 
called "neighbourhood plans". They try 
to lay out a I 0-year vision, show building 
locations, and detail architectural styles 
and even landscape treatment. By the 
time these plans are adopted with the 
approval of the many special interest 
groups, any exciting ideas are usually 
deleted for conformity's sake; or time 
passes them by, and they become a 
deterrent to developers and individual 
property owners who need to do 
something different to meet market 
demand. It is best, in my opinion, if there 
is an historical or special precedent to 
be set, to keep area planning at the 
goals-and-objectives level, while including 
some design guidelines. 

Lesson 7: Enlist the Professional 
Design Community or Risk 
Embarrassment for Badly Done 
Urban Design 
I learned early in my planning career that 
voters give credit to local politicians and 
planners for well-designed buildings that 
are built in the community. Let an ugly 
building get through the system, however, 
and you are never forgiven. To avoid 
situations like this, when I am acting as 
a planning consultant to a community, 
I encourage the establishment of a 
design panel comprising the community's 
brightest designers. 

Lesson 8: Recognize That Yc>U 
Are Most Effect~ve I/You Have 
Experience of Many Organizations 
and Do Not Become "Part of the 
Problem" by Staying Too Long 
I left Delta after four years. I had achieved 
what I was hired to do. I had reduced the 
planning department from 18 to 12 staff, 
and the department was doing twice the 
work that was being done before. It 
was best to move on. I believe that as 
an effective planner you are an agent 
of change, and this extends to the 
organization itself. Experience of other 
organizations, perhaps even other 
jurisdictions, provides you with insights 
and a wealth of experience that can be 
applied to the problems that stand in 
the way of every organization reaching 
its potential. 

Lesson 9: Embrace Change 
and Take Charge of the 
Planning Process 
I like to think of my work as planning 
the future. Note that I did not say 
planning for the future. There is a big 
difference between the two. Planning for 
the future implies that the future is 
something that is going to happen to 
you (and your community), and that what 
you have to do is position yourself in 
the best way in which to cope with it. 
Circle the wagons, as it were. 

On the other hand, planning the future 
implies that you are in control, that you 
have a preferred future state of mind, 
and that you are going to act positively 
to bring it about. If your preferred 
future is to keep things exactly as they 
are (most zoning by-laws reflect that), 
or to go back to where things were I 0 
or more years ago, then you are not 
planning the future; you are indulging in 
delusion, which is worse than circling 
the wagons. No, planning the future 
means embracing the inevitability of 
change and developing skills of working 

creatively and proactively with the othe 
players. They also have images of the 
future and are working to contribute t 
making it happen. 

Lesson 10: Be Flexible in Your 
Style but Always Keep in Mind 
the Role You Are Playing 
In the 1970s, I was consultant to the 
mayor of the City of White Rock. Whe 
I first met him he said, "Art, I am the 
mayor and you are the planner. I want 
your professional opinion whether I lik 
it or not, and then Council will make 
the decision. I don't want planners 
second guessing me. That gets both of 
us in trouble." If I can pass on any 
recommendations to young planners, 
this is the most important lesson to 
learn when working with elected officials 

Conclusion 
There is a fine line between the roles 
politicians and planners. Many politician 
step over the line and try to be plannen 
at their own peril.As a first-time council! 
in Vancouver, I fell into that trap a coup 
of times. I was bashed back into place 
by my fellow councillors who did not 
like me playing at being planner. Likewi 
how many planners do you know who 
are constantly second guessing mayors 
and councils? The roles have to be 
separated, yet it is the interplay betw 
the two that makes the local planning 
scene so fascinating and keeps me 
coming back for more. • 

Art Cowie is a planner who has served in the 
political realm at both the local (Vancouver) /ev 
and at the provincial government /eve/ as a 
member of the British Columbia Legislature. 
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