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PIANNERS FOR NATIONAL CAPITAL CITIES face a common challenge: 
how to provide guidance that will help a major urban centre meet immediate needs such 
as transportation improvements, environmental and historic protection, and economic 
development, while at the same time offering all citizens the vision of a capital city that 
expresses the collective achievements and evolving aspirations of a nation. The National 
Capital Commission's recently released Plan for Canada's Capital: A Second Century of 
Vision, Planning and Development largely succeeds in meeting this challenge. 

Prepared as an update for the 
1988 Plan for Canada's Capital, 
the new plan celebrates the cen

tennial of the National Capital 
Commission and looks ahead 
twenty-five to fifty years. It artic
ulates a vision of the capital as 
the symbolic heart and political 
centre of Canada, identifies a 
range of development and con
servation issues in the Capital 
Core and its surrounding area, 
sets out planning policies, and 
suggests implementation mea
sures. The tone is set in a vision 
statement that imagines 
Canada's capital in the middle of 
the twenty-first century as a 

place of natural beauty and built 
symbolism. The heart of the plan 
is organized into three chapters: 
"Capital Settings," "Capital 
Destinations," and "Capital 
Links." Within this conceptual 
framework, the plan offers state
ments of broad goals, planning 

opportunities and policy guid
ance. 

Preserving heritage 
resources 

The plan admirably explains the 
significance that historic and cul
tural resources have for the 
image of the capital and, symbol
ically, for the country and its citi
zens. The opportunities and 
issues laid out in the Built and 
Landscape Heritage policies are 
particularly useful, since they 
clearly delineate a national policy 
for the protection, enhancement, 
and use of historic and archaeo
logical resources. There is also 
acknowledgment that coopera
tion among all levels of govern

ment, the community and the 
private sector is required to pre
serve the capital's built and land
scape heritage. As in all urban 
areas around the world, finding 
the appropriate balance between 
new development and the pro
tection and enhancement of 
resources is crucial. 

It is a welcome improvement that 
the planning and historic preser
vation professions have recently 
placing more importance on cul
tural landscapes (as opposed to 
landmark buildings). The plan 
highlights the value that heritage 
landscapes such as Gatineau Park 
and the Rideau Canal have for 
residents and visitors alike. These 
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resources reinforce not only cul
tural and national identity but 
also the connections and lessons 
of history, the image and legibil

ity of the capital city, and oppor
tunities for both active and pas
sive recreation . 

The policies recognize that the 
enhancement of significant land

scapes extends beyond protec
tion of the resources themselves 
to height controls and urban 
design guidelines within adjacent 
municipalities. Furthermore, the 
high-quality design of nearby 
buildings, as well as of 

streetscapes, signage, and all the 
connective urban fabric between 

destinations, reinforces the sym
bolic importance of these cultural 
landscapes. These policies are not 
only contained in the Built and 
Landscape Heritage policies but 
are reinforced and expanded 
upon throughout the "Capital 
Settings" and "Capital 
Destinations" chapters. 
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Gatineau park, Recreational trails. 
Credit: the Collection of NCC. Ottawa. 

Urban design and 
economic development 

The urban design element of the 
document supports its overall 
vision and stresses the special 
character of Ottawa's Core Area. 
The strongest aspect of the plan's 
urban design component is its 
commitment to the existing and 
highly successful Core. The plan 
places a strong emphasis on 
Confederation Boulevard, and 
correctly identifies it as an exam
ple of a successful marriage 

between streetscape, landscape, 
and programming. But while the 
plan laudably seeks to "retain 
and enhance the experience of 
the Capital and national land
marks," it essentially reinforces 
what already exists and does not 
offer a broad array of innovative 
or specific actions, just as plan
ning in Washington D.C. has typ

ically underscored the importance 
of continuity in the historic sym
bolism of the American capital. 

Moreover, the plan does not 

convey a strong sense of the 
impact of the capital 's federal 
establishment on the social and 
economic life of Ottawa's resi

dents. Apart from some general 
commitments to the "long-term 
vitality of the Capital Core Area," 
the plan focuses on the symbolic, 
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cultural, and administrative 
aspects of the Canadian capital, 
and only touches upon the rela
tionship between these federal 
needs and those of the city 's 

neighbourhoods and surrounding 
communities. By contrast, plan
ning in Washington D.C. has 
been characterized by the twin 
goals of enhancing Washington's 
physical beauty and improving 
social and economic conditions 

for local residents. 

~ncept Plan of Confederation Boulevard, 
Ceremonial Route. 
Credit: the Collection of NCC Ottawa. 

Protecting the 
environment 

Canada's National Capital Region 

benefits from extensive greenbelt 
areas, federal parklands, and 
numerous lakes and rivers. Unlike 
many other major urban centres, 
Ottawa has always recognized , 
valued and preserved these nat
ural resources. 

To a striking degree, the plan 
ranks ecosystem protection as a 
top priority, and places less 
emphasis on recreational uses. It 
clearly establishes policies of 

environmental protection , con
servation and management in 
the Natural Heritage Areas and 
the rural lands of the Capital 
Region. In addition to allowing 
natural processes to predominate 
to the greatest extent possible, 
plan policies call for cooperative 
arrangements with landowners, 
the private sector and other gov
ernment agencies, in order to 

secure inadequately protected 
areas through acquisition, zon
ing, and private stewardship. 
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Within the Capital Core Area, the 
plan 's principal environmental 
focus is on waterways - the 
Rideau Canal and the Gatineau 
and Ottawa Rivers. While recog
nizing that the waterways offer a 
valuable ecological resource and . 
that access to them is a key pub
lic policy objective, the plan 
again offers only modest propos
als for specific action. 
Nevertheless, there is a com
mendable recognition that the 
Core Area contains natural fea
tures that can and should express 

an environmental ethic that is 
distinctively Canadian . 

Transportation planning 

The Plan for Canada's Capital 
reflects the importance of ensur
ing that both visitors and com
muters can conveniently travel 
into and navigate around the 
nation's capital. It also recognizes 
the significance of the initial 
image received by those arriving 
in the capital, especially visitors 
arriving by plane at Ottawa 
Macdonald-Cartier International 

Airport, and travellers approach
ing the city along the many 
scenic parkways. 

While the government has been 
successful in limiting the amount 
of transit and commuter traffic 
on the parkway system, future 
growth and development may 
increase demand on these scenic 

entryways. Certain policies in the 
plan have been devised to mini
mize the impact of future growth 
on the transportation network. 
Government agencies will 
attempt to implement travel 
demand management strategies 
for employee trips. Moreover, 
they are considering the possibil

ity of new water links, and have 
already begun to look at ways to 
increase travel capacity without 

creating negative impacts on the 
environment. In order to help 
reduce the pressure to provide 
additional roadway capacity into 
the centre of the city, the plan
ners may want to consider 
improvements to the transit sys
tem that would encourage trav
ellers to leave their cars outside 
the heart of the capital. 
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While much of the Plan for 
Canada's Capital offers compre
hensive rather than specific guid
ance to federal, local, and 
regional decision-makers, it does 

clearly reiterate the core values 
on which the future development 
of the nation's capital should be 
based. The plan provides persua
sive evidence of the confidence 
and ability of the Canadian fed
eral establishment to build on its 
capital's impressive planning her
itage to meet the demands of the 

new century. 

Note: 
The National Capital Planning Commission, based 
in Washington D.C. , is currently updating the 
Comprehensive Plan for the National Capital, 
which it pu blishes jointly with the District of 
Columbia government. Analogous to the Plan for 
Canada's Capital, the Comprehensive Plan 
establishes goals and policies for future 
development, and helps to coordinate planning 
be~veen federal and local jurisdictions. 




