
I 
; ,, 
~ 

' 

Plan 

A Century of Urban Planning 
and Building in Canada's 

by 
Fran~ois Lapointe 
Director of Planning, 
National Capital Commission 

and 
Pierre Dube 
Chief of Urban Planning, 
National Capital Commission 

f N J 999, the National Capital Commission (NCC) 
celebrated one hundred years of urban planning, 
construction and public programming in Canada's Capital 
Region. 1 To mark the significance of this unique milestone, 
the NCC sponsored the publication of three documents on 
the capital, its history, its evolution under the commission 
and predecessor organizations, and its position on the edge 
of a new century and a new millennium. 2 
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The metropolitan region of 
Ottawa-Hull is generally 
acknowledged as a success, both 
as a human settlement and as a 
capital. Looking back over the 
last one hundred years, during 
which Canada's Capital Region 
evolved from an industrial settle
ment into a world class capital, 
we can identify four factors that 
are largely responsible for this 
success: vision, political leader
ship, long-range planning, and 
capacity for evolution. 

Vision 
One of the cornerstones of con

temporary urbanism is common 
vision - the ability and capacity 
of citizens of different genera
tions to achieve consensus on 
broad orientations for the future 
development of villages, towns, 
and regions. 

The story of Canada's Capital 
Region is primarily one of vision . 
The odds against this nineteenth 
century backwater settlement 
achieving world-class capital sta
tus were formidable. Yet, 
because of the visionary charac
ter of its first planners - politi

cians, professionals, business 
people, and residents - the capi
tal was able to develop and 
evolve as a symbol of Canada, 

reflecting both its char

acter and the spirit of 
its people. 

The vision for the capital relies 
on: 
• the natural environment as the 

structuring element; 
• a sense of place resulting from 

an organic, rather than a mon
umental, approach; 

• the diversity that characterizes 
its social, physical and institu
tional make-up. 

In as much as this vision has 
strongly influenced, over the 
years, the physical evolution of 
the capital, it has also helped 
build a strong bond between 
Canadians and their capital 
through the city's symbolic char
acter and its status as a visitor 
destination. 

Today the capital is widely 
regarded not only as a meeting 

place for Canadians, but as a tool 
for teaching Canadians about 
Canada, and as a place where 
the nation's cultural heritage, 
along with the capital's physical 
assets and natural resources, are 
safeguarded for future genera
tions. 

Political leadership 

Many former Canadian prime 
ministers - Laurier, Borden, 
Mackenzie King, St. Laurent, 
Diefenbaker, Pearson, Trudeau, 
and Mulroney - provided crucial 
leadership in the promotion and 
implementation of the vision for 
Canada's Capital Region. 

In 1899, Sir Wilfrid Laurier estab

lished the base for this leadership 
by creating the Ottawa 
Improvement Commission, which 
spearheaded the initial planning 
and physical improvement of the 
capital. 

Prime Minister Mackenzie King, 
for his part, played a critical role 
in broadening the geographical 
scope of the capital to include 
the larger region on both the 
Quebec and Ontario sides of the 
Ottawa River. He also wielded 

great influence in the marshalling 
of the intellectual, financial, and 
material resources that helped 
turn the vision of the capital into 
reality. 
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The role of political leadership in 
the evolution of the capital con
tinues to this day, as exemplified 
by the interest shown by Prime 
Minister Jean Chretien in the 
long-term development of the 
capital's Core Area. 

Long-range planning 

From a professional perspective, 
the planning of Canada's Capital 
Region stands as a " best prac
tice" case illustrating the virtues 
and pitfalls of the long-range 
perspective in the planning and 
development of human settle
ments. 

The continuity and consistency 
provided by planning over many 
generations made possible the 
creation of such landmarks as the 
Gatineau Park, the Greenbelt, 
the Parkway and Recreational 
Pathway networks and, more 
recently, Confederation 
Boulevard. 

The 1999 "Plan for Canada's 
Capital" 3 builds on this tradition 
of long-range planning, reflect
ing the legacy of previous plans 
for the capital, such as Frederick 
Todd's 1903 plan, Edward G. 
Bennett's 1915 plan, Jacques 
Greber's 1950 plan, and the 
NCC's 1988 "Federal Land Use 
Plan." 

On the other hand, the results of 
a lack of integrated regional 
transportation planning in the 
Capital Region (i.e., the inter
minable quagmire between 
Quebec and Ontario over the 
location of cross-river bridges) 
illustrate the crucial role played 
by long-range planning. 

Capacity for evolution 

The ability to balance vision with 
existing conditions is a hallmark 
of successful long-range plan
ning. 

The planning and building of 
Canada's Capital Region has 
undergone significant changes in 
direction over the years. In par
ticular, the role of the federal 
government has, since the 
1970s, evolved from that of 
planner and builder to promoter 
of the national dimension of the 
capital - as a symbol, a legacy 
and a visitor destination. 

The capacity for evolution in the 
planning and building of the cap
ital has proven particularly 
important in regard to several 
factors: the changing fiscal con
text of the country; the transfor
mation of governance at the 
regional and local levels in the 
Capital Region ;4 and the emer
gence of collaboration and part
nerships as key elements in the 
implementation of plans. 

Looking to the future 

The planning and building of 
Canada's Capital Region in the 
twenty-first century will continue 
to reflect the interplay between 
the four success factors discussed 
above: vision, political leadership, 
long-range planning, and capac
ity for evolution . 

However, because the environ
ment of the capital is rapidly 
changing at all levels, from the 
international to the local, a com
bination of political leadership 
and the capacity for evolution 
will be crucial to sustaining the 
vision and extending the benefits 
and legacy of long-range plan
ning. 

Mer Bleue wetland, Greenbelt. 
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Endnotes 
I This work was carried out by the Ottawa 

Improvement Commission, 1899-1927; the 
Federal District Commission, 1927- 1957; and the 
National Capital Commission, 1958-present. 

2 The three documents are: "A Capital in the 
Malting: Reflections of the Past, Visions for the 
Future" (NCC, 1998); " A Place for Canadians: 
The Story of the National Capital Commission" 
(NCC, 1999); and "La capitale du Canada: 
Reflexions sur le passe et perspectives d'avenir" 
(LesActes du colloque ACFAS, May 1999). 

"Plan for Canada's Capital: A Second Century of 
Vision, Planning and Development" (NCC, 1999) . 

4 As ofJanuary I, 200 I, a new city called "Ottawa" 
will be established as a single-tier municipality. It 
will amalgamate the eleven local municipalities 
and the regional governement of Ottawa-Carleton 
into one, and will be overseen by one mayor and 
eighteen councillors. 
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Capital planning reflects Canadian planning 
history 

The National Capital Region has experienced the most sustained 
urban planning effort in Canada. The following plans commis
sioned for Ottawa-Hull over the past century reflect many of the 
important themes in Canadian planning history: 

The Parks Movement: Frederick Todd's 1903 Report to the Ottawa Improvement Commissioners. 

The City Beautiful: Edward Benneu·s 1915 plan for the Report of the Federal Plan Commission on a 
General Plan for the Cities of Ottawa and Hull. 

Garden Suburbs: Thomas Adams' 1919 plan for the first federally subsidized housing project, 
Llndenlea. 

The City Efficient: Noulan Cauchon 's 1922 plans for the Town Planning Commission. 

Comprehensive Planning: Jacques Greber's 1950 Plan for the National Capital . 

Regional Planning: plans of the Region of Ottawa-Carleton and Communaute urbaine de l'Outaouais 
(1970s). 

Urban Design: the National Capital Commission's 1985 Confederation Boulevard plan. 

Ecolog!cal Planning: the NCC's 1996 Greenbelt Master Plan, and the 1998 RMOC Official Plan. 

Capital planners 

Many of the people who were instrumental in planning Canada's 
capital were also involved in establishing the profession across 
the country: 

Lady Aberdeen: Early feminist, social activist, and wile of Governor General Aberdeen (1893-98) . 
Pushed the federal government to plan Ottawa. 

Willrid Laurier: Prime Minister (1896-191 I) . Founded the Ottawa Improvement Commission in 1899. 

Frederick Todd: Montreal landscape architect and planner. Prepared plans for the Ontario Improvement 
Commission parks system 0903) , Vancouver's Shaughnessy Heights (1908), Montreal's Town of 
Mount Royal (1912) , and many Canadian parks. 

Earl Grey: Governor-General ( 1904-11) and garden city advocate. Sponsored key visits by British 
planners. 

Edward Bennett: Architect, associate of Daniel Burnham. Planned Chicago O 909) , Ottawa-Hull 09 I 5), 
and Washington D.C. 0920s). 

Thomas Adams: Planning advocate; founding president of the Town Planning Institute of Canada ( 1920-
21); planner ofTemiskaming (1917) , Richmond Neighbourhood, Halifax 0919) Llndenlea, 
Kitchener, and the New York region 0920s) . 

Noulan Cauchon: Surveyor, engineering consultant, Town Planning Institute of Canada President 0924-
1925) , Chairman of the Ottawa Town Planning Commission. 

William Lyon Mackenzie King: Prime Minister (192 1-30; 1935-1948). Strong advocate of national 
capital planning. Commissioned Jacques Greber forthe 1938 and 1950 plans. 

Jacques Greber: French architect, urbaniste and landscape architect. Prepared plans for Fairmount 
Parkway, Philadelphia 0917) , Paris 0919) , Lille 0923) , Marseilles 0937) , and Rouen (1940) , 
among many others. 

John Kitchen: Architect-planner. Assisted Cauchon at Ottawa Town Planning Commission (1920s), and 
Jacques Greber at NCC O 940s) . Secretary of the Town Planning Institute of Canada0 920s- I 950). 

Edouard Fiset: Quebec architect-planner. Assisted Greber with plans for Ottawa-Hull (1950) and Ville 
de Quebec (1956). 

Eric Thrift: Architect-planner. Planner for Winnipeg 0950s) and General Manager of the National 
Capital Commission ( I 960s). Town Planning Institute of Canada president 1953-54, I 96 I -62. 
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Covered Bridge, Meech Creek Valley, Galineau Park. 
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