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Introduction: Whither city
region planning? 
We live in interesting times. Old struc
tures are crumbling and new forms are 
emerging. To prominent urbanist Witold 
Rybczynski, it seems that new regional 
forms are succeeding the old city-based 
structures: 

. . . a future decline in the 
importance of our (central) cities is 
inevitable. Big cities no longer 
dominate cultural and economic 
life . . . The ascendant urban form is 
the metropolitan region, and 
within this region the (old, central) 
city will be but one of many centres. 

. No doubt it will be advantageous 
for a metropolitan region to include 
a thriving central city but it will 
not be essential. Cities will have to 
make their own way. ' 

Where does this leave the city and its 
region? Will such "city-possessive" think
ing really serve us well in meeting the 
multifaceted city-region planning chal
lenge that is now emerging? To have a 
chance of effectively meeting this chal
lenge, perhaps we need to radically adjust 
our perspective. 

Taking a cue from Rybczynski, a 
switch of focus from The City and its 
Region to The Region and its City (or, more 
plausibly, its many cities or centres) may 
be in order. However, this solution may be 
too simplistic for our increasingly complex 
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world. It will be argued here that such a 
simple switch of focus actually preserves a 
more fundamentally problematic "centre
periphery" philosophy-one that needs to 
be replaced with a truly new operative 
philosophy in which city-region planning 
is reframed as an exercise in mediating ter
ritorial autonomies and functional inter
dependencies. This new philosophy would 
capture the all-too-real parochial tenden
cies of the many jurisdictional players in 
most city-region planning productions. It 
would also capture those relationships that 
extend across and beyond otherwise terri
torially based autonomies. In contrast to 
the traditional conception of the city
region as a homogeneous centre entitled 
to a command-and-control relationship 
within its periphery, this area of contrast
ing but complementary interests should 
directly engage our attention as something 
to be mediated, thus recasting the role of 
the city-region planner. 

Background: In a twilight zone 
For decades, city-regions have served as 
key venues for tackling challenges to the 
provincial/municipal government status 
quo. The latter was defined at least a cen
tury ago in most parts of Canada in terms 
of highly rural and agrarian realities. 
Regional initiatives have since been 
invoked in response to urbanization 
and industrialization (which have over
turned the original realities but not the 
original government arrangements). With 
the increasing influence of globalization 

and localization ( the latter manifested 
especially in neighbourhood-level, identity
serving actions), regions are again being 
looked to as a means of managing change 
without really altering the provincial/ 
municipal status quo. However, the reality 
of regions is that they are always re/,ative to 
municipal and provincial governments, and 
invariably inferior to both. 

Contemporary city-regions function 
somewhere between this inferior, non
statutory basis and a potentially more fully 
legitimate status more in line with present 
times and circumstances (to the same 
degree that our current provinces and 
municipalities were when they were just 
introduced in the 19'h century). Full real
ization of the potential of the ascendant 
metros that Rybczynski refers to will 
depend on the building of a region-scale 
community of consent for a radical depar
ture from the provincial/municipal status 
quo. Such a project cannot succeed if 
old "central city superiority" beliefs are 
still operating. Instead, it must be based 
on a new city-region mindset that tran
scends the underlying centre-serving and 
periphery-demeaning rationale of current 
city-region thinking. 

Transcending city-regionalism: 
Contemplating paradigm shift 
What might such transcendence entail? It 
is possible to envision several paths, each 
representing a shift in disposition and 
interrelation between the four compo
nents of the public domain: state, econo-
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my, political community, and civil society. 
Only the shift from metropole-hinterland 
dichotomy to territorial autonomy and 
functional interdependency is discussed 
here, because of its particular relevance to 
the Montreal Conference theme. 2 

In the past, Canadian regional 
theory has been dominated by metropole
hinterland imagery, especially in terms of 
resource development policy at the 
national level. The results have inevitably 
been centre serving, in the sense of both 
national political and geographical 
centres. What has been less easily appreci
ated is the corollary disservice to the 
non-centres-the hinterlands-of this 
essentially dichotomous relationship. The 
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same pattern 
has been 
repeated at the 
provincial 
level, particu
larly in relation 
to major 
provincial 
urban centres. 

A quintes
sentially 
Canadian 
"city-superior" 
complex has 
developed from 
the widespread 
acceptance of 
metropole
hinterland 
theory as a 

convenient (and elite-pleasing) explanation 
for the hard-edged Canadian political real
ity. And yet, anti-urban and anti-region 
sentiments are equally natural outgrowths 
in the hinterland context, and can be pow
erful influences where hinterlands happen 
to dominate provincial legislatures. 
Considerable political "stalemating" can 
result at the city-region level, completely 
confounding region-scale, community
building initiatives. 

Embracing centre-periphery theory as 
a basis for effective planning places the 
centre (usually the central city in a multi
municipal region) in the driving seat while 
relegating the periphery to something that 
the centre is entitled to drive all over 

(both literally and figuratively). A 
dichotomous and hierarchical relationship 
results, with an associated "what's good for 
the city is good for the region" outlook. 
While this relationship may have sufficed 
in earlier decades, when the outlook from 
the centre revealed a comparatively pure 
rural countryside, it has become increas
ingly less serviceable as the "countryside" 
has suburbanized and exurbanized. North 
America is now more suburban than 
urban, and becoming increasingly so. This 
role reversal alone merits a theory reversal. 
And while it may be tempting to simply 
switch the lead role, spotlighting the new 
metro-region rather than the old central 
city, such a reversal serves only to sustain 
the problematic, easy acquiescence to 
dichotomy and hierarchy. 

We live in a highly pluralistic and 
multicultural society, replete with interre
lationships that demand constant media
tion while offering little expectation of 
easy resolution (e.g., global/local, corporate/ 
community, and nature/culture). In terms 
of implications then, it is suggested that 
dichotomy needs to give way to dialectic, 
and hierarchy to network. It is further 
suggested that the essence of the contem
porary relationship between city and 
region is a kind of permanent contradic
tion, fundamentally irreconcilable in con
ventional terms. To rethink planning on a 
city-region scale, we need to come to 
terms with this situation, both literally 
and figuratively. 

Better collaborative processes, which 
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engage territorial autonomies in dialogue 
and mutual learning, and new institution 
building, which raises governance capacity 
and taps into functional interdependen
cies, will be required. We will need to 
develop arenas capable of mediating the 
contradiction, while paying particular 
attention to the associated democracies. To 
fully exploit this line of thinking, it will be 
necessary to set aside familiar notions of 
city and region and focus instead on those 
components that constitute the dialectic, 
recognizing their interrelationship as a 
unity of opposites. 

This line of argument entails a shift 
in thinking from centre-periphery 
dichotomy to territory/function dialec
tic-replacing "power over" politics with 
"power with" democracies. It embodies 
dispersal of the old centre's powers and 
dissipation of its authoritarian tendencies 
in favour of more collaborative practices. 
Such democratic ferment provides a 
means of accommodating the essentially 
irreconcilable contradiction between terri
tory and function. As this problematic 
ground is cleared away, it becomes appar
ent that regional nomenclature should be 
cleared away as well. Possible successors 
to regional terminology include "fusions" 
of autonomies and interdependencies, 
network-context "nodalities," and locality
succeeding "culruraliries"-all of which 
share the quality of regional transcendence. 

Implications for planning and 
planners: Learning new roles 
Some reframing of city-region planning 
practice appears to be in order. The dialec
tical perspective, and the notion of a per
manent contradiction at its core, appears 
to find support in a recent planning theo
ry appraisal by Leonie Sandercock. She 
articulates the need for a radical planning 
response to what she terms "the death of 
modernist planning" and anticipates the 
need for "a different kind of professional 
practice, different in both objective and 
method. The difference amounts to a 
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reconception of the field and of the 
notion of professional identity." 3 

Sandercock goes on to suggest that "the 
appropriate image" for this radical plan
ning practice "may be that of crossing 
back and forth , of blurring boundaries, of 
deconstructing ('community,' 'the state') 
and reconstructing new possibilities." This 
kind of interpretation helps establish the 
character of the new city-region planner as 
a planner/mediator/orchestrator at the 
heart of the territory/function dialectic. 

Bur how can such notions, inevitably 
strange to most contemporary planners, 
become more negotiable? A large part of 
the uncertainty can be eased by appreciat
ing that what is involved is a "re-placing" 
of our profession and sense of region. 
Douglas Kelbaugh captures this well in his 
recent book Common Place with his 
reminder that: 

We should be careful never to lose 
sight, touch, smell, and feel of place 
... It is the primordial tie that binds 
... Place is more fondamental than 
nationhood or government itself 
(Only kinship can produce stronger 
human bonds.) 4 

A redefinition of "region" needs to 
embrace the post-modern qualities of 
fusion, flux, blurred edges, and boundless 
possibilities. Taking Kelbaugh's views into 
account suggests that there must be a 
place for place in the new formulation. 
One specific proposal is char of a "collec
tive home place"; a region-scale place that 
a majority might invoke in a foreign place 
to describe their home turf. The current 
functional equivalent of the collective 
home place is the eco-citistate. Although 
collective home places are billed as the 
new natural places and eco-ciristates as the 
new political places, they share a common 
ecological denominator. Their combina
tion would create a merger of the political 
and the natural, resulting in a blended 
political and ecological citizenship. 

Can planners on a city-region scale 
embrace and serve this new form of citi
zenship? The current paucity of formal , 
dedicated city-region planners must be 
acknowledged at this point. However, this 
cannot be invoked as an excuse to retreat 
altogether. If there is a will, comprehen
sion can be achieved collectively and in 
the context of what might be the new 
comprehensiveness: ecological sustainabil
ity. Most planners, whatever their scale, 
scope, or sector of operation, are ground
ed in city-regions. To the extent that they 
acknowledge a professional identity, all 
such planners operate to some degree on a 
city-region scale. If these planners are 
proactive and well organized, they can 
help build-or even become-the first 
level of collaboration. 

Still, however logical and morally 
imperative such action may appear, the 
majority of planners may continue to feel 
thoroughly unequipped to play such an 
unfamiliar role. How can the resulting 
reluctance be overcome? How can planning 
practice be reframed? I close with a number 
of character sketches and some pointers for 
planners in learning their "lines." 

Planners may become comfortable 
with some of the stranger aspects of their 
new role-such as permanent/irreconcilable 
contradiction mediator-by recalling their 
affection for one particular type of prob
lem: the "wicked" kind. These are prob
lems that cannot be solved away, but 
instead have to be permanently contended 
with (in much the same way as irreconcil
able contradictions). From this perspec
tive, it may become easier to contemplate 
living the territory/function dialectic. 
Several more role reformulations can also 
be contemplated, including: 

• developing an agent colfaborateur 
persona;5 

• taking on the responsibility of 
citistate "placemaker" ;6 

• exhibiting economic development 
entrepreneurship as a region-scale 
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"common market-eer";7 and 
• undergoing the "taming" specified 

by Sandercock in Towards 

Cosmopolis. 8 

Combining Sandercock's observations 
with those made by Lisa Peattie in her 
article Convivial Citief, a final image of 
the planner's new role emerges-that of a 
"cosmopolitan convivant." This phrase 
captures the need to set our sights higher 
than mere livability and sustainability when 
specifying our overall planning mission. We 
must aim for conviviality and, for want of a 
better word at the moment, ecologicality. 
This combination brings us back to 
Sandercock's closing thoughts on planning 
and, in particular, to two basic questions of 
values: "How might we live with each other 
in the multicultural cities and regions of 
the next century? And how might we live 
well and sustainably on the earth?" 10 

As this article suggests, part of the 
response to the first question lies in 
embracing a new philosophy when con
ceiving the relationship between contem
porary cities and their regions, namely the 
territory/function dialectic. In regard to 
the second question, this article argues 
that the "regional" in city-region planning 
needs to be replaced with a combination 
of (natural) collective home places and 
(political) eco-citistates. Both shifts clearly 
require considerable shifts in planning 
practice. However, the prospect of new, 
exciting, and meaningful roles for plan
ners is clearly apparent-if we are up to 
playing our part. The 1999 CIP 
Conference in Montreal could potentially 
be our first rehearsal. 9 

Notes 
1From Witold Rybczynski's essay on the 

millennium, "Urban All Over the World," 
Maclean's, September 14, 1998, p. 52. 

'These shifts are developed more fully in 
Building Regional Community, a paper prepared 
for the November 1998 annual conference of 
the Parkland Institute in Edmonton, Alberta. A 
copy of the paper is available from the author. 
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Summary 
An explicitly critical perspective of the 
Conference theme is used to inform an explo
ration of the contemporary city-region plan
ning challenge and to argue for an alternative 
operative philosophy to the current centre
periphery dichotomy framework that has made 
it natural to think about the city and its region, 
rather than the other way around. A paradigm 
shift is proposed, based on a new operative phi
losophy-the territory/function dialectic, 
whereby city-region planning is reframed as an 
exercise in mediating territorial autonomies and 
functional interdependencies. Making such a 
shift is expected to entail planners learning new 
roles such as eco-citistate "placemakers," "agent 
collaborateurs," "common market-eers," and 
"cosmopolitan convivants." 

3 From Towards Cosmopolis (Wiley, 1998, 
p. 180). 

' University of Washington Press, 1997, 
p. 298. 

5 Patsy Healey advocates this practice in her 
book Collaborative Planning (UBC Press, 
1997). 

6 For further reading in this area, 
Placemaking: The Art and Practice of Building 
Community by Lynda Schneekloth and Robert 
Shibley (Wiley, 1994) and Citistates by Neal 
Peirce and others (Seven Locks Press, 1993) are 
recommended. 

7 Suggested by William Barnes and Larry 
Ledebur in The New Regional Economies (Sage, 
1998). 

' The "taming" is with respect to the acronym 
TAMED, representing the five literacies that 
need to be accomplished by the post-modern 
planner: Technical, Analytical, Multicultural, 
Ecological, and Design. Sandercock suggests 
that this acronym appropriately suggests "a 
frame of mind more humble, open, and collabo
rative than that of the heroic modernist 
planner." (Wiley, 1998, p. 225). 

' Cities for Citizens: Planning the Rise of 
Civil Society in a Global Age. Michael Douglas 
and John Friedman, eds. (Wiley, 1998, pp. 
247-253). 

10 From Towards Cosmopolis(Wiley, 1998, p. 230). 
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L'auteur adopte une perspective 
explicitement critique du theme du congres 
pour eclairer I' examen du defi urbanistique 
contemporain de la ville-region et pour 
appuyer une nouvelle philosophie 
fonctionnelle du cadre de la dichotomie 
cencre-peripherie actuelle qui moncre 
comment ii est nature! d'envisager « la ville 
et sa region», plutot que !'inverse. II propose 
un changement de paradigme, fonde sur une 
nouvelle philosophie fonctionnelle - la 
dialectique territoire-fonction, ou 
l'amenagement de la ville-region est 
reorganise a titre d' exercice de mediation des 
autonomies territoriales et des 
interdependances fonctionnelles. Ce 
changement obligera !es urbanistes a 
apprendre de nouveaux roles, notamment 
ceux de« concepteur eco-urbain », « d'agent 
collaborateur », « d'europeiste » et de 
« convivant cosmopolite ». 
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