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Why a new approach 
to planning? 
The Town of Ajax is located in the Region 
of Durham on the north shore of Lake 
Ontario. With a current population of 
65,000, Ajax is experiencing considerable 
growth. Development radiating out of 
Toronto has, for the most part, filled the old 
municipality of Scarborough and the Town 
of Pickering; now the "wave" is hitting the 
western portion of the Region of Durham. 

The need for a new approach to plan
ning became increasingly evident as cur
rent practices failed to produce the desired 
results. New subdivisions didn't always 
feel or function like a community; the 
built form consisted of garages, out in 
front, with houses attached to them. The 
planning "process" was not timely or effi
cient. Opportunities for meaningful input 
were minimal, frustrating many of the 
stakeholders. In addition, the existing 
secondary plan was old and out of date. 
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ann1n 
Noting "environmental disasters of the 
past," a special new environmental 
approach was required. 

Case study -
Somerset Cove project 
The subject area lies just to the east of the 
Town's existing urban area. Consisting of 
farmland, hedgerows, and marsh, the 234 
acre (95 hectare) property is owned by 
Runnymede Development Corporation. 
The plan was to build a residential com
munity known as Somerset Cove. The 
property has a number of significant nat
ural features, including 600 metres of 
Lake Ontario shoreline, a Class 2 (high 
quality) wetland complex known as the 
Ajax Warbler Swamp, and Carruthers 
Creek marsh. This coastal marsh is consid
ered to be one of the few remaining wet
lands in the Greater Toronto Area. 

Starting in 1994, an "environment 
first" approach was developed where envi-

ronmental studies (e.g., a four season 
inventory, gap analysis, and remedial and 
mitigative measure recommendations) 
were done early in the process, prior to any 
subdivision design for draft plan approval. 
A new program for community consulta
tion was prepared in early 1995. Based on 
the "environment first" approach and a 
"community-based planning" model, 
it consisted of a three-stage process for 
drafting a neighbourhood plan. 

Stage I was the establishment of 
neighbourhood design principles, which 
were developed during a workshop. The 
workshop was attended by members of 
the public, members of public interest 
groups, members of Council, landowners, 
consultants, staff, and representatives from 
public agencies. To better understand the 
environmental features of the site and to 
address their protection, additional meet
ings were convened with approval agencies 
and with a local resident's environmental 
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interest group known as "Citizens for 
Carruthers." Discussion focused on pro
tection for the natural links and hydrology 
of the Ajax Warbler Swamp, buffers 
around the Carruthers Creek marsh, and 
setback from the Lake Ontario shoreline. 

Stage 2 was the development of alter
native concepts. These were generated 
through a two-day workshop aimed at 
clarifying issues and achieving consensus 
on constraints and opportunities for 
development, including buffers and other 
protective measures for the swamp and 
marsh. The principles from Stage 1 were 
used as a basis for development of the 
neighbourhood plans. Again, all of the 
stakeholders participated. As in Stage 1, a 
report with the neighbourhood plan 
options was forwarded to Council for 
input and comment. 

Stage 3 was the development of a pre
ferred neighbourhood plan, prepared in a 
workshop session and again with all of the 
key stakeholders present. The plan was 
developed using all of the comments and 
input received as a result of Stage 2, and 
forwarded to Council for endorsement. 

These three stages were completed in 
approximately five months. By the end of 
1995, however, and although significant 
progress had been made regarding envi
ronmental issues, one issue remained 
unresolved: the size of the protective area 
around the marsh. Interpretation of the 
Provincial Policy Statement on Wetlands 
necessitated additional environmental 
work to be undertaken to achieve compli
ance. Through the Ministry of Natural 
Resources, the Town eventually facilitated 
approval. The issue was resolved to the 
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satisfaction of all the stakeholders, with 
each group agreeing to compromise. 

Concurrent with the environmental 
work over the winter of 1996, urban design 
guidelines and official plan amendments 
were prepared in accordance with the prin
ciples agreed upon in Stage 1. The result 
was that a complete package-consisting of 
an official plan amendment, a zoning by
law amendment, a draft plan of subdivi
sion, and urban design guidelines-was 
presented to Ajax Town Council in July of 
1996. The package was supported by most 
of the public and unanimously approved 
18 months after the process was initiated. 

To maintain the momentum of the 
"environment first" approach, the Town of 
Ajax retained its own consultant to per
form a coordinated environmental study 
in the remaining Carruthers Creek area, 
outside of the Somerset Cove project. The 
terms of reference were developed during 
the fall of 1996, amid screams of contro
versy. At the time, there were pockets of 
environmental work underway in specific 
development areas, but no one was look
ing at the overall area, which was the job 
of the Town's consultant. 

The work was finished this June, after 
three workshops. It enables staff to coordi
nate and finalize draft plan applications 
and avoid "previous environmental disas
ters, " such as environmental decisions 
being forced by developers on a piecemeal 
basis without overall coordination. 

What we learned 
Community-based planning is basically a 
number of fundamental dispure resolution 
principles. First, bring all of the stakehold-

ers to one table through workshop and 
charette venues. Second, ~start with a clean 
slate by developing basic principles through 
a visioning exercise. Third, design a process 
based on the established principles. 

Go from principles to concepts to a 
preferred plan. Let the group decide on 
dispute resolution mechanisms and facili
tation options; set the rules, closures, and 
dates and let it go. Political endorsement 
of the program prior to commencement is 
also imperative. 

The role of the planner is as the patron 
saint of the program, guardian of the rules 
and principles, and promoter of the 
process. The planner must ensure that it is 
an open process, and rake care to avoid 
caucus sessions and backroom meetings. 

Respect the process and your stake
holders will gain trust, making participa
tion more worthwhile. And keep the 
program going-a successful program sets 
the stage for future successful programs. 
We went on to utilize the community
based planning program for the develop
ment of a community plan in 1997. It was 
completed in six months, with no appeals. 
And, starting last December, we have been 
utilizing some innovative public participa
tion techniques in the review and update of 
the Ajax Official Plan. Stay tuned . . . 4B 

Peter Tollefien MCIP is Manager of 
Community Planning for Planning and 
Development Services of the Town of Ajax. 
He can be reached at (905) 683-4550. 
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