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by Theresa Baxter 

Local government decisions tend to reflect 
chose who utilize power well and the 
prevailing ideology. This discussion 
presents two participants in the 
decision-making process in Calgary, 
Alberta-City planners and the develop
ment industry. Issues are explored within 
the milieu of growth pressures and public 
controversy surrounding the City's pro
posed Municipal Development Plan (MDP) 
released in 1998. 

Context 
Calgary is a city with a corporate ideology 
chat values individualism and private entre
preneurship. Generally, the development 
industry expects freedom to do what it 
wants, unencumbered by any rules. le pro
motes the attitude chat whatever benefits the 
development industry is good for the city. 

Currencly, Calgary is experiencing a 
growth period. Construction is booming, 
with $1.65 billion worth occurring in 
1997 and $1.8 billion expected for 1998 
(City of Calgary, 1998a). Forecasts esti
mate Calgary's population will increase by 
20,000 to 22,000 per year for the next 
two decades (City of Calgary, 19986). 

Concerns persist abo'ur the City's abil
ity to pay for this expansion. The Province 
significancly reduced its annual grants, 
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from $144.8 million in 1990 to $72.5 
million in 1997 (City of Calgary, 1998c). 
This included a decrease in transportation 
capital revenue from $70 per capita in 
1991 to $25 per capita in 1997 (City of 
Calgary, 19986). 

In chis environment, City planners 
have been re-examining how the City can 
manage and finance growth. 

Planners 
Planners ideally influence decisions by fos
tering public debate on important issues, 
preferably in a proactive rather than reac
tive mode. Traditionally, they have not 
been a very powerful group within the free 
enterprise ethos of Calgary. Since 1995, 
however, planners have gained approval 
for many policy innovations (City of 
Calgary, 1995a, 19956, 1995c). 

Two controversial proposals, intended 
to curb suburban sprawl and control the 
coses of growth, are included in the MDP: 

• encouraging the use of public 
transit; and 

• designing sustainable suburbs 
with mixed land uses, a variety of 
housing types, and increased den
sities to 7 from 5.4 units per acre 
(City of Calgary, 1998d). 

Planners convinced the politicians to 
accept these guidelines in previous plans 
(City of Calgary, 1995a, 19956, 1995c). 
Planners chink the changes will create an 
urban form chat is more sensitive to the 
fiscal, social, and environmental realities 
of the future . However, converting the 
policies into statutory requirements in the 
MDP is still generating opposition from 
the development industry. 

Development industry 
The development industry is a dominant 
force in the decision-making process in 
Calgary. le includes landowners, land 
development companies, and their 
spokespersons (lawyers, planners, archi
tects, transportation engineers, etc.) . 

Members of the development indus
try are influential because they: 

• symbolize substantial wealch with 
regard to land and economic 
power; 

• are over-represented on volunteer 
municipal committees/boards; 
and 

• assist politicians in elections 
through campaign management 
or financial contributions. 
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In addition, there is no one with an equal 
amount of influence to speak on behalf of 
the public good. Consequently, when the 
development industry disagrees with a 
policy, Ciry Council listens. 

Explanations vary about the develop
ment industry's reluctance to support 
transit and sustainable suburbs. Most 
claim that the policies are too prescriptive, 
impractical, and encourage monotonous 
communiry design. They contend that 
people do not want higher densities or 
more public transit. They question why 
change is needed when exemplary suburbs 
exist in Calgary (Ciry of Calgary, 1998e). 

In response to the criticisms, Council 
did not approve the MDP at the public 
hearing in April 1998. Meetings to reach a 
"compromise" are ongoing. 

Future outlook 
Elected officials will undoubtedly make 
amendments that dilute these policy ini
tiatives. Ideology, power, and growth pres
sures are the impelling forces. There is the 
prevalent belief that planning is contrary 
to marketplace realities and an infringe
ment on private properry rights. Also, it is 
an election year, so alienating the develop
ment industry is not a desirable political 
option. What remains unclear is whether 

Ciry planners will defend or abandon 
their recommendations in reaction to 
influential opposition. 

Postscript 
On 22 June 1998, Ciry Council approved 
the MDP with amendments; the most 
important of which was a reduction in 
densities resulting in 6 to 8 units per acre. 
After internal debates, the Planning and 
Building Department recommended this 
densiry occur "during the initial build
out" phase, which Council further weak
ened to "new communities will work to 
achieve" this target "over time." 8 
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