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Abstract 

 

This practicum examines the challenges encountered during the development process of 

slow growth cities. Specific consideration is given to the social realm and the challenges 

of encouraging socially sustainable development within the slow growth context. A 

comparative approach to the research was taken. Two case studies were examined. The 

first study examined the development process of the City of Vancouver. Specific 

consideration was given to the policies, processes and techniques used in Vancouver to 

encourage social sustainability. The second study examined the City of Winnipeg. The 

City of Winnipeg was the focus of the practicum. Lessons from the City of Vancouver 

were extracted and compared to the City of Winnipeg experience. The end result was a 

series of recommendations of how the City of Winnipeg could more successfully 

encourage social sustainability through development. 
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Chapter 1.0: Introduction 

1.0 Introduction 

In North America all cities contend with challenges related to social justice, citizen 

equality and the general assurance that citizens have access to the basic necessities 

required to survive. These social challenges exist regardless of the influencing affect of 

the rate of growth, the environment, the economic situation or the city’s geography. The 

increasing segregation of socio-economic classes within the city and the ever-widening 

gap between the ‘rich’ and the ‘poor’ has further compounded the social challenges that 

exist.  

 

Planning departments and local governments are now facing an increase in citizen 

pressure to explore alternative techniques to traditional land-use planning approaches. 

This trend can be seen from academia and the way planners are educated, to the 

professional realm where an increase in support and subsequent demand from citizens for 

public consultation within the planning process is emerging.  

 

The research presented in this practicum examines the challenges encountered during the 

development process of slow growth cities. Specific consideration is given to the social 

realm and the subsequent challenges of encouraging socially sustainable development 

within the slow growth context. The research explores both opportunities and constraints 

as they relate to social sustainability encountered by planners, civic officials and the 
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development community within a framework strictly governed by policy. The research 

further examines successful strategies, processes, and procedures used to encourage 

socially sustainable development. Finally, the research directly questions whether the 

development community should have any role in the development of socially sustainable 

communities, specifically within the slow growth context. The result is a series of 

recommendations as to how social sustainability can be encouraged through 

development, in the context of slow growth. Winnipeg, Manitoba is the city of focus for 

the practicum. 

1.1: Statement of Purpose 

Development in the City of Winnipeg is governed by two interrelated planning 

documents. The first is the Municipal Government Act. The Municipal Government Act 

outlines the rules and regulations that all Municipalities in Manitoba must follow. The 

second document guiding development in Winnipeg is the long-range planning 

document, Plan Winnipeg 2020 Vision. Found throughout the document are policy 

statements targeting social separation. Social separation is at least partially driven by the 

development process and the creation of socially exclusive neighbourhoods in new 

development as a result of similar housing form and tenure. Although policies exist in 

Plan Winnipeg 2020 that are intended to govern the development process, they are often 

overshadowed by the opportunity for development, growth, and the pursuit of expansion. 

The challenge of policy implementation remains.  
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The purpose of this practicum is threefold. The first purpose is to understand the issues 

and opportunities of working within the existing policy and process frameworks intended 

to guide development in the City of Winnipeg. The second is to examine techniques, 

policies and processes used in other urban environments that have successfully 

encouraged social sustainability through development (the Vancouver experience is 

examined for this purpose). The final purpose of the practicum is to develop a series of 

recommendations on how Winnipeg can more appropriately address social sustainability 

through development. The project examines the following questions: 

1) What is social sustainability and what ‘value’ is placed on social sustainability 

within the broader context of sustainability?  

 

2) How do slow growth cities (City of Winnipeg) regulate development and 

urban expansion?  

a. How strict are the rules and regulations governing development?  

b. How do these regulations differ from rapid growth centers (Vancouver)? 

 

3) How can existing public policies and processes related to social sustainability 

be operationalized in a private development industry? Within slow growth 

urban centers? Is it possible? 

 

4) How could additional policy in slow growth cities (City of Winnipeg) be 

developed to help ensure social sustainability is appropriately addressed in 

development? 

 

1.2: Objectives of the Research  

Three objectives guide the research carried out for the practicum. Objectives were 

explored through a combination of literature review, focused interviews, and comparative 

background analysis. The objectives were based on developing an understanding of the 

development process in the City of Winnipeg. Consideration was given to the challenges 
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encountered in encouraging the construction of socially sustainable communities through 

the development process. The objectives of the research were as follows: 

1) To build a concrete understanding of the development process in the City of 

Winnipeg given the existing political, economic, and geographic situation. 

 

2) To identify how another city (Vancouver) has successfully operationalized social 

sustainable policy within development. To understand the processes that underlay, 

or support, the individual policy initiatives in Vancouver and to determine the 

applicability of such policy and subsequent processes to slow growth cities (City 

of Winnipeg). 

 

3) To make recommendations on how slow growth cities could adapt existing, or 

create new, policies or processes that would more likely be adopted and 

encouraged by developers and city officials. This would, most likely, result in a 

more socially sustainable urban environment. 

 

1.3: Assumptions  

It is important to acknowledge what I have intended to accomplish with the practicum. 

The research was not intended to solve the social issues in Winnipeg, but instead offer 

direction officials may choose to pursue. Consideration was given to how social issues 

caused by development can be addressed through development. In order for the research 

to be carried out, several assumptions have been made.  

 

The first assumption is that there is an issue in the City Winnipeg related to social 

sustainability. It is my belief the current development pattern and processes (in the City 

of Winnipeg) do not encourage the development of socially sustainable communities. It 

was never my intention to use the study as an ‘indicator’ study or to determine whether 

there is, in fact, an issue in the city related to social sustainability. As a result, it is 

assumed the city faces significant social challenges related to urban development.  
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The second assumption is that social separation is at least partially driven in cities by the 

development process and through the creation of socially exclusive neighbourhoods.  

 

The third assumption is that the sustainability framework used in Vancouver to guide 

development and the planning process is more defined and progressively implemented 

then the City of Winnipeg’s. Housing affordability and urban livability remain a large 

challenge in Vancouver. These are issues that need to be considered in any social 

sustainability framework. However, the focus of this practicum is the particular policies 

and processes related to social sustainability used by officials in Vancouver and their 

applicability to the City of Winnipeg.  

 

The fourth assumption is that sustainability can be considered desirable and worth 

pursuing on the urban scale.  

 

Finally, it is assumed that sustainability can, at least partially, be controlled through the 

creation and implementation of public policy and the underlying processes associated 

with development. 

1.4: Limitations 

Several limitations to the research have been identified and are areas in which careful 

consideration was given during the research process. 
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The primary limitation of the research relates directly to the availability and willingness 

of selected interview participants to contribute to the research. An initial challenge 

existed in locating appropriate participants in both Vancouver as well as the City of 

Winnipeg, in city government as well as other development related roles. Unfortunately, 

due to the lack of connection to the development community, the primary focus of 

participants remained in the realm of professional planners, academics, politicians and 

consultants. It should be acknowledged I had no immediate contacts within either city 

government. As a result I relied primarily upon external sourcing. Sourcing methods for 

participants included Internet searches as well as personal word of mouth. Once initial 

contact was established, snowball sampling was relied upon to find additional 

participants. 

 

A second limitation existed in the decision to focus on individuals within government as 

well as private industry development, or professional roles. Due to time and ethical 

constraints those individuals directly influenced by socially oriented policy (the citizens) 

were not interviewed. This could have included marginalized groups or citizens who are 

most greatly affected by socially oriented policy decisions. Consideration was given to 

selecting participants who were involved with social sustainability in both cities. This 

was done in an attempt to alleviate this identified potential limitation. 

 

A third limitation related to the interview process and the unpredictability that was 

associated with the interviews. Challenges were encountered in ensuring that the 

participants were kept on task and were speaking to issues related to the research topic. 
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Extensive effort was placed in the development of ‘probing’ questions to be asked in 

addition to the primary open-ended questions of the interview. Probing questions were 

developed to ensure participants spoke in depth on the topics related to the research. 

Zeizel (2006) argues that probes are the “interviewer’s main tool” where “interviewer’s 

use probes to keep an interview flowing without directing it” (P. 256). 

 

Finally, challenges arose in locating and securing government documentation related to 

urban development and specifically social sustainability. At the onset of the research, an 

attempt to secure the City of Vancouver’s Social Development Plan was made. As was 

indicated during the Vancouver interviews, the Social Development Plan has been placed 

on hold. Previous council was supportive of the plan and when current council took 

office, priorities were shifted. It is also important to note that at this time the Social 

Planning Department in Vancouver is currently undergoing restructuring. The new 

department, referred to as the ‘Social Policy Department’, will have an expanded role 

which will include dealing with existing social priorities, housing, as well as social 

infrastructure. Under the newly redesigned department, the already written social 

development plan, which has not been released to the general public, will act as a 

background plan for those involved with the amalgamation. The plan will further guide 

social policy direction of the City of Vancouver. 
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1.5: Biases  

Biases are challenges brought to the study based on previous experiences and beliefs. It 

was imperative that personal biases be acknowledged and an attempt made to compensate 

for these biases.  

 

The primary bias that influenced the research relates to social sustainability and the 

importance of social sustainability in the development process. This includes the manner 

in which the concept functions as a means of creating a more just urban environment. In 

order to create a more just urban environment, citizens, regardless of their socio-

economic standing, should have the opportunity to participate in the planning process. 

This is an opinion that interview participants may not have shared. It was important for 

me to withhold opinions as to not influence the interview process and the participants 

involved. 

1.6: Significance of the Research 

“Planners who provide just the facts, or information about procedures, to 

anyone who asks for them seem to treat everyone equally. Yet where 

severe inequalities exist, treating the strong and the weak alike ensures 

only that the strong remain strong and the weak remain weak. The planner 

who pretends to act as a neutral regulator may sound egalitarian but is 

nevertheless acting, ironically, to perpetuate and ignore existing 

inequalities” (Forester, 1989, P: 101).  

 

Campbell (2006) notes it is impossible for citizen equality to emerge in situations where 

the individual lacks freedom and autonomy, where the individual is left vulnerable and 

exposed to the possibility of exploitation by elite standing citizens of the community (PP. 

94-95). This issue raises questions of what role the urban planner should play in making 
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certain socially based policies, developed to ensure that citizens are provided the most 

basic human rights and general freedoms.  

 

Fainstein (2000) reinforces this notion by noting that failures in market development, 

which typically result in socially exclusive neighbourhoods, will contribute further to the 

social divide within the urban environment. This form of development will continue to 

occur unless planners are willing to intervene and encourage more socially conscious 

development. 

 

I have identified an existing gap in the literature linking slow growth, development, and 

social sustainability. In building an understanding around this gap, the research is 

significant for the following reasons:  

1) Social sustainability is often rooted in the context of rapid growth. Little 

consideration is given to the additional challenge slow growth cities encounter 

in addressing socially related policy issues in the development process. 

Planning practice in rapid growth cities, where social policy intends to 

promote social sustainability and effectively guide development, should be of 

particular interest to planners in slow growth urban environments. Rapid 

growth cities should be considered precedents. These examples illustrate how 

to build solutions to social issues into development. Direct compatibility 

between the two growth contexts is not anticipated. However, it is assumed 

that several of the theories on which rapid growth cities have based their 

social policy and processes upon could have applicability to the slow growth 

context.  

 

2) Slow growth regions often have a more stable economic base and are less 

susceptible to ‘boom and bust cycles’ (Leo and Anderson, 2005). Stable 

economic expansion should result in a slower development pattern and could 

be viewed as an opportunity on which to build and implement socially based 

policy. This research provides insight into how existing municipal policy and 

processes targeting development can be operationalized to more adequately 

address social issues in slow growth cities (City of Winnipeg). 
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3) Sustainability is generally believed to consist of three foundational pillars: 

Environmental sustainability, economic sustainability, and social 

sustainability. Required is a continuous balance by planners and the planning 

process to ensure equal consideration is given to each segment within 

development plans, existing policy and processes. Primary emphasis remains 

on the environmental and economic sectors with little consideration given to 

social issues (Agyeman and Evans, 2003). Berke (2002) notes “[w]hen all 

values cannot be represented, sustainability cannot be promoted by a plan” 

(P.31). This results in a situation where true sustainable development cannot 

occur. This practicum provides planners with an additional approach to how 

the planning profession can more inclusively address sustainability within the 

development process. 

 

1.7: Chapter Summary 

The major project has been divided into eight chapters. A summary of each chapter 

follows: 

 

Chapter 1: Introduction 

The introduction is intended to provide a brief synopsis of the research and the reasons 

why the topic chosen is important. Included in this section is an outline of the purpose 

and objectives of the research as well as an overview of the general structure of  

the project document. Also, in the chapter the major assumptions of the research are 

identified. Personal biases as well as project limitations are outlined. Finally, the research 

objectives are noted and the research questions that were used to guide the project are 

presented. 

 

Chapter 2: Research Methods 

The research methods chapter specifically outlines how the research was carried out. 

Included in the introductory section of the Research Methods chapter is a series of 
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definitions and their intended meanings in the practicum. Following the definitions, the 

research methods chapter is broken into two main sections. The first section explains the 

value of the literature review that was used to guide the practicum. The second section 

describes the background and comparative approach taken. Included in this section is a 

description of the key informant interview process. The chapter concludes by examining 

interview participant selection techniques, ethics requirements, field research methods as 

well as qualitative coding and analysis. 

 

Chapter 3: Literature Review 

The literature review consists of the examination of three themes that influence 

perspectives about social sustainability. Included in this section is an examination of: 1) 

the ‘Urban Growth Machine’ theory as a primary means in which urban growth occurs, 

2) slow growth cities, and 3) the concept of sustainability.  

 

Chapter 4: Literature Review Continued: Social Sustainability 

The concept of social sustainability and how the concept relates to the notion of slow 

growth is examined. The challenges associated with policy and process implementation 

in slow growth centers (City of Winnipeg) is the primary literary gap guiding the project. 

 

Chapter 5: Comparative Background Studies: Context of the Cities  

Chapter five focuses on the introduction of the two cities that are the focus for the 

project. The first comparative study focuses on the City of Vancouver. The study 

examines the successes of the city in operationalizing socially oriented policy in a rapid 
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growth context. The second comparative background study focuses on the City of 

Winnipeg. Particular interest has been given to examining the development process of a 

slow growth city. The comparative study research was accomplished through focused 

interviews as well as a brief review of existing development related documentation.  

  

Chapter 6: Discussion and Analysis of Findings 

The Discussion and Analysis of Findings chapter is divided into two sections. The first 

explores the City of Vancouver. Consideration is given to the policies and processes 

related to social sustainability that are used to guide development. Consideration is given 

to implementation techniques. The second portion of the Vancouver analysis is a brief 

overview of the actual policies used to encourage social sustainability during 

development. The second portion of the Discussion and Analysis of Findings chapter 

examines the City of Winnipeg experience. The section includes a brief discussion 

surrounding whether the previously identified policies from the City of Vancouver have 

any applicability in the City of Winnipeg. 

 

Chapter 7: Recommendations for the City of Winnipeg 

In the Recommendations chapter I apply the findings from the literature review, 

comparative and background studies, as well as lessons from the interview process to the 

City of Winnipeg. The result is a series of recommendations of how the City of Winnipeg 

encourages social sustainability through the development process.  

 

Chapter 8: Conclusions 
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Chapter eight begins by revisiting the research objectives. The chapter examines any new 

limitations or biases that emerged during the research process. The chapter also presents 

potential lessons from the research that applies to planners and the planning profession. 

The chapter concludes with a discussion for potential research directions required to 

further advance the area of study. 
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Chapter 2.0: Research Methods 

2.0: Research Methods 

The purpose of this section is to outline the research methods used for this project based 

on a background study and comparative analysis of social policies and processes in two 

cities. To clarify the intent of terms used in this practicum, including social sustainability, 

social issues, and development and growth, a definitions section is provided.  

The research process began with the initial identification of the research questions 

presented in Chapter One. A literature review was then conducted on topics related to the 

discipline of sustainability. Particular consideration was given to developing an 

understanding of the influencing factors that drive development in a city. Three inter-

related areas were explored, including: 1) the ‘urban growth machine’ concept, 2) the 

concept of slow growth cities, and 3) social sustainability. Particular attention was given 

to the challenges of addressing social issues through public policy within the 

development process of slow growth cities. The third phase of research examined the two 

cities chosen for the comparative background research, the City of Vancouver and the 

City of Winnipeg. Following the initial examination of the cities, a series of interviews 

were conducted with participants from both cities. The information was then used to 

develop recommendations on how the City of Winnipeg could better encourage social 

sustainability through development.  

 

. 
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2.1 Definitions 

The following section is intended to provide an overview of several definitions used in 

the practicum. The following definitions are intended to further frame the research 

presented, to focus the scope of the project, and to help identify the perspective taken 

throughout this practicum. The definitions are also intended to clarify any confusion as to 

what I am discussing in subsequent pages. Although several of the following terms are 

discussed at greater lengths in subsequent chapters, a brief review is provided during this 

section. It is also important to note the following definitions are my own ‘take on the 

term’ and may differ from others’ perspectives. The section is comprised of a brief 

discussion of the terms: social sustainability, social issues, development, and growth. 

These definitions, as defined in this section, should be considered for the remainder of the 

practicum. 

 

The first definition is social sustainability. Social sustainability is of particular 

importance to the research and is one of the key underlying themes for the practicum. 

Social sustainability falls within the broader spectrum of sustainability. The social 

paradigm remains one of the fundamental ‘pillars’ of the larger sustainability concept (the 

other two pillars are environmental, and economic sustainability). The concept of 

sustainability relies on equal consideration given to each pillar, in order to create a 

balance within the existing urban system. Through equal consideration and simultaneous 

enhancement of each pillar, sustainability can be achieved.  
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For the purpose of the practicum two perspectives as well as a series of principles are 

used to frame the concept of social sustainability. This depth of inquiry was necessary 

due to the fluidity of the ‘social’ pillar of sustainability and the significant multifaceted 

challenges encountered in addressing social issues within a city. The first definition 

comes from Yiftachel and Hedgecock (1993) who define social sustainability as “the 

continuing ability of a city to function as a long-term viable setting for human interaction, 

communication and cultural development” (P. 140). The definition is centered on the 

understanding of sustainability, encouraging the development of a social agenda that not 

only addresses the citizens of a city today, but also future generations.  

 

The second definition for social sustainability used to influence the practicum not only 

considers the importance of citizen interaction but also considers several other social 

arenas. These arenas begin to build into, and explore, the principles discussed in 

subsequent sections. The second perspective comes from the Sheltair Group (1998)  who 

notes that social sustainability is “the on-going ability of a community to function as a 

safe, healthy, and viable setting for human interaction, education, employment, 

recreation, and cultural development” (P.23). The Sheltair Group is a Vancouver based 

consulting company focused on integrative planning practice and sustainability. 

 

In developing the definition for social sustainability, several key themes, or principles are 

also used to frame my perspective. The principles were developed from the City of 

Vancouver social sustainability framework (The City of Vancouver, 2007) and The 

Sheltair Group (1997; P. 7). The principles include: citizen equality, inclusion (in the 
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decision-making process), security (perceived and actual), adaptability, livability 

(inviting public spaces, and a built form that encourages social interaction), diversity 

(housing form, socio-economic standing, and ethnicity), and accessibility (to basic needs 

and services).  

 

The guiding principles can be further used in the second definition important to the 

practicum, social challenge or social issues. I discuss, on several occasions, the ‘social 

challenges’ or ‘social issues’ encountered in the urban environment. In discussing social 

challenges or issues I am considering any situation where one or several of the principles 

noted previously have not been appropriately addressed, or the requirements met, within 

an urban environment. Housing affordability should also be added to the list of social 

challenges or issues currently faced in many urban environments. 

 

The third definition important to the practicum and in need of clarification is 

development. There are several different kinds of development within the city including: 

social development, land development, and cultural development. For the purpose of the 

practicum, development remains focused on the improvement of land and the 

construction of the built environment. Unless otherwise indicated, development refers to 

any new structure intended for residential, commercial, or institutional use that did not 

previously exist. It is assumed that the term development also includes the construction of 

the required infrastructure and other amenities necessary for the development to function 

or exist.  
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The concept of development, as defined above, is further divided into two specific 

streams for the reminder of the practicum. The first is what I refer to as infill 

development. Infill development is the construction of a building or structure within an 

existing neighbourhood. Infill development can occur on an existing vacant lot or on a lot 

where a building has been demolished and a new building will take the place of the old 

building. The second form of development important to the practicum is greenfield 

development. Greenfield development occurs when a tract of previously undeveloped 

land (greenspace) is selected and built upon.  

 

The final definition of importance to the practicum is growth. Similar to the term 

development, growth can have several meanings. The challenge with the concept of 

growth is that several factors influencing growth should be considered holistically. 

Consideration must be given to the growth of a city’s economy, population growth, as 

well as hard infrastructure growth. For the purpose of this practicum the term growth is 

most commonly used to indicate population growth, or citizens moving to an urban 

center. It is however also assumed population growth can be closely associated with the 

construction of infrastructure and economic expansion to support the increase in 

population.  For the purpose of the practicum, growth is further divided into either ‘rapid’ 

growth, used to define growth in the City of Vancouver, or ‘slow’ growth, used to define 

growth in the City of Winnipeg. 



 

Quincy Brown  July, 2009 
Master of City Planning MDP  

19 

2.2: Literature Review 

The literature review was intended to situate the practicum in existing planning thought. 

Yin (2008) notes that “[t]o determine the questions that are most significant for a topic, as 

well as to gain some precision in formulating these questions requires much preparation” 

(P. 14). Yin (2008) suggests one means to achieve this is to conduct a literature review. 

Yin (2008) also notes “[t]hat such a literature review is therefore a means to an end, and 

not-as many people have been taught to think-an end in itself” where “experienced 

investigators review previous research to develop sharper and more insightful questions 

about the topic “ (P. 14). I have used the literature review to further advance inquiry in 

the comparative background study and subsequent interview phases of research. The 

literature review has also been used to develop and advance the interview guide. Finally, 

the literature review has allowed me to develop a basic understanding of the challenges 

and opportunities slow growth cities face in addressing social issues caused by 

development through the development framework. Particular interest has been given to 

the development process and how social issues are addressed within this framework and 

within a variety of growth contexts.  

 

The literature review focuses on three areas related to the research questions previously 

outlined. The review begins by exploring urban growth processes and the ‘Urban Growth 

Machine’ theory. Emphasis has been placed on the role of the economy and the 

production of wealth through the exploitation of urban space. Slow growth literature has 

been applied to the urban growth process and examined for applicability to the ‘Urban 

Growth Machine’ theory. Finally the concept of sustainability is examined. Specific 
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consideration is given to the social sphere through the review of literature related to 

social sustainability. Consideration is given to the challenges faced by slow growth cities 

and the underlying development process that drives urban expansion. 

 

The literature review was used to shape the practicum and inform the direction for the 

background and comparative studies. The intention of the background and comparative 

studies was to further build upon the direction of the literature review and examine the 

opportunities and challenges of encouraging social sustainability through development. 

 

As noted previously, a comparative analysis method was selected as the primary research 

strategy for the practicum. This strategy was chosen in order to help me determine the 

effectiveness of policy implementation; tools, techniques and processes used in the 

context of both rapid and slow growth cities. This strategy has allowed me to draw 

comparisons and lessons from each development process as they relate to social 

sustainability. Recommendations were then made on how to more effectively 

operationalize social policy through process in the slow growth context. Lessons from the 

City of Vancouver relating to processes and techniques used to encourage socially 

sustainable development were also considered in the development of recommendations 

for the City of Winnipeg. 

 

The cities of Vancouver and Winnipeg were chosen as each city represents the opposite 

end of the spectrum of urban growth. The City of Vancouver is a rapid growth city that is 

well known for sustainability-focused initiatives. The City of Vancouver was chosen with 
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the hope that several of the principles, processes, and policies used could be transferable 

(or a variation of them) to the City of Winnipeg experience. The City of Vancouver was 

identified early in the research as having a progressive development process. Even 

though the City of Vancouver is not considered to be a slow growth city, I decided to 

choose the City of Vancouver due to the high degree of social sustainability. In choosing 

the City of Vancouver I was confident that I would obtain the information needed to 

develop recommendations that may be applicable for the City of Winnipeg. It should be 

reinforced that in studying the City of Vancouver framework, I was more interested in the 

specific policies and processes used to encourage social sustainability and not how 

transferable the entire framework was to Winnipeg. It was my intention to identify the 

specifics of the City of Vancouver approach and examine whether the individual 

components that make the experience successful had any applicability to the City of 

Winnipeg.  

 

The City of Vancouver is a rapid growth metropolis focused on containing urban growth 

and building within existing regions of the city (Wynn and Oke, 1992). The City of 

Vancouver provides a unique opportunity to examine the steps taken by municipal 

government to ensure social issues are adequately addressed through the development 

process. Emphasis in the practicum was placed on the principles and ‘best practices’ used 

in the City of Vancouver with hopes the lessons learned from the City of Vancouver 

could be transferable to the City of Winnipeg. Planners in the City of Vancouver have 

used creative socially targeted policy and detailed process to ensure social issues caused 

by development are addressed by development.  
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Background and comparative studies are each comprised of two sections. The first 

section provides background information related to each city selected. Included within 

this section is an examination of existing literature. The section highlights the manner in 

which each city currently addresses social issues within the development process. The 

second section of the comparative study is composed of the results of a series of key 

informant interviews. Interviews were conducted with a range of urban planners, 

politicians, academics and consultants. Information gathered through the interview 

process was analyzed and utilized in directing my recommendations for the City of 

Winnipeg.   

2.3: Key Informant Interviews 

Key informant semi-structured interviews were chosen as the primary research strategy in 

building each individual background study. A sample of the interview guide is available 

in Appendix B. Yin (1994) notes that the interview is one of the most important and 

effective tools for collecting data and thus the interview was selected as the most 

appropriate research strategy. Yin (2008) believes this because the interview data 

collection technique is “targeted” and “focuses directly on the case study topic” while 

being “insightful” which “provides perceived casual inferences (P. 86). The interview 

was chosen so I could draw information from those individuals most knowledgeable 

about the topic of social sustainability. The interview guide was designed in a ‘semi-

structured’ nature. Zeisel (2006) acknowledges the interview guide as a tool used to 

monitor key topics, elements, patterns and relationships that the interviewer is interested 
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in exploring with the participant to confirm they are adequately covered. Interview 

questions were comprised of a series of open-ended questions with additional ‘probing 

questions’ to be used if I felt further information could be gained from the participant. 

Participants had the opportunity to speak freely and openly on the issues they felt were of 

importance. The primary objective of the interview research was to ensure each 

participant was given the opportunity to respond to the same questions. This has allowed 

me to analyze, interpret, and compare participants’ responses with greater confidence. 

 

The research instrument used in both cities was ‘funneling’ in nature. That is, questions 

asked to participants began from a broad perspective and subsequent questions became 

more focused. This encouraged participants to discuss the specific tools, techniques and 

processes used to encourage social sustainability within their respective city. Additional 

discussion with the majority of participants evolved around historical influence of past 

governments, the role of the community, and the role of the city council in promoting 

social sustainability through development. The interview concluded with a discussion of 

the role of growth rates and the impact growth rates have on development. Finally a brief 

discussion was encouraged around any other approaches, beyond policy, that should be 

considered in encouraging social sustainability. As previously mentioned the same 

research instrument was used in both cities. Additional consideration was given with 

participants from the City of Winnipeg, as they were encouraged to discuss the successful 

tools and techniques employed in the City of Vancouver and their applicability to the 

City of Winnipeg. The research instrument has been included as Appendix B for referral. 
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Careful consideration was given throughout the development of the research instrument 

to ensure that the greatest range of pertinent information could be extracted from 

interview participants. The interview guide was used to promote discussion around the 

issues most important to the development of the practicum. In many instances 

participants were encouraged to elaborate in detail about the points and issues that were 

discussed. It was my intention, through providing participants with this opportunity to 

elaborate, the information collected would be in greater depth than that collected in a 

more structured interview format. 

 

Interviews were conducted in a face-to-face setting where permitted, specifically with 

those individuals residing in the City of Winnipeg. The intention of conducting 

interviews in this format was to allow me to observe the body language and cues made by 

the participant. In instances when face-to-face interviews were not feasible, telephone 

interviews were relied upon (City of Vancouver). Interviews were designed to last for 

approximately forty-five minutes to one hour in duration. Interviews were recorded for 

subsequent analysis. Transcription of each interview occurred immediately following the 

interview. This allowed me to deeply reflect on the experience and make subsequent 

notes where appropriate.  

 

Interviews with participants in the City of Vancouver occurred over the spring and 

summer months of 2008. Interviews were conducted over the telephone. Interviews were 

digitally recorded and transcribed immediately following the completion of the 

discussion. Interviews in the City of Winnipeg were conducted following the City of 
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Vancouver based primary research. Interviews with participants in the City of Winnipeg 

occurred in the late summer of 2008. Interviews with participants in the City of Winnipeg 

were conducted face-to-face in a location identified by the participant. Interviews were 

digitally recorded and immediately transcribed. Any additional comments made by the 

participant were also noted and further considered in the analysis. The overall purposes of 

the interviews were for me to gain a general understanding of the development process in 

both slow growth and rapid growth urban environments; identify how issues of 

sustainability are addressed within the development process, specifically social 

sustainability; and understand how socially related issues could be better addressed in this 

process.  

 

It was necessary throughout the entirety of the study for me to thoroughly consider 

whether the City of Vancouver should, or even could be considered socially sustainable. 

This consideration surfaced throughout the research process in response to the 

recognizable growing homelessness rate, the general lack of affordable housing and the 

increasingly unaffordable housing market in the city. The general consensus amongst 

City of Vancouver interview participants remained that although there are aspects of the 

city that remain unsustainable, the city has taken a proactive role in encouraging more 

socially sustainable development. My interest in the City of Vancouver lies in the specific 

tools, techniques, policies and processes that help encourage social sustainability within 

the City of Vancouver. I am not acknowledging that the City of Vancouver must be 

considered socially sustainable, but instead that the City has taken an innovative 

approach to encourage social sustainability through development. In noting this, it has 
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been identified that the City of Vancouver faces significant challenges to fully address 

issues of social sustainability. My assumption instead is that the City of Vancouver has 

taken proactive strides towards a more socially sustainable urban environment. I do not 

assume that the City of Vancouver is socially sustainable. 

2.4: Interview Sample 

Within each city selected for study, two groups of individuals were targeted. The first 

group selected was those working in urban planning positions directly with the city in 

question. This was the primary group targeted for interviews. Specific consideration was 

given to selecting participants working within a planning capacity related to the social 

sphere. This group of participants was selected as a result of their knowledge of socially 

oriented policy and the development framework. Urban planners are directly involved in 

developing, implementing and enforcing socially oriented policy. This group provided 

valuable knowledge of the challenges and opportunities related to urban social 

sustainability and the development process. The second group of individuals selected was 

directly related to the development sector, i.e. developers and consultants. This group was 

chosen as a result of their knowledge of the development framework and the challenges 

of working within existing policy guidelines. It was intended this group would be able to 

provide additional insight into how successful socially oriented policy may appear 

through highlighting the limitations they encounter with existing social policy.  

 

Due to significant challenges encountered in securing interview participants from the 

development sector, a third less represented group made up the remainder of the sample. 
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This sample group consisted of a range of individuals with vested interest in social 

sustainability and development. This group included academics, researchers and 

politicians. Participant selection remained within the realm of professional working 

individuals.  

 

Participants were selected based on their knowledge and employment role. It was my 

intention to obtain participants who were highly knowledgeable about urban social issues, 

as well as the development process within their respective city. Sample size was 

determined by the knowledge gained during the interview process and was finalized once 

I felt that enough pertinent information had been collected to accurately draw conclusions 

and make recommendations. It was originally anticipated eight to ten interviews would 

be needed in total. Due to the nature of the interviews and the significant differences 

between participants’ responses (particularly in the City of Winnipeg), a total of ten 

interviews were conducted. First, five interviews were conducted with participants from 

the City of Vancouver through telephone, followed by five face-to-face interviews with 

participants in the City of Winnipeg. 

 

Five urban planners were interviewed in the City of Vancouver. The initial interview 

participant was identified through personal contacts. Additional interview participants 

were selected through the use of snowball sampling. It was ensured that all participants 

had an understanding and interest in the realm of social planning. This was determined 

through selecting participants who are actively, or were previously, employed by the 

social planning department in the City of Vancouver. These individuals were selected 
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because of their knowledge and understanding of social planning and development in the 

City of Vancouver. It was assumed the planning staff would be able to provide the most 

pertinent information on the existing policies, processes, and procedures used in the City 

of Vancouver to guide development. It was also assumed the participants could provide 

valuable information relating to the political, economic, and environmental influences 

experienced in the City of Vancouver that have shaped the way development is guided. It 

was my original intent to interview a range of professionals related to development. 

However because of the general reliance upon snowball sampling to obtain participants, 

planners comprised the entirety of the sample group.  

 

In the City of Winnipeg, personal contacts were relied upon to secure interview 

participants. I attempted to secure a range of professionals working within the 

development field. The sample in the City of Winnipeg consisted of five participants 

including: A politician, a consultant, a housing researcher, and two former planning staff 

from the city. It was anticipated the wide sample would: 1) provide me with a greater 

breadth of opinion relating to the planning and development process in the city; and 2) 

clarify whether any of the successful techniques from the City of Vancouver experience 

had applicability to the City Winnipeg. The interview process in the City Winnipeg 

consisted of two parts. The first was the general discussion of the same research 

instrument used with participants from the City of Vancouver. The general discussion 

further helped me understand the development process, constraints and opportunities in 

the City of Winnipeg. The second portion of the interview consisted of an informal 
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discussion of the successful tools and techniques used in the City of Vancouver and what 

applicability they may have to the City of Winnipeg. 

2.5: Analysis 

I have taken an interpretive science approach to the project, because multiple truths to 

each question of inquiry existed. Each participant provided his or her own experience 

from which I interpreted information and drew conclusions. The truth to the problems in 

question are developed in a joint relationship between the participant, who provides the 

responses and information, and myself, who interprets and draws conclusions of what the 

participant has communicated (Guba and Lincon, 1989; Neuman, 1997). 

 

The interpretive approach helped facilitate the direction taken during the analysis of 

interview transcriptions. Neuman (1997) outlines two specific questions that should be 

used to guide interpretive research. The two questions are based on the notion of 

understanding “how do people experience the world” and whether “they create and share 

meaning?” (P. 70). It was my goal to “develop an understanding of social life and 

discover how people construct meaning in a natural setting” in an attempt to understand 

“what is meaningful and relevant to the people being studied” (Neuman, 1997, PP. 68-

69). In composing the sample group I gave careful consideration to selecting participants 

who were knowledgeable about socially related issues within the urban environment and 

the development process. Through developing a highly knowledgeable sample group, I 

was able to more accurately understand the challenges associated with mobilizing 

socially oriented policy and related processes through development. 
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Immediately following each interview, recordings were transcribed. My own concluding 

thoughts were also noted. Several readings of each interview transcription were 

undertaken. An open coding technique, as defined by Berg (2001), was initially used to 

situate important topic areas and themes throughout the transcriptions. In the process of 

open coding the researcher carefully reads each transcript, highlighting words, phrases, 

and themes they think may be of later importance.  

 

The open coding process resulted in the emergence and subsequent creation of categories 

that “fit the data” and were representative of the “conditions, strategies, interactions and 

consequences” the participants explained (Strauss, 1987, in Berg, 2001, P. 255). 

Additional consideration was given to ensure the categories were representative of the 

research questions outlined in Chapter 1. The two primary codes used for the analysis 

included: 1) partnerships in the development process, and 2) the development process 

itself. Several other secondary codes emerged from the interview processes that are worth 

noting. The codes included: 1) organizational structure, 2) guiding principles, 3) local 

government and 4) the economy. Consideration was given to ensure the categories were 

representative and descriptive of the research questions previously outlined. Additional 

readings of transcripts in both the literal, as well as interpretive sense were conducted on 

relevant sections. 

 

Following the process of open coding and categorizing, I took two additional readings of 

the data. The first was a literal reading, as defined by Mason (2000). In a literal reading 
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the researcher is interested in the “words and language used, the sequence of interactions, 

the form and structure of the dialogue, and the literal content” of the interview 

transcription (Mason, 2000: P. 149). The literal reading is then further analyzed and 

interpreted for additional meaning by the researcher in an interpretive reading, as defined 

by Mason (2000). In an interpretive reading the researcher interprets “what the data mean 

or represent” looking beyond the words the participant is conveying (Mason, 2000: P. 

149). 

 

Results from the interviews were then summarized in conjunction with the literature 

review and additional background study research. This process resulted in a series of 

recommendations on how slow growth cities can: 1) more effectively operationalize 

social sustainable policy, and 2) adapt or implement development related processes to 

better address social issues in the City of Winnipeg. 

2.6: Ethics 

Immediate implications related to ethical procedures were not anticipated. The study 

focused on interactions with professionals within the planning and development fields. 

Vulnerable individuals were not considered as appropriate participants for interviews. 

Additional consideration was given to the ethics review to ensure the protection of the 

individuals involved. Steps were taken to ensure that sensitive issues, which could 

negatively affect research participants, were appropriately addressed. Specific precaution 

was taken in the development of the research instrument to ensure the identity and 

physical and psychological well being of participants was protected.  
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Informed written consent was obtained from all participants prior to any involvement in 

the study. Interviews which took place ‘over the phone’ were provided with an electronic 

version of the consent form. In such instances individuals were asked to return the form 

by mail, or send an e-mail consenting to the interview and use of data collected prior to 

participation. Participants were provided with a verbal overview of the project and the 

extent of their involvement with the research. Participants were informed of recording 

devices and ensured records would be destroyed following the completion of the 

practicum period. Finally, participants were provided the option to review transcriptions 

and make factual alterations where necessary prior to the information being included in 

the project write-up. No participants requested to review transcripts and as a result were 

not provided with the opportunity. Participants were also given the option of receiving 

conclusions and findings from the research. 

 

Confidentiality of individuals involved in the study was ensured throughout the research 

process and following the completion and writing of the research document. Interviews 

were conducted in a secure location of the participant’s choice. This ensured interruption 

did not occur. Collected data was stored in a secure location at my residence.  

 

Participants have remained anonymous in the written reports resulting from the interview 

process. This was achieved by excluding names and any identifying explanations from 

the final document. Additional consideration and caution was taken in discussing 
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participant’s employment role and work organization within the written report. To 

accommodate this requirement pseudonyms have been used where necessary. 
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3.0: Literature Review 

3.0: Literature Review 

The purpose of the literature review is to examine the literature that has guided and 

contributed to the practicum. Several inter-related areas related to urban development, 

slow growth and the challenges of addressing social policy within this context are 

examined. The literature review consists of four sections. The introductory section 

explores the notion of social exclusion.  

 

The first section of the literature review focuses on the ‘Urban Growth Machine’ theory 

of urban development. Emphasis is placed on urban growth practice within the context of 

the North American city. Consideration is given to the role of the economy and how it 

has influenced patterns and periods of development.  

 

The second section outlines slow growth cities and the issues encountered within the 

context of the ‘growth machine’ mentality. Additional consideration is placed on the 

effectiveness of existing social policy within this context and challenges associated with 

urban development. Specific consideration is given to the case of Winnipeg, Manitoba. 

Winnipeg is a slow growth city and the city I have chosen as the focus of the study.  

 

The third section explores the concept of sustainability. Specific consideration is given 

to: 1) the themes and principles surrounding the concept of sustainability, 2) systems 
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thinking behind the sustainability paradigm, 3) ‘blunders’ of sustainability, and 4) the 

concept of capital. 

 

The final section that has been included as Chapter 4 explores the concept of social 

sustainability. I am most interested in how the model fits within the broader context of 

sustainability and how it can be applied to slow growth urban environments. Each 

concept is imperative to framing the remainder of the practicum and grounding the 

research, including the interviews, in existing planning literature. 

 

It is important to note limited literature exists linking urban development, slow growth 

and urban social phenomena. I have studied each area of interest individually drawing 

connections between areas where possible. One of the objectives of this practicum is to 

offer suggestions on how this gap in the literature can be adequately filled and 

connections between each area of interest made.  

3.1: Social Exclusion  

Macleod (2001) and Beall (2002) argue that regardless of the democratic process, elected 

officials are unable to adequately represent local populations and the social issues that 

exist within the community. The result is a social divide of society regardless of policies 

set in place to protect the under-represented (Molotch, 1976).  

 

In acknowledging that the existing social policy is inadequately addressing the current 

social needs of many citizens, the urban planner can begin to explore solutions to these 
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challenges. The urban planner and the planning profession must take a lead role in 

educating, encouraging and allowing the general public to become involved in the 

planning and decision making processes. In giving the general public the opportunity to 

participate and through bringing all of the necessary stakeholders to the table, the initial 

steps in reducing the growing social divide have been taken. This remains an imperative 

step in developing solutions to neighbourhood problems because those individuals who 

live in the neighbourhood are: 1) most knowledgeable about the neighbourhood, 2) most 

knowledgeable about the social conditions present, and 3) can offer solutions to address 

the challenges based on their knowledge of the area. The end results are solutions to 

urban challenges that specifically meet the needs and desires of the community in 

question, increased community capacity and a strengthened social community network. 

 

Despite continued efforts to ensure social in-equality is adequately addressed in the city, 

a growing divide between socio-economic classes builds. This divide is not only 

monetary but also rooted in the worth individuals’ opinions and views are given in the 

development process. Existing public policy offered by officials to guard citizens fails at 

protecting those individuals in greatest need. The individual no longer has the ability or 

opportunity to express concerns. It is my opinion that this reality has occurred as a result 

of the economic driven divide of the social fabric and the continued pursuit of 

development at any cost. Little consideration is given to the social needs of the citizens 

living within the city.  
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In the following section, the ‘Urban Growth Machine’ theory is examined. This theory 

has been chosen in order to build an understanding of the economic forces which 

continually act upon the city. Economic functioning and urban expansion plays a 

significant role in Western culture. Monetary wealth is often viewed as the measure of 

success of the individual as well as of the city in which they reside. As a result it is 

imperative to understand the barriers associated with economic driven development and 

the challenges officials face in light of this driving force. In developing this 

understanding, suggestions can be made on how social needs of citizens of the city can 

play a more significant role in the development framework. 

3.2: The ‘Urban Growth Machine’ 

“A city and, more generally, any locality, is conceived as the [true] 

expression of the interests of some land-based elite. Such an elite is seen 

to profit through the increasing intensification of the land use of the area 

in which its members hold a common interest. An elite competes with 

other land-based elites in an effort to have growth-inducing resources 

invested within its own area as opposed to that of another. Governmental 

authority, at the local and non-local levels, is utilized to assist in achieving 

this growth at the expense of completing localities” (Molotch, 1976, P: 2). 

 

Harvey Molotch (1976) initially presented the Urban Growth Machine Theory in 1976. 

Molotch (1976) developed the theory as a means to explain urban expansion within the 

context of the North American City. The model is based on the Political-Economy 

approach to urban change. Under the Political-Economy approach urban development is 

closely linked to the economic transactions and the mode of accumulation under which a 

capitalistic society functions (Allmendinger, 2002).  
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Under the growth machine theory, urban development must occur value free without 

consideration to the social impacts development may have (Molotch and Logan, 1984). 

The Urban Growth Machine theory “has the advantage of directing our attention to the 

underpinnings of policy agendas and the recurrent conflict between the use values versus 

the exchange values of place” (Warner, 2005, P. 573). 

 

Molotch (1976) argues external economic forces, that act upon cities and drive urban 

growth, determine urban expansion under the Urban Growth Machine model. These 

external forces significantly influence urban growth patterns and the general shaping of 

the urban environment. Growth occurs to the benefit of the elite sectors of the 

community, consequently widening the gap between the rich and the poor. In many cases, 

the benefiting sector gives little consideration to the social and environmental 

implications of the development process. Within the growth machine framework, drive 

for growth ensures the growth machine continues to expand. In such cases 

“[g]overnmental authority, at the local and non-local levels is utilized to assist in 

achieving this growth at the expense of competing localities” where “[c]onditions of 

community life are largely a consequence of the social, economic, and political forces 

embodied in this growth machine” (Molotch, 1976, P. 309).  

 

Molotch (1976) argues the greatest representation of success of the growth machine is an 

increasing urban population. Population growth occurs as a result of industrial expansion 

and the creation of a larger labour force. Industrial expansion subsequently results in 
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increased commercial activity and enhanced land use patterns. This expansion will often 

occur at the cost of the quality of life for the majority of citizens (PP. 310, 320).  

 

Pro-growth arguments focus on the notion that expansion is a means of creating jobs and 

subsequently improving the overall quality of life for its citizens (Molotch, 1976). 

Molotch argues instead, growth simply redistributes employment through a process of 

decision-making that is occurring beyond the level of local government. As the location 

of employment opportunities change, working class individuals from external locations 

are drawn to the growing region, seeking better employment opportunities. As the 

process occurs, new skilled workers arriving to a region will often overshadow socially 

disadvantaged individuals or unemployed citizens already living within the area. The 

original citizens are left in a position of social disadvantage. This process results in little 

impact on unemployment rates or the increased quality of life often promised under the 

growth machine model. If initial residents are able to find employment, their position of 

unemployment is simply replaced by another citizen moving to the region who is unable 

to secure employment. This cycle creates a growing reliance by citizens on the growth 

machine in the quest for an increased quality of life (Molotch, 1976).  

 

It is important to note the Urban Growth Machine does not continue without opposition 

(Leo and Brown, 2000). In the past, citizens generally supported municipal policy that 

was intended to stimulate growth. Support for growth policy was, and still is, based on 

the perception that increased growth will facilitate the reduction of land tax rates and 

increase the general voice of urban inhabitants. It is perceived that growth will stimulate 
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infrastructure and service development through the reallocation and addition to funding 

for public related programming and needs. Growing opposition to uncontained urban 

growth and the failure for growth related policies to deliver promised economic benefits 

have resulted in growing public support for slowing growth and aligning with more 

sustainable practices. This includes using the development process to adequately address 

social issues within the city (Schneider, 1992).  

 

The slowing of the growth process is not always possible. Policy and subsequent 

opportunity to manage growth are often overshadowed by the perceived need to boost the 

economy at all cost. Little consideration is ever given to stabilizing the economy and 

subsequently stabilizing urban growth. This presents greater opportunity to more 

appropriately address the demands and requirements of sustainable development 

(Troutman, 2004).  

 

This research accentuates the value placed on urban expansion and the accumulation of 

economic wealth as the driving force for development. Western society has become 

trapped by the ‘Growth Machine’ mentality. Society continually feeds the perception that 

growth and monetary wealth are the only measures of urban success. Unfortunately, in 

slow growth cities the issue is further compounded. There remains the continual need to 

compete with other locations in order to attract citizens. This reinforces the notion that 

economic accumulation is the sole function of development. Little consideration is given 

to other issues, including social challenges.   
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In the following section, the concept of slow growth is examined with emphasis placed 

on the value and opportunities associated with slow growth development. The section is 

intended to build an understanding of why slow growth occurs. Consideration is also 

given to the development process in the slow growth context and the influence 

developers have on this process. The following section has helped me understand the 

challenges and opportunities of working within the slow growth perspective. 

3.3: Slow Growth Cities 

The rate at which an urban center expands is often considered to be a measure of the 

‘health’ of the center in question. Rapid urban growth and expansive development have 

long been guiding parameters for municipal progress. This has heavily influenced the 

development of civic policy that has historically been intended to stimulate growth. As a 

result, North America cities experiencing slow urban growth or urban decline are often 

negatively categorized. In many instances they are viewed as in need of policy change to 

help foster growth. Consideration is not given to the reasons why the center is growing 

slowly. Policy decisions intended to stimulate growth are unsuitable for the context of 

slowly growing urban environments. These policies often cause greater harm as opposed 

to advancing the social, environmental and economic well being of the city’s citizens 

(Leo and Anderson, 2005). Cities are often considered to be growing slowly when 

population growth is occurring at a rate of less then 10 percent per decade (Leo and 

Anderson, 2005: P. 1; Down, 1994). 
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In discussing the possible causes of slow growth urban environments, Leo and Brown 

(2000) frame three plausible explanations. The first is what the authors term as ‘simple 

arithmetic reasoning’. The authors argue that in many situations a city is termed slow 

growth due to the large existing population and the immediate number of individuals 

required to be moving to the area for the city to have a substantive growth rate. In this 

case, even though considerable individuals may be migrating to the center in question, 

large population size hinders the overall growth rate. This gives the illusion the center is 

growing slowly (Leo and Brown, 2000). 

  

The second framework the authors outline is termed ‘low elasticity’, initially presented 

by Rusk in 1993. Low elasticity refers to the condition where regional growth is 

occurring more rapidly then growth within the city. The authors note “a central city 

hemmed in by rapidly growing suburban municipalities is likely to be a city in trouble, 

not because it is growing slowly but because of the way the growth of the metropolitan 

area is managed” (Rusk, 1993 as citied in Leo and Brown, 2000, P. 198). 

  

The final framework explaining slow growth is a less dynamic economy then a rapid 

growth city (Leo and Brown, 2000). Slow growth cities often rely upon a small economic 

base consisting of staple economic activity. This differs from many rapid growth regions 

that may rely more heavily upon a variety of economic activity to constitute the economic 

base. However, the authors note this is not to suggest “less dynamic is equivalent to less 

desirable or less healthy,” but instead means “that appropriate policies for the two types 

of metropolitan areas are likely to differ” (Leo and Brown, 2000, P. 198).  
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Development patterns in slow growth cities often occur as a result of what is most 

commonly referred to as ‘leap-frog-development.’ Leap-frog-development is the process 

in which developers choose the tracts of land, generally greenfields, which are suitable 

for development.  Suitability is often determined as a result of what land the developer 

owns, or has ready accessibility too. The developer stands to gain the most in terms of 

economic accumulation as the city in question often provides additional incentive to the 

developer. In other instances the developer is not charged the true costs associated with 

hard infrastructure. These concessions on the city’s part occur to promote growth. The 

leapfrog development pattern results in the continued sprawling of the city. The result is 

increased financial burden to the city. The financial burden is a result of increased 

infrastructure requirements and maintenance costs (Leo and Anderson, 2005).  

 

It can be argued, sprawl is driven perpetually in slow growth cities as a result of the 

‘leap-frog’ development pattern. Urban sprawl in slow growth or declining cities is “part 

of a zero-sum-game in which new areas are developed at the expense of existing urban 

quarters” (Couch, et al. 2004, P. 118). It is “[f]or these reasons policies to control urban 

sprawl in such areas have to be geared to the context of decline and pursue realistic goals 

using policy instruments that work without growth” (Couch, et al. 2004, P. 118). 

 

In discussing the role of policy in slow growth or declining cities Couch, et al. (2004) 

emphasize the possibility of using policy to control the effects of urban sprawl. Couch, et 

al. (2004) argue that as a result of a decrease in demand for housing, typically associated 
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with slow growth cities, it should be possible to more effectively control growth. The 

authors reinforce the importance of support for this form of development by civic 

officials. In situations where there is support to increase density and encourage a more 

compact urban form, policy should be developed to limit greenfield development (Couch, 

et al. 2004, P. 132). 

 

Downs (1999) notes it is impossible to determine or control the number of inhabitants 

who will move to or from an urban center. The author argues migration will occur 

regardless of the policies developed to guide or slow development. Instead, population 

growth and decline is determined primarily by the physical traits of the city. This 

includes the city’s industrial and institutional base as well as the global economic 

conditions of the time. Downs (1999) argues this illustrates the necessity to actively 

pursue policy related directly to the urban conditions it is intended to serve (Downs, 

1999, P. 957).  

  

As the literature suggests it is imperative to develop policy that is intended to meet the 

demands and needs of the citizens it is intended to support. Current Western mentality 

continues to limit the possibilities associated with slowly growing populations. This 

notion is re-enforced by the un-desirable control developers have in the slow growth 

context. In many instances developers are able to place greater demands on the city in 

terms of infrastructure requirements as well relaxed policy with the promise to bring 

urban expansion. This argument is often backed by the opinion that growth should be 

viewed as desirable and pursued without consideration of the social and environmental 
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costs. This mindset is not unique to the city planning discipline. The pursuit of growth 

can also be found in the economics field. As early as 1959, Rostow (1959) discusses the 

stages of urban growth including the “drive to maturity” to the “age of high mass 

consumption.” Rostow (1959) argues that “[b]eyond the age of high mass consumption 

lie the problems which are beginning to arise in a few societies…” (P. 1). It is imperative 

to build an understanding of a framework that can be used to address the social needs of 

citizens encountered in urban development. The framework of social sustainability has 

been chosen for this practicum.  

 

In the following section the discipline of systems thought is introduced. The section is 

intended to provide an alternative approach to analyzing the complexity of the urban 

environment. Section 3.5 then examines the concept of sustainability. Section 3.6 briefly 

applies the systems discipline to the concept of sustainability. 

3.4: Systems Thought 

This section is intended to introduce the discipline of systems thought. Included within 

the section is an introduction to the two approaches of systems thought and an overview 

of ‘leverage points’ or points within a system where change can be initiated. Following 

the section is an analysis of the concept of sustainability. I then apply the systems 

perspective to the sustainability discipline in section 3.6. 

 

For the purpose of this practicum, systems thought provides a lens to analyze the built 

environment. The systems perspective is based on the notion that problems cannot be 
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approached independently, but instead must be approached in a holistic fashion. The 

discipline encourages the examination of the interconnectedness of the independent parts 

in developing solutions for the whole. Jackson (2003) argues that “[s]imply defined, a 

system is a complex whole, the functioning of which depends on its parts and the 

interactions between those parts” (P. 3). Jackson (2003) goes on to argue that based on 

this definition several types of systems exist which include: 

1) The physical system (rivers) 

2) The biological system (living organisms) 

3) The designed system (automobiles) 

4) The abstract system (philosophical systems) 

5) The social system (families) 

6) The human activity system (to ensure the quality of products) (Jackson, 2003, 

P. 3). 

Systems thought has two main approaches: 1) reductionalism, and 2) holism. The 

reductionalist school of thought views the parts of the system as equal to the whole. The 

challenge with this is “that in many instances, the sum of the parts often does not look 

like the whole” (Jackson, 2003: P. 4). The second approach, holism, is based on the 

notion that the “sum of the parts equals more than the system itself” (Jackson, 2003: P. 

4). Jackson (2003) argues that “[h]olism gained a foothold in many different academic 

disciplines, benefiting from the failure of reductionism to cope with problems of 

complexity, diversity and change in complex systems” (P. 4). Jackson (2003) goes on to 

argue that within any system several individuals will be involved in the system including: 
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1) stakeholders, 2) decision makers, 3) actors, 4) problem-owners, 5) witnesses, and 6) 

problem solvers (Jackson, 2003: P. 10).  

 
 

Most systems within the city have existed for an extended period of time with little 

consideration being given to the impacts they are having on the greater society. The 

rigidity of existing systems makes changing systems difficult and often problematic. 

Several points within the systems framework have been identified as ‘leverage points’ 

that can be used to initiate change. Leverage points “are places within a complex system 

(a corporation, an economy, a living body, a city, an ecosystem) where a small shift in 

one thing can produce big changes in everything” (Meadows, 1999, P. 1). Meadows 

(1999) suggests twelve leverage points. The following list is detailed in descending order 

of effectiveness of initiating change. The first leverage point in the list is what Meadows 

considers the least effective and least dramatic method of initiating change. Meadows’ 

(1999) leverage points include: 

1) Define the parameters in which the system is to operate. 

 

2) Implement buffers to ‘cushion’ the impact of system change. 

 

3) Re-organize the physical structure of the system, Meadows (1999) argues it is 

more beneficial to initially develop the physical structure of the system 

correctly then to try and change the physical structure of the system once it 

has already been activated. 

 

4) Create delays in the system, a delay in the system allows for re-evaluation of 

its operation. 

 

5) Develop negative feedback loops. 

 

6) Develop positive feedback loops. 

 

7) Create new loops to deliver information to an area that was not previously 

obtaining it. 
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8) Develop additional rules to govern the system. 

 

9) Self-organize lower levels of the system to initiate change in more advanced 

areas. 

 

10) Develop goals for the system. 

 

11) Shift the paradigm by learning from previous mistakes, adapt the system. 

 

12) Transcend paradigms, Meadows (1999) argues it is imperative to “keep 

oneself unattached in the arena of paradigms, to stay flexible, to realize that 

no paradigm is ‘true’, that every one, including the one that sweetly shapes 

your own worldview, is a tremendously limited understanding of an immense 

and amazing universe that is far beyond human comprehension” (P. 19). 

 

With the leverage points presented, Meadows (1999) offers direction as to where policy 

or processes could become an important tool in initiating change in any system.  Urban 

planners can use Meadows’ leverage points framework to begin to break the complexity 

associated with the city, urban social structure and the challenges encountered when 

building sustainable neighbourhoods. Systems thinking should be viewed as an additional 

lens into the concept of sustainability and subsequently into sustainable development. 

 

In the following section the concept of sustainability is examined. The section is intended 

to introduce the broad concept of sustainability. The section frames the challenges of 

working within a sustainability framework. Finally the section highlights the importance 

of community collaboration and the role the citizen must play to achieve sustainability. 

3.5: Sustainability  

The discipline of sustainability is one of the latest theories to influence the planning 

community. The discipline of sustainability is not exclusive to urban planning and 
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development. However, in the planning context the discipline of sustainability 

encourages planners to inclusively examine the social, environmental, and economic 

implications of the decisions they are making.  

 

In discussing sustainable development, Jepson (2001) notes “the emerging sustainability 

doctrine holds that the natural environment can be protected, the economy developed, and 

equity achieved all at the same time” and “the extent to which we are successful in this 

simultaneous achievement is the extent to which we will achieve sustainability” (P. 503).  

 

The literature suggests that in maintaining a sustainable society and living within existing 

means, it is believed future generations will have access to the resources necessary to 

maintain a similar quality of life as those citizens of today. Whether the concept, and the 

possibility, of maintaining and building all three spheres simultaneously is probable, or 

even possible, remains to be determined. The concept of sustainable development has 

been at least partially successful in shifting current development thought processes. The 

success of the concept in raising awareness and promoting an alternative to traditional 

development approaches is reason enough to consider the concept in this practicum. 

 

The following discussion on sustainability has been divided into two sections. The first 

section consists of a general discussion of the concept of sustainability. The second 

section examines four components of capital: social, economic, environmental and 

community and their relatedness to sustainability. Particular focus is placed on the 

development of guiding principles and the inclusion of the community in building 
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sustainable neighbourhoods. The intention of this section is to examine the 

interconnectedness between each paradigm and the importance of inclusiveness in 

developing sustainability policy. The section also provides direction for two of the 

research questions previously outlined. First, the section illustrates what value is placed 

on social sustainability in the broader context of sustainability. Second, the section begins 

to identify challenges associated with operationalizing social targeted policy. 

 

The field of sustainable development has emerged in response to what Doppelt (2003) 

notes as a societal reliance upon the economic paradigm. Doppelt (2003) argues the 

economic paradigm is linear in nature and focused on “producing products and delivering 

them to the customer in the fastest and cheapest way possible” (P. 2). This system of 

production has resulted in significant social and environmental degradation while 

increasing strain on the economic paradigm. Doppelt (2003) argues “[a]t its core, this 

new approach (referring to sustainability) fundamentally transforms the linear model into 

a circular one,” emphasizing the importance of interconnectedness between the three 

spheres (P. 2). Continued neglect of any of the three spheres will result in the eminent 

dissolution of sustainability and the breakdown of the system (Dale, 2001). 
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Figure 1: Nested Rings of Sustainability: Adapted from: Black (2004) 

 

As previously mentioned, sustainability is based on the interconnectedness of the social, 

environmental, and economic spheres of civilization. Several models have been produced 

to explain the importance of the interconnectedness of the three spheres. Two basic 

models will be used during this practicum. The first is referred to as the ‘nested rings 

model’ (Figure 1). The nested rings model uses a series of circles where each paradigm of 

sustainability (economic, environmental, and social) is represented by a different sized 

sphere. The nested rings, or circles, illustrate the interconnectedness of all three 

paradigms. The largest ring is placed on the outside of the model where subsequent sized 

rings are situated within the larger circle. The largest circle represents the environment. 

The environment has been designated the largest circle because of its importance in the 
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functioning of both society and the economy. The second ‘nested circle’ is society, and 

finally the economy is placed in the middle. The economy is placed at the center not 

because it should be considered the most important but because it is most dependent on 

the other two spheres. The argument remains that without society or the social sphere and 

the environment, the economy would collapse (Black, 2004). 

 

Figure 2: Venn Diagram, Model of Sustainability: Adapted from: Agyeman and 

Evans (2003) 

 

Literature suggests the second popular model for sustainability is the Venn Diagram 

Model (Figure 2; Agyeman and Evans, 2003). In the Venn diagram model, each 

paradigm of sustainability (environmental, economic, and social) is represented by an 

equally sized circle. The circle sizing indicates the equal value or equal importance each 

paradigm maintains. The circles are then situated in an overlapping configuration meeting 

at a common point. The point at which each circle overlaps is considered to be when true 

sustainable development can occur (Agyeman and Evans, 2003, P. 37).  
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Both models presented should be used to understand the equal importance and 

interconnectedness each paradigm of the concept of sustainability maintains. 

Unfortunately, the simplistic models do not immediately judge the situation specific 

characteristics of the environments in which they are being considered. Dale (2001) 

makes an important distinction, emphasizing, “[s]ustainable development issues are scale, 

place and time dependant, and they must be defined according to the type, intensity, and 

frequency of use” (P. 36). This notion suggests that sustainability can take different 

forms, depending on the environment and urban setting. This reinforces the need for 

flexible goals. Goals of sustainable development must be adaptable to specific times and 

situations depending on the urban context in question. Goals should provide an 

immediate starting point and subsequent direction urban planners can strive towards, 

when encouraging sustainable development. Each of the three paradigms of sustainability 

and several underlying goals are briefly discussed below. 

 

The economic paradigm remains the focus in many planning circles. Although the 

economic paradigm is of importance, equal consideration should be given to the other 

two spheres. When discussing it in terms of sustainability four goals are considered: 

1) The first goal is focused on the longevity of existing economic systems within the 

urban environment. Systems to be maintained include systems of production, 

exchange, and consumption. This goal focuses on the continued equitable growth 

and subsequent creation of wealth for society; 

 

2) The second goal is the assurance economic development does not exceed 

environmental limits. This includes issues surrounding resource extraction, and 

pollution. Where environmental limits have been exceeded consideration should 

be given to minimizing environmental degradation to allow systems to restore 

equilibrium; 
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3) The third goal notes the importance and assurance all citizens can produce enough 

wealth to maintain a suitable standard of living and acquire the basic necessities 

of a healthy existence. This goal should be supplemented with the idea individuals 

must also have equal opportunity to participate in the decision-making process. 

This goal can be closely linked to the social paradigm. Consideration should be 

given to ensure individuals have the capacity and financial systems to support 

their participation; 

 

4) The final goal for economic sustainability relates to the production of economic 

systems that are flexible enough to adapt to changing environmental and social 

conditions. It is important to consider that urban systems are continually 

changing, and without adaptability and flexibility the system will fail. The notion 

of the city and sustainability as a system is further discussed in following 

paragraphs (adapted from: Black, 2004; Hancock, 1993).  

 

The second dimension of sustainability is the ecological or environmental dimension. 

There are several existing models used to indicate the goals of the environmental 

perspective. In particular, two are relied upon for this practicum. Black (2004) notes 

“[t]he ecological dimension of sustainability has to do with the extent to which ecological 

systems – on which all life depends – are capable of continuing to perform their essential 

functions into the future” (P. 1). Within the greater concept of sustainability, those 

working within the environmental dimension should focus on promoting four goals 

including:  

1) The general preservation of environmental integrity and overall health of species;  

 

2) Biodiversity; 

 

3) The preservation of natural resources and the development of regulation to ensure 

appropriate consumption rate of resources; 

 

4) The monitoring and regulation of pollution in order to ensure natural systems are 

capable of assimilating waste (adapted from: Black, 2004; Hancock, 1993). 
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The ‘Natural Steps’ Framework (2009) articulates the second set of goals. The Natural 

Steps Framework provides a lens to evaluate existing business, or community practices. 

The result is a strategy to achieve sustainability. The three goals, derived from the 

Natural Steps Framework include: 

1) The elimination of harmful chemicals that build up as a result of daily use by 

humans; 

2) The elimination of human contribution to the buildup of materials removed 

from the Earth; 

3)  The elimination of humans` contribution to the destruction of nature and the 

processes that exist within nature (The Natural Step, 2009). 

 

The social is the third dimension of sustainability to be examined. Lehtonen (2002) notes 

“[t]he social dimension has commonly been recognized as the weakest ‘pillar’ of 

sustainable development, notably when it comes to its analytical and theoretical 

underpinnings” (P. 1999).  “The social dimension of sustainability has to do with the 

extent to which social values, social identities, social relationships and social institutions 

are capable of being maintained into the future” (Black, 2004: P. 2). The social 

dimension should focus on promoting three goals:  

1) The first goal of the social paradigm is the encouragement of diverse 

neighbourhoods and the acceptance of differing value systems, cultures, and 

norms; 

 

2) The second goal focuses on the assurance existing social networks, institutions 

and policies address the needs and demands of citizens they are intended to; 

 

3) The final goal related to the social paradigm is focused on assuring that existing 

social systems are adaptable and able to meet the changing demands of the 
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economic and ecological dimensions (adapted from: Black, 2004; Hancock, 

1993).  

 

Discussing the goals of sustainability should be viewed as a starting point to the broader 

discussion on sustainability and a necessary step in examining the concept in an inclusive 

fashion. Although the previous discussion on the goals of sustainability examined each 

sphere individually, it is possible to identify the commonalities that exist between each 

sphere.  

 

The general discussion on sustainability and the focus on the goals of each paradigm have 

provided insight into the complexity of the concept and the challenges associated with 

working within the framework. The following subsection titled ‘Sustainability as a 

System’ is intended to simplify the concept by applying a systems perspective. The 

following discussion will help to provide additional direction in opportunities to 

successfully operationalize social policy in the city. 

3.6: Sustainability as a System  

In understanding sustainability it is beneficial to view the physical environment and the 

human relationships within that environment as one system. Dale (2001) notes a systems 

perspective is not only beneficial but necessary in understanding sustainable development 

because of the “complex personal, social and ecological systems” involved (P. 39). In 

explaining the systems approach to sustainable development, Capra (1984) notes “[t]he 

systems view looks at the world in terms of relationships and integration,” where 

“[s]ystems are integrated wholes whose properties cannot be reduced to those of smaller 



 

Quincy Brown  July, 2009 
Master of City Planning MDP  

57 

units” (P.266). In systems thinking, complex social, ecological, and economic 

components and their interrelationships can be examined with greater confidence. Dale 

(2001) argues, “[s]ystems thinking provides a framework for interrelationships rather 

than things, for seeing patterns rather than static snapshots” (P. 39). In discussing the 

principles that govern systems though, Dale (2001) argues “the principles governing 

natural systems are holism, interdependence, and interrelationship” (P. 39). 

 

It is necessary to accept that a system of the natural environment will never be complete. 

Instead the system will continually evolve as humans impact their physical environment 

as a result of the decision making process (Dale, 2001). As changes are made to one 

aspect of the system, subsequent impact will be felt throughout other areas of the system. 

For example, if a policy is adopted that encourages the inclusion of citizens within the 

decision making process, the ramifications of this decision (to adopt the policy) will be 

seen throughout other areas of the system. This change will result in changes to other 

areas of the system, necessary to meet the new societal demands. The alternative is for 

citizens to resist and mobilize against the change in attempts to maintain the existing quo, 

or existing system. Parkes and Burgess (1967) present a similar view arguing “[t]he city 

is… a state of mind, a body of customs and traditions, and of the organized attitudes and 

sentiments that inhere in these customs and are retransmitted with this tradition” (P. I). 

The authors argue that “[t]he city is not, in other words, merely a physical mechanism 

and an artificial construction. It is involved in the vital processes of the people who 

compose it; it is a product of nature, and particularly of human nature” (P. I). The concept 

is referred to as the human ecological model of the city. The premise of the model is that 
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populations influence their environment through the “unorganized and unconscious 

process whereby human populations adjust to their environment through unrestricted 

competition” where “[c]ommunity here is not a thing but a process, not a separate and 

visible area of human existence but a distinct perspective on human existence” (Saunder, 

2004: P. 37). 

 

In explaining systems thinking, Capra (1984) offers the example of a wilderness area, an 

applicable example that is easily transferable to the city.  Capra explains that within the 

wilderness area are a series of individual organisms and features that contribute to the 

overall make-up of the region. Capra goes on to explain the wilderness system is not only 

made up of a series of individual organisms, but also the “complex web of relationships 

between them” (P. 266). In this sense “[a]ll these natural systems are wholes whose 

specific structures arise from the interactions and interdependence of their parts” (Capra, 

1984, P. 266). Capra (1984) concludes by noting ecological systems are “not rigid 

structures but are flexible yet stable manifestations of underlying processes” (P. 267). 

Capra’s idea of the wilderness area can be applied to the urban setting, with greater 

complexity and many more relationships. However, the acknowledgement that 

underlying processes in the urban environment are influencing the city is an important 

notion. It is also important to recognize that the decisions made by elected officials, 

planners, and the development community have subsequent impact on the urban 

surroundings and the citizens who occupy these spaces.  
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The interrelatedness of systems thinking reinforces the interconnectedness of 

sustainability. It is important to consider that as one aspect of the ‘sustainability system’ 

is altered additional change will be felt throughout the remaining portions of the system. 

This concept is similar to the idea of a ‘ripple effect’. It is for this reason it remains 

important to equally consider each sphere of sustainability. If one paradigm is neglected 

while the other two remain the focus, the impacts can be detrimental to the neglected 

paradigm. This idea reinforces the importance of the decision making process and should 

foster a more considerate and inclusive decision making approach. 

 

The following section examines the themes of sustainable development. The focus of the 

section is to begin to build the guiding principles of sustainability later explored in 

Chapter 3. 

3.7: Themes of Sustainable Development 

The concept of sustainable development consists of several commonly accepted themes 

that underpin the guiding principles later explored in this review. The focus of this 

practicum remains on ‘the social’ sphere of sustainability. Although all of the following 

themes are not focused directly on ‘the social’ sphere they remain important in an 

inclusive approach. In developing a deeper understanding of the general concept of 

sustainability and the interrelationship between each sphere, more knowledgeable 

recommendations can be made for enhancing ‘the social’ during the development 

process. The following sustainability themes have been adapted from Haughton and 

Hunter (2003) and The Sheltair Group INC (1998) and include: 
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1) Intergenerational Equity: Intergenerational equity ensures the ‘rights’ of 

future generations are considered during current decision-making processes 

and policy creation. In this sense, development by current generations should 

only occur if it is ensured future generations will have the same opportunity 

and quality of life as their predecessors.  

 

2) Social Justice and Equity: Social justice and equity refers to the equal sharing 

of resources between citizens and even countries. This theme will ensure all 

individuals are given the opportunity to achieve a similar standard of living. 

Each citizen should be given equal share of the Earth’s ecological resources. 

Resources need to be distributed equally regardless of the citizen’s geographic 

location, socioeconomic standing, race, gender, or ethnicity. 

 

3) Global Equality: Global equality refers to the necessity to treat all global 

systems equally regardless of the current state of development being 

experienced. Resource exploitation, pollution and uncontained growth should 

not be excused based on a nation’s economic standing and immediate access 

to natural resources. 

 

4) Carrying Capacity: Existing ecological system capacity is limited. Human 

discharge, resource exploitation and consumption should not exceed the 

natural limits of the ecosystems involved. 

 

5) Economic Prosperity: Economic prosperity is based on the notion sustainable 

development should stimulate economic activity. Consideration should be 

given to the ‘cradle-to-grave’ concept of production to protect the ecological 

health of the Earth. 

 

6) Health: Health can be divided into both individual and community health. 

Sustainable development must encourage healthy living for citizens as well as 

the active participation of citizens in the development and creation of their 

own neighbourhoods and subsequent communities. 

 

The majority of discussion on sustainable development acknowledges the 

interconnectedness of the social, environmental, and economic spheres. Challenges 

remain in achieving the general goal of promoting all three interrelated spheres 

simultaneously. Public policy has been the primary tool relied upon to promote the 

development of sustainable communities. Public policies are developed in response to the 

identification of a problem within the urban environment. This subsequently influences 
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the development of social and economic systems and the promotion of sustainability. 

However, Jepson (2001) argues, “opinion remains divided regarding what sustainability 

is and how it should be used as a conceptual guide in the formulation of public policy” 

(P. 501). Without a clear understanding of sustainability and the complexity of the 

concept it becomes difficult to use sustainability as a guide for development. It is 

imperative to clearly define what is meant by sustainability, what the guiding principles 

are, and what the intended outcome will be. Without clear definition confusion and the 

trap of familiarity will emerge as the path followed. 

 

The city is a multitude of complex systems functioning in a state of continual change. 

Brower alludes to the notion all cities are composed of a collection of building blocks 

known as neighbourhoods (Brower, 1996). Each neighbourhood building block consists 

of various elements that when combined with other neighbourhood blocks contribute to 

the overall make-up of the city. It is the unique manner in which these urban building 

blocks initially merge, and continually change over time that gives the city in question 

characteristics distinctive from other urban centers (Brower, 1996). It is because of this 

unique combination of neighbourhood building blocks that there is no concrete definition 

of what the city is (Kearns and Parkinson, 2001). Haughton and Hunter (2004) refer to 

the city as ‘elastic’ where “[t]here is no absolute definition which is satisfactory in all 

circumstances” (P.14). An individual’s definition of the city will instead depend upon a 

number of influencing factors, including: the individuals’ life experiences and living 

patterns within the city, the experiences the individual has been subject to and the 

accepted norms within the given jurisdiction.  
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The concept of sustainability is contested (Black, 2004). Black (2004) notes “[t]his is so 

because people may give competing answers to questions such as: what is to be 

sustained? For Whom? Over what scales of time and place? How? Why? Even when 

people argue on the answers to many of these questions, it may not be possible to 

simultaneously maximize each dimension of sustainability” (P. 5). Sustainable 

development is further complicated when the influence of globalization and external 

forces beyond the control of the city are taken into consideration (Dale and Onyx, 2005). 

Dale (2001) notes “[i]n some cases, there may well be greater emphasis on development 

than sustainability, whereas in others the reverse may be true” (P. 37). Dale (2001) argues 

“[b]y extension, these imperatives will also vary greatly from nation to nation, and region 

to region, as cultural factors affect the decision making process” (P. 37).  

 

Although the concept of sustainability offers new direction in the realm of development, 

challenges remain to determine how to maximize each dimension of sustainability 

concurrently. Consideration must also be given to the individual geographical and 

cultural context in question. It is for these reasons that common themes, as outlined 

above, are of importance. Themes begin to unify sustainability initiatives and promote a 

common goal amongst those striving for increased sustainable development. 

3.8: Principles of Sustainable Development  

Sustainability is time, location and situation dependent.  In order to develop a 

sustainability strategy related to planning and development, officials of any city must 



 

Quincy Brown  July, 2009 
Master of City Planning MDP  

63 

consider the specific characteristics and context of the city in question. Several sets of 

principles, or norms, exist within the sustainability discipline. These principles are widely 

accepted, and are relied upon to guide action. Haughton and Hunter (2004) have 

developed a series of principles intended to address the social, ecological, and economic 

realms of sustainability. The principles indicate the path necessary to achieve 

sustainability. The authors argue “[m]any of the guiding principles outlined… have 

gained widespread acceptance already, and in recent years have increasingly found their 

way into legislation and official statements of policy” (P. 202). Haughton and Hunter’s 

(2004) principles include: 

1) Prevention is better than cure; 

2) Nothing stands alone; 

3) Minimize waste; 

4) Maximize the use of renewable and recyclable materials; 

5) Maintain and enhance ‘requisite variety’; 

6) Identify and respect local, regional and global environmental tolerances; 

7) Enhance environmental understanding through research; 

8) Use appropriate technology, materials and design; 

9) Create new indicators for economic and environmental wealth; 

10) Create new indicators for economic and environmental productivity; 

11) Establish acceptable minimum standards through regulatory control; 

12) Continue action to internalize environmental costs into market; 

13) Ensure social acceptability of environmental policies; 

14) Widespread public participation (Haughton and Hunter, 2004, PP. 203, 215). 
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Haughton and Hunter (2004) argue “[p]rinciples for sustainable development only make 

sense if they are also principles for global sustainable development” where 

“…sustainability principles need to be constructed which are sufficiently flexible, yet 

also sufficiently meaningful and workable, to allow policies to be devised which move 

society towards an overall objective of increasing global environmental sustainability and 

economic well-being” (P. 203). Haughton and Hunter’s (2004) principles may be applied 

to the discipline of city planning. The principles reinforce the notion of participation in 

decision-making and the importance of public involvement. The principles suggest the 

individual is responsible for their own actions. Finally, the principles holistically consider 

all three paradigms of sustainability, building linkages between them.  

 

In an attempt to create a more complete list of guiding principles for sustainability a 

second set of principles, presented in Roseland (1997), have been identified and further 

examined for use in this practicum. These principles are presented as guidelines for more 

‘ecological cities’ and include: 

1) Revise land use priorities to create compact, diverse, green, safe, pleasant, 

and vital mixed-use communities near transit nodes and other transportation 

facilities. 

 

2) Revise transportation priorities to favor foot, bicycle, cart, and transit over 

autos, and to emphasize “access to proximity”. 

 

3) Restore damaged urban environments, especially creeks, shorelines, 

ridgelines, and wetlands. 

 

4) Create decent, affordable, safe, convenient, and racially and economically 

mixed housing. 
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5) Nurture social justice and create improved opportunities for women, people of 

colour and the disabled. 

 

6) Support local agriculture, urban greening projects, and community 

gardening. 

 

7) Promote recycled, innovative appropriate technology, and resource 

conservation while reducing pollution and hazardous wastes. 

 

8) Work with businesses to support ecologically sound economic activity while 

discouraging pollution, waste and the use and production of hazardous 

materials. 

 

9) Promote voluntary simplicity and discourage excessive consumption of 

material goods. 

 

10) Increase awareness of the local environment and bioregion through activist 

and education projects that increase public awareness of ecological 

sustainability issues (Urban Ecology, 1996 in Roseland, 1997, P. 3).  

 

The principles presented in Roseland (1997) offer solutions to existing problems while 

providing suggestions of ways to create sustainable communities in new development. 

The principles focus on local economic development and reducing reliance on 

unsustainable transportation modes. Particular consideration is given to limiting the use 

of the personal automobile.  

 

Several of the principles outlined above are directly applicable to the discipline of city 

planning. The challenge that remains is the operationalization of the principles through 

the city planning process. Existing processes are often difficult to change. The challenge 

is magnified when consideration is given to the political, economic, environmental and 

social factors influencing the process. The city planner as well as the community must 

mutually consider the barriers of successful implementation, if success is to be achieved. 

The principles outlined above place shared responsibility on governments, the 
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community, the planning discipline as well as the individual. Unfortunately, the political 

sphere seems to have the greatest influence and control over the process and subsequently 

can control the implementation of the principles. 

 

The principles of sustainability re-emphasize the importance of an inclusive approach 

when addressing the challenges associated with sustainable development and will be used 

throughout the remainder of the practicum. As this practicum focuses on the ‘social 

sphere,’ additional consideration has been given to a series of social-specific-principles 

intended to address the specific social demands of citizens in a city. This is accomplished 

later in this review through the development of social-specific-principles.  

3.9: Blunders of Sustainability 

In the practicum to this point, little consideration has been given to the specific 

challenges associated with sustainability initiatives or the ‘pitfalls’ of working within 

existing political and cultural systems. The following section briefly outlines what are 

referred to as ‘blunders’ of sustainability. The blunders are beneficial in illustrating the 

warning signs and challenges to be aware of when working within a political context. As 

previously noted, the role of government in pushing a sustainability agenda is significant. 

This section is intended to examine the role of government and the pitfalls of working 

with government organizations when considering sustainability. In North America, 

governments are considered to represent the general public. As a result government 

remains one of the most influential means to initiate change. However, working within 

the government structure can be challenging. It is anticipated that through identifying 
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known challenges, measures can be taken to ensure that solutions are developed with 

consideration to these issues. 

 

Doppelt (2003) warns against several ‘blunders’ that are capable of undermining 

sustainability initiatives at the local, provincial, or national level. The seven blunders 

Doppelt (2003) warns against are: 

1) A ‘top down approach’ to governance: A top down approach to governance 

occurs when elected officials are tasked with decision-making. Little 

consideration is given to community engagement or citizen opinion where 

little value is placed on the voice of the citizen. This ‘blunder’ is what Doppelt 

(2003) refers to as “the most serious of the seven blunders” (P. 2). A 

governance structure focused on a top down approach creates a false sense of 

security within the population and masks the issues being faced.  

 

2) A ‘silo approach’ to governance: Doppelt (2003) argues in many institutions 

sustainability is viewed as a special operation program. The result is 

sustainability being treated independently from the rest of the organization 

instead of being incorporated into daily practice. 

 

3) Inadequate Vision: Vision refers to the ability for an organization to fully 

understand the goals of sustainability initiatives. Organizations often accept 

the minimum requirements of policies when it comes to sustainability. Little 

forward thinking about the future occurs. 

 

4) Confusion over cause and effect: Doppelt (2003) argues organizations focus 

on the symptoms associated with sustainability challenges instead of the 

actual cause of the problems. Common belief remains that by masking the 

symptoms the issue is resolved. Little consideration is given to the actual 

cause of the problem and solving the root issue. 

 

5) Disruption of the information flow: Disruption of the information flow refers 

to the inability of organizations to communicate. Without communication 

organizations are unable to understand the “purpose, strategies, and expected 

outcomes of their sustainability efforts” (Doppelt, 2003, P. 3). This further 

contributes to the misunderstanding of sustainability and the true purpose of 

sustainability initiatives. 

 

6) Inadequate learning opportunities: Doppelt (2003) argues limited support for 

sustainability initiatives results in little opportunity for organizations to learn 

by doing. 
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7) The insufficient institutionalization of sustainability: Institutionalization of 

sustainability refers to the inadequate acceptance of sustainability in popular 

culture and the individuals’ everyday operation. Instead, western society has 

become comfortable with the high standard of living and is unwilling to 

sacrifice for change. 

 

 

The seven blunders Doppelt (2003) offers can be closely tied to many existing 

governance structures. The inability or unwillingness of officials to consider creative 

solutions to ‘wicked’ problems still exists. Following is a brief discussion on governance 

and change and the associated challenges and subsequent opportunities governance offers 

to sustainability. 

 

In many civic offices in North America planning continues to occur in isolation. 

Integration and an inclusive approach is required if incorporation of the economic, 

environmental, and social paradigms is to occur (Dale, 2005). The existing government 

structure coupled with increasing interest from the public in “… maintaining the status 

quo, results in a lack of political will at all government levels” (Dale, 2001, P. 98). Dale 

(2005) argues, “[a] shift from the traditional models of governance is necessary to create 

a broad framework of policy and standards within which local communities are 

empowered to make decisions” (P. 227). The traditional structure illustrates the ‘top-

down’ approach where governments are perceived as the authoritative figure of the 

decision-making process and overseer of the public good. This remains the largest 

‘blunder’ of sustainability. As communities become more involved with decision-making 

this structure has begun to dissolve. Governments are now beginning to utilize the public 

to achieve agenda goals. What remains necessary is accountability within the government 
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structure to guarantee the decisions made within this framework are exposed. Exposure 

ensures the interests of the public are recognized (Dale, 2005). 

 

Governance remains one of the most effective tools to instill change within greater 

society. When the exiting government structure is modified one of the most successful 

opportunities to initiate change is presented (Doppelt, 2003). Doppelt (2003) argues there 

are five dominant characteristics sustainable government systems must have in order to 

ensure success. The first characteristic relates to vision and the development of guiding 

principles that consider the three paradigms of sustainability (environmental, social, and 

economic). The second characteristic is based on the recognition of the importance of 

information generation and widespread distribution through a variety of means and to a 

variety of stakeholders. The third characteristic is the acknowledgment of value in 

inclusive engagement of stakeholders. The fourth, relates to the necessity for equal 

distribution of resources and profits generated. The final characteristic is based on the 

recognition and value of citizen freedom to operate within a designated framework (P. 6). 
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Figure 3: Framework for Responsive Decision Making: Adapted from: Dale (2001) 

 

Dale (2001) offers a ‘framework for responsible decision-making’ that incorporates 

several of the necessary government characteristics outlined above (Figure3). The 

framework illustrates an inclusive approach to decision-making and subsequent policy 

creation. Dale’s framework is structured in a similar manner to the ‘Venn-Diagram’ 

framework for sustainability previously discussed. Three overlapping circles are situated 

and represent: 1) public policy decision makers, 2) interdisciplinary research, and 3) 

stakeholder participation. The circles signify the inclusive approach necessary during the 

decision making process. The model further illustrates the equal weight or value each 

stakeholder group should carry.  
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By adopting a framework such as Dale’s, steps towards inclusive planning practice can occur. 

The model reinforces the need for governments to start planning with communities instead of 

planning for communities.  

 

Any individual residing within a community will know their own community better then any 

elected or civic official. Residents should be considered an expert on what their community 

requires. Not only are governments beginning to see the value of inclusive decision making 

approaches but also citizens are demanding them. As a result, processes to encourage the 

necessary support systems to allow citizens to become actively involved in the decision 

making process are emerging. The International Association for Public Participation 

reinforces the necessity for public participation through their IAP2 Spectrum of Public 

Participation. The spectrum identifies five levels of participation, each of which holds an 

increased level of public impact. The spectrum stages include: 1) Inform, 2) Consult, 3) 

Involve, 4) Collaborate, and 5) Empower. At the lowest end of the spectrum (inform) the 

general public is educated about issues of the decision making process. At the opposite end of 

the spectrum (Empower) the public holds the final decision-making authority (International 

Association for Public Participation, 2007).  

 

As indicated in the IAP2 Spectrum of Public Participation, one of the keys to sustainable 

development is a more inclusive planning approach in which public participation is relied 

upon. It is through the process of developing a framework that brings all stakeholders to the 

table that sustainable solutions emerge. A more inclusive planning process particularly applies 

to the social sphere. The very nature of inclusive planning that is based on: 1) consultation, 
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and 2) public involvement, will result in projects that begin to address a neighborhood’s social 

needs. The result is not only more successful community development but also citizen 

empowerment; the development of social support systems and the creation of neighbourhoods 

that citizens are interested in living in.  

 

The following section briefly discusses the notion of capital. Capital relates to how 

wealth is generated and measured in society. It is important to note wealth in this case is 

not only monetary, but can also be measured in terms of social and environmental. Four 

types of capital are discussed below: economic, social, human and ecological. Each form 

of capital can be closely related to the three paradigms of sustainability and in a similar 

fashion should be considered inclusively. Although each is treated independently in this 

review, it is necessary to consider all four forms as interconnected and as equally 

important in the generation of wealth.   

3.10: Capital 

Prior to discussing social sustainability it is necessary to understand the influencing 

factors that constitute ‘wealth’ or capital in society. Hancock (2001) argues capital has 

traditionally focused in the realm of economics where wealth is determined by the 

amount of accumulated land and monetary standing an individual may hold. However, 

Hancock (2001) along with Dale and Onyx (2005) note the importance of an inclusive 

approach in determining the wealth possessed by the individual as well as greater society. 

The following discussion of capital will examine: economic, human, ecological and 

social capital in order to emphasize the importance of considering the ‘soft’ elements of 
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society in determining the wealth of a community. In discussing the ‘soft’ elements 

associated with wealth we will be able to more accurately discuss social sustainability 

and the challenges of encouraging socially sustainable development.  

 

Regardless of the form of capital being discussed it is important to consider the 

interrelatedness and influencing force each form of capital has on one another. If one 

form of capital is not fulfilled the individual and even greater society will suffer.  The 

following discussion begins at the individual level and discusses human capital.  

 

Human capital focuses on the individual and the individual’s interactions with their 

surroundings and subsequent environment. Value is placed on the ability for the 

individual to succeed and survive in their environment. Value is also placed on the level 

of education an individual has, the individual’s creativity, health, and subsequent ability 

to participate in decision-making processes. Although human capital remains difficult to 

measure, it can be strengthened through a variety of means that revolve around the ability 

and accessibility for the individual to acquire skills. When an individual is able to acquire 

new skills their level of employability, confidence and related soft skills increases. The 

increasing of associated skills influences the individual’s ability to obtain the necessary 

financial means to secure the requirements of a healthy lifestyle. If an individual is 

considered to have a strong sense of human capital they are more likely to actively and 

confidently contribute to society. This contribution will further strengthen the community 

to which they belong. The strength of a community is commonly referred to as social 

capital, the second form of capital to be discussed (Hancock, 2001). 
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The term social capital is conceptualized differently depending on the context in which 

the term is being used. For the purpose of this practicum, the focus remains on the 

individual and the interactions they have within their community or what Putman (1995) 

refers to as ‘neighbourliness’. Putman (1995) bases his ideals of social capital around 

formal settings or ‘civic engagement’ as well as the informal settings within the 

community. Putman (1995) notes formal settings include areas such as the ‘parent teacher 

association’ and ‘election voting’, and informal settings as ‘neighbourliness’ or 

interacting with individuals who live within your neighbourhood.  Dale and Onyx (2005) 

argue “[s]ocial capital refers to the processes between people that establish networks, 

norms, and social trust, and that facilitate coordination and cooperation for mutual 

benefit” (PP. 233, 234). Hancock (2001) notes social capital should be considered the 

glue that bonds communities and the individuals within. In this sense, social capital can 

play three substantive roles in society: 1) to promote greater social control where power 

is relinquished to the citizens of the community, 2) to encourage family ties and networks 

which contribute to strengthening the individual`s support system, and 3) to promote 

social networks within the greater community, encouraging participation in decision 

making and the general functioning of the community (Portes, 1998, Wollcock, undated). 

It is important to note if an individual does not have a strong sense of human capital they 

will be unable to fully contribute to society and subsequently the strengthening of 

community social capital.  
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Hancock (2001) argues, “[s]ocial capital is enhanced when unemployment and poverty 

are reduced as community members become employed, while the community 

involvement…helps to build community capacity and social networks” (P. 278). The 

strengthening of social capital is achieved through citizen empowerment, the creation of 

relationships, reciprocity, communication, employment and general community 

involvement (Dale and Onyx, 2005, P. 23, Hancock, 2001). 

 

The third form of capital is referred to as natural or ecological capital. Natural capital is 

based on the health of the environment and subsequent ecosystems humans rely upon. 

Value is placed on the overall health, functionality, and ability of the environment to 

support humans. Hancock (2001) argues without the use and subsequent exploitation of 

natural capital human societies would not have “achieved the levels of economic and 

social development that underpin the high health status we currently experience today” 

(P. 276). The preservation and restoration of ecological capital can be achieved through 

the reduction of consumption and subsequent conservation of existing ecological systems 

(Hancock, 2001). 

 

The final form of capital is economic capital. Economic capital remains important 

because it is often considered a ‘vehicle’ by which to achieve other forms of capital 

(human and social). However it is necessary to ensure the development of economic 

capital is done in a manner that encourages inclusiveness for all citizens of the 

community. It is also important to ensure the development of economic capital does not 

occur at the expense to the ecological, social, or human forms of capital. Hancock (2001) 
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argues “[w]e need a level of economic prosperity that is sufficient to provide the means 

by which we can feed, clothe and house everyone, provide clean water and proper 

sanitation, ensure universal education and the provision of health and social services 

accessible to all” (P. 276).  

 

Lehtonen (2004) notes, “it can be argued that the social dimension cannot be analyzed 

through the same analytical framework and same tools as the ecological and economic 

ones, notably because of the reflexivity, multidimensionality and relational character of 

‘the social’, and the difficulty if not impossibility to quantify most social phenomena” (p 

201). Social capital remains closely linked to the notion of social sustainability and offers 

direction in which ‘the social’ can be examined. The previous discussion on the four 

major forms of capital has again highlighted the importance of an inclusive approach and 

the difficulty in separating any one element.  

 

The following discussion on ‘Social’ sustainability could not have been accomplished 

without having spent considerable time examining the general concept of sustainability 

and the interrelated paradigms. Within the discussion are a number of guiding principles 

required to enhance community social sustainability. These principles remain important 

for the development of recommendations for the City of Winnipeg. The intention of the 

section is to help develop a deeper understanding of ‘the social.’ The section has also 

resulted in the production of a set of guiding principles. The principles are intended to 

help illustrate what constitutes socially sustainable development. Consideration is given 

to how the principles can be encouraged in the development process. In developing the 
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principles and a deeper understanding of social sustainability, recommendations for the 

City of Winnipeg can be more appropriately produced. 

 

The following chapter is focused on the social paradigm of sustainability. The following 

section begins with a general discussion of the social paradigm and the difference 

between hard and soft infrastructure in the city. This is followed by a general discussion 

of social sustainability and eventually the development and examination of social 

sustainability principles. 
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Chapter 4.0: Social Sustainability 

4.0: Social Sustainability 

In discussing sustainability Hancock (undated) discusses the difference between hard and 

soft infrastructure within the city. Hancock (undated) argues development and city 

improvements have historically focused on hard infrastructure. This includes “…the 

sewers, the roads and the electrical, gas and water utilities and other aspects of the 

physical structure that define the community’s form” (Hancock, undated). As a result of a 

growing focus on environmental concerns, the development of hard infrastructure has 

expanded to encompass “…ecological management of storm water and sewage; energy, 

water and other resource conservation; an emphasis on walk/bike/transit-supportive 

environments and so on” (Hancock, undated).  

 

The hard infrastructure associated with the city is relatively easy to plan for. Take for 

example the development of a new subdivision. Pipes, roads, and the general layout of 

infrastructure are developed as a part of a plan. The plan is then implemented and 

constructed as the subdivision is built. “A community is much, much more than its 

physical form” where “[a] community is composed of people as well as the places they 

live; it is as much a social environment as a physical environment” (Hancock, undated). 

In developing this argument Hancock has made an important distinction, highlighting the 

significance of the soft dimension of development. This dimension can be closely tied to 

the social wellbeing of neighbourhood citizens. Soft infrastructure remains a challenge to 

plan for. The development of social networks, or social capital, relies heavily on the 
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individuals of the neighbourhood and the interaction they have with each other. However, 

because there is no physical infrastructure associated with the soft elements of a 

neighborhood identification and measurement of the social dimension is challenging, if 

not impossible. The question remains as to what role urban planning can play in the 

creation of socially sustainable neighbourhoods.  

 

Yiftachel and Hedgecock (1993) note that one way in which planners can influence the 

development of socially sustainable communities is through design. Sense of community, 

or the belonging an individual feels towards their community, is one of the contributing 

attributes of social sustainability discussed below. The authors argue community can be 

enhanced through: 

1) “[T]he layout and design of suburban areas and their impact on the nature of 

social relations and behaviour; 

 

2) The character and dimensions of ‘neighbourhood units’ and the facilities required 

to develop a community focus; and 

 

3) The concept of social balance and social mix and their role in the development of 

community structures” (P. 142). 

 

Each of these attributes can be closely linked to the sustainability principles previously 

outlined and should be considered when implementing plans to encourage social 

sustainability. 

 

Social sustainability remains focused on a ‘bottom up’ approach to development. A 

bottom up approach ensures citizens are actively involved in the development of policy 

and the creation of their community. Social sustainability encourages collaborative 

decision-making in which all individuals are viewed as equal in the decision making-
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process. Collaboration encourages human equality and reinforces social worth. 

Traditional development processes have occurred and continue to occur as a result of 

‘top-down’ frameworks. In top-down development developers, elected and other civic 

officials make community decisions. As previously noted many of these decisions benefit 

the wealthy at the cost of the disadvantaged. This reinforces the necessity of 

inclusiveness when undertaking sustainability initiatives. Unfortunately, what has 

emerged are ‘islands’ of sustainable projects. This may include a building, a 

neighbourhood, but rarely on the level required to make significant impact. Campbell 

(2006) reinforces this notion in discussing inequality within the urban environment. 

Campbell notes that where:  

“[c]itizens are prepared to accept a decision as reasonable, and 

consequently just, if it results from a fair and open process” where 

“[j]ustice is therefore based on the premise that what is reasonable (and 

just) is determined by the nature of the process of public reasoning, a 

process that, if reasonable and based on legitimately executed dialogue 

will lead to agreement” (P. 97). 

 

Defining social sustainability remains challenging due to the fluid nature of the concept. 

Yiftachel and Hedgecock (1993) define social sustainability as “the continuing ability of 

a city to function as a long-term viable setting for human interaction, communication and 

cultural development” (P. 140). The Sheltair Group’s (1998) definition is similar but 

expands to include specific aspects of the social dimension. The Sheltair Group (1998) 

defines social sustainability as “the on-going ability of a community to function as a safe, 

healthy, and viable setting for human interaction, education, employment, recreation, and 

cultural development” (P. 23). In this sense “[s]ocial sustainability is characterized by 
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such fundamental principles as: social equity, diversity, urban livability, universal 

accessibility, and self-determination” (The Sheltair Group INC., 1998: P. 23).  

 

Social sustainability can be closely tied to the broader definition, and subsequent 

intention, of sustainable development. Social sustainability must ensure the relationships 

developed by citizens (social capital) do not compromise the ability of future generations 

to develop similar relationships in order to meet social needs (Yiftachel and Hedgecock, 

1993). Cooper (2006) argues socially sustainable communities should address the 

citizen’s basic needs such as shelter and food, promote and develop personal capacity 

through education, and subsequently develop community capacity through participation. 

When all of these needs are met citizens are more capable of actively participating in 

decision-making processes. 
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Figure 4: Social Sustainability Framework: Adapted from: Yiftachel and Hedgcock 

(1993) 

 

Yiftachel and Hedgecock (1993) offer a framework to explore the level of social 

sustainability in a community (Figure 4). The framework focuses on three interrelated 

components: 1) Equity: the development of fair policies intended to encourage social 

development in all neighbourhoods: 2) Community: the development of community 

capacity and the creation of sense of place: and 3) Urbanity: the creation of functional 
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urban spaces. The authors argue the framework “allows not only an understanding of the 

level of urban social sustainability, but also an examination of the influence of urban 

policy on each of the three dimensions” (PP. 139-140).  

 

As illustrated, the above framework considers the three interrelated pillars of 

sustainability. The social component has been further subdivided to include: equity, 

community, and urbanity. A similar approach could be taken for the other two pillars to 

illustrate the contributing attributes. It is through considering all three pillars that urban 

policy and processes or what the authors have termed planning should occur. 

4.1: Guiding Principles of Social Sustainability 

Despite the complexity of social sustainability, guiding principles or general goals can be 

considered in the evaluation of a neighbourhood’s social strength. A set of principles has 

been carefully developed from the City of Vancouver social sustainability framework 

(The City of Vancouver, 2007) and The Sheltair Group (1997; P. 7) based on seven 

themes, detailed below. The principles are intended to provoke thought into the 

characteristics that make a neighbourhood socially sustainable. The principles should also 

be considered in the development of new, or redevelopment of existing socially targeted 

policy and processes. The principles provide a foundation from which policy or process 

work could emerge. The intention is to develop more concrete and inclusive policy or 

process based solutions. It is at the same time important to maintain a holistic approach, 

exploring the interconnectedness of the socially targeted principles with the previously 



 

Quincy Brown  July, 2009 
Master of City Planning MDP  

84 

explained general principles and guiding themes of sustainability. The seven social 

sustainability principles considered include: 

1) Equity: Equity is closely related to the ability of citizens to obtain the 

necessary resources to actively participate and contribute to the 

neigbhourhood as well as greater society. This definition can be expanded to 

encourage equal distribution of resources amongst citizens to ensure equal 

opportunity for personal and professional advancement, education and 

training, as well as participation in decision-making processes. 

 

2) Interaction: Social interaction also includes social inclusion. This principle 

encourages the social interaction amongst citizens where diversity and culture 

can be embraced. The inclusion principle can also be applied to the decision-

making process. Within this process the individual’s opinion and views should 

be embraced, explored, and given equal weight regardless of their economic 

or social standing. 

 

3) Security: The security principle applies to economic security as well as 

neighbourhood safety and security. In the economic sense, security relates to 

job security and the ability for citizens to be confident they will continually 

have a means of securing income. Socially sustainable neighbourhoods should 

also be psychologically safe and physically secure to citizens. Residents must 

be comfortable within the surrounding environment without fear of being 

victim to crime. 

 

4) Adaptability: Adaptability relates to a neighborhood’s ability to creatively 

embrace change and advancement. An adaptive neighbourhood and its 

citizens are capable of making change when necessary. 

 

5) Livability: Livability relates to the generally functionality of the 

neighbourhood and includes: accessibility to services and necessities, 

transportation, recreation and housing. A livable neighbourhood should have 

character and inviting public spaces and have a built form that encourages 

social interaction. 

 

6) Diversity: Diversity relates to both the citizens who make up a neighbourhood 

(race, family composition, and socio-economic standing) as well as the 

physical built form. A wide mix of housing forms, commercial infrastructure 

and general mixed-use development encourages citizens to remain in the 

neighbourhood to work and live. 

 

7) Accessibility: Accessibility relates to the ease of which citizens can access the 

social services and general daily requirements without leaving the 

neighbourhood.  
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The seven principles outlined have provided additional direction for the practicum and 

should be considered in any development process intended to promote social 

sustainability. The principles are further considered during the comparative background 

studies as well as the recommendations that conclude the practicum. 

 

The concept of social sustainability should be viewed as a framework in which social 

issues within the urban environment can be appropriately addressed. As the literature 

illustrates, citizen empowerment remains an effective means to achieve social 

sustainability. Empowerment does not need to be limited by economic or urban 

expansion and is plausible in all growth contexts. 

 

The review on sustainability and the eventual focus on the social paradigm have provided 

direction for the remainder of the practicum. Specific consideration will be given to the 

principles, themes, constraints and opportunities outlined, and the challenges of working 

within the social paradigm. These areas will be carefully considered in the development 

of the comparative studies and the eventual recommendations produced at the end of the 

practicum. 

 

The literature review has offered significant insight into the objectives as well as research 

questions previously noted. The literature review has allowed me to draw comparisons 

and seek commonalities between the three themes examined. This analysis has 

subsequently guided the intended direction of the background studies and helped in the 

development of the interview framework. The primary literature gap remains the 
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unsuccessful linking of social sustainability to the concept of slow growth. The question 

remains of how social issues can be addressed through the development process within 

the slow growth perspective, or if it is even possible.  

 

It has become apparent through the literature review the development process of any 

urban center is not solely determined by the economy. Instead, several other 

interconnected forces at play within the urban system influence the process. This 

realization indicates the necessity to holistically examine the urban situation in question, 

developing recommendations based on the specific context of the individual city. 

Through building a holistic understanding of the influencing factors it is possible to begin 

to understand how social issues emerge and subsequently how social issues can be 

addressed in the urban system.  

 

The literature review has acted as a means to examine background information on how to 

address social issues within the city. The review has been helpful in illustrating the 

complexity of the urban environment. The review has also highlighted the additional 

challenges the City of Winnipeg faces given the current slow growth perspective. Finally, 

the review has indicated the market is not the only system involved in determining how 

or why a city grows. Instead, market forces are only one contributing factor to the overall 

functioning of the system. These factors become clear through the interview research and 

are further presented in subsequent sections.  
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The literature review has left one obvious question unanswered that will remain the focus 

for the comparative background studies. The question remains as to how the challenges 

associated with encouraging socially sustainable development can be addressed within 

the development framework. The remainder of the practicum is focused on developing 

solutions for the City of Winnipeg and addressing this question. Specific consideration 

has been given to the city’s unique context and urban environment. These factors are 

considered during the production of context dependent solutions or recommendations. As 

previously acknowledged, the literature review has provided significant background 

information but cannot offer context specific solutions. The comparative studies are 

relied upon to provide specific direction for the City of Winnipeg. It is intended that the 

comparative studies will help in the development of situation and context dependent 

solutions for the City of Winnipeg while offering specific recommendations on how the 

social challenges created by development can be addressed within the development 

process.  

 

The following chapter provides background information related to the two cities used for 

the comparative background studies. First is a brief overview of the City of Vancouver, 

followed by an overview of the City of Winnipeg. The background research is intended 

to provide a brief synopsis of the development context in each city and the influencing 

factors that guide development. In addition a brief overview is given of existing social 

policies within each city, the existing processes used to guide development and the plans 

and policies specific to each environment. The background research is followed by a 
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discussion centered on the interview results and an analysis of the key themes and 

findings. 
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5.0: Comparative Background Studies: Context of the 
Cities 

5.0: Comparative Background Studies: Context of the Cities 

In this chapter the two cities chosen for the comparative background studies are 

introduced, the City of Vancouver, British Columbia and the City of Winnipeg, 

Manitoba. The chapter continues to build on the brief introduction to each city previously 

presented. The chapter explores each urban environment in greater depth. The intention 

of the exploration is to provide the reader with a broader understanding of the underlying 

pressures and constraints that influence development in each city. In the literature review 

the discussion remained primarily in the economic paradigm, where the role the economy 

plays in the development process was examined. Chapter 5 is intended to provide 

contextual direction for the interview analysis and subsequent recommendations for the 

City of Winnipeg. This is achieved through the examination of the unique influencing 

forces on the development process in each respective city.  

 

The chapter has been divided into two sections. The first section focuses on the City of 

Vancouver, British Columbia. The second focuses on the City of Winnipeg, Manitoba. 

Each of the respective sections begins with a brief analysis of: the physical environment, 

demographics, and the current political and planning environments in the city. The 

remainder of the chapter is dedicated to examining several other factors that influence the 

development process. Specific consideration is given to the growth context and the 
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variety of socially targeted development documents, policies and processes used to guide 

development in each city.  

 

A large proportion of the information collected for the city introduction emerged from the 

interview process for the practicum. The first hand account of information is 

supplemented by existing planning literature and statistical data from Statistics Canada. 

The overall intention of the chapter is to continue to build the understanding of the 

complexity of the urban environment. This is partially achieved through the overview of 

the planning, political, geographic, and demographic environments in each city. The 

chapter is intended to further illustrate the multitude of factors that influence the 

development process. This will help to reinforce the necessity of holistically considering 

the urban environment before developing recommendations on how to initiate change. 

The chapter also provides city specific background and contextual information for the 

remainder of the comparative studies for those individuals not familiar with the cities.  

5.1: Vancouver 

The City of Vancouver is located in the province of British Columbia on the Pacific West 

Coast of Canada. The Vancouver region, more commonly referred to as the Lower 

Mainland, or the Greater Vancouver Regional District (GVRD), is made up of 21 

municipalities. The most significant of these municipalities include:  West Vancouver, 

North Vancouver, Anmore, Port Moody, Coquitlam, Port Coquitlam, Pitt Meadows, 

Maple Ridge, Langley, Surrey, Delta, Richmond, Burnaby, and the City of Vancouver. 

The City of Vancouver has a current population of 578, 041 (Statistics Canada, 2006), 
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covering a land area of 114.71 square km’s. The GVRD has a current population of 

2,116,580 (Statistics Canada, 2006) indicating the City of Vancouver currently makes up 

slightly more the  of the region’s population  (Statistics Canada, 2006).  

 

Census Year Population Population Change % Change 

1991 471, 844   

1996 514, 008 42, 164 + 8.9 

2001 545, 671 31, 633 + 6.15 

2006 578, 041 32, 370 + 5.9 

Adapted from: The City of Vancouver (a), 2007 

 

The high rate of growth in the GVRD (20-30% a decade in certain municipalities) and 

specifically in the City of Vancouver (2.6% annually) could be at least partially attributed 

to moderate climate, and the natural geographic attributes present in the region (Punter, 

2003, Leo and Anderson, 2005). Population increases in the City of Vancouver have 

remained moderately consistent as indicated in the chart above. Average population 

increase between census periods is approximately 35,000 new inhabitants moving to the 

city every five years. This indicates a strong population increase over the same period of 

time. Population projections are difficult to determine given the multitude of factors that 

influence population growth. However, one could assume if similar trends to the past 15 

years continue Vancouver will see moderate increases in population numbers. 

Consideration must also be given to the additional demand for housing, services, and 

infrastructure that will be required from a growing population. The economic base of 
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British Columbia was traditionally focused on resource exploitation and shipping but has 

shifted to include technology, tourism, and film (Leo and Anderson, 2005).  

 

Although the region, and more specifically the City of Vancouver, is experiencing a 

period of rapid growth, consideration has been given to growing smartly, increasing 

density, preserving the natural environment, and significant sightlines. These goals are 

achieved through a development process strictly governed by policy. The development 

framework in Vancouver has been built to consist of a series of policy layers, beginning 

with a broad policy framework referred to as The Vancouver Charter.  The Vancouver 

Charter is legislated provincially. The Charter is intended to outline regulations and 

operations within the city. The second policy level in Vancouver is known as City Plan. 

City Plan remains the overarching development framework for the City of Vancouver. 

City Plan, adopted in 1995, is intended to focus urban priorities and guide development. 

The third policy level is focused at the neighbourhood scale. Neighbourhood-based 

documents are referred to as City Visions. Visions are neighbourhood specific policy 

directions and land use requirements (which may include density) suited to the individual 

neighbourhood and the citizens who reside there. The Visions initiative was launched in 

1997 and included a community collaborative process (The City of Vancouver (b), 2007). 

Visions documents may also be referred to as area structure plans or secondary plans. 

These policy guidelines are then enforced legally by the zoning by-law. It is also 

important to note that supplementary to the policy frameworks are processes related to 

development permits and building code requirements, both of which help guide 

development.  
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In addition to the policy and process frameworks that have been developed to regulate 

development in the City, Vancouver is unique in that they have a social planning 

department. The department is focused entirely on working to address the social 

challenges in the city. The social planning department was formed in 1968 with the 

intention to provide input and policy surrounding overarching social issues affecting the 

city, quality of life issues, and development related challenges. Current restructuring of 

the department will see the social planning department renamed as the social 

development department. The new department will include a housing section to deal with 

housing related issues such as affordability and accessibility, and a social infrastructure 

section intended to focus on social infrastructure such as neighbourhood housing and 

special needs residences.  

 

Vancouver City Council consists of ten councilors and the mayor. Eligible citizens elect 

City Council on the basis of three-year terms. In addition to the existing council, 

Vancouver has seven Park Commissioners, and nine School Trustees. 

 

The City of Vancouver has developed, or grown, in a land-use pattern referred to as half 

concentric rings or zones. The concentric zone theory was originally presented in 1925 by 

two sociologists, R. Parkes and E. Burgess. The concentric zone theory is based on the 

principle that growth in the urban setting will take place around one central nucleus. 

Development occurs in a linear outward pattern, or through concentric zones surrounding 

the central inner nucleus (Distasio, 1997). The zones are traditionally referred to as the 
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“central business district, the transition zone, the zone of workingmen’s residences, the 

zone of better residents, and the commuters zone,” areas where very specific 

neighbourhoods and neighbourhood characteristics have developed (Distasio, 1997: Pg. 

27). It is important to note as a city grows and changes, the traditional zones will adapt to 

meet the needs and demands of the inhabitants of the particular time. Today, the greatest 

amount of development in Vancouver remains in the downtown core. Residential 

development in the downtown core primarily takes the form of high-rise residential 

condos.  Additional development projects are spread sparsely throughout the city. 

 

In constructing an understanding as to why ‘things are the way there are’ in the City of 

Vancouver, consideration must also be given to the physical growth barriers that exist in 

the GVRD. The Rocky Mountain range exists to the East of the region, the Pacific Ocean 

can be found to the west, and the United States Border can be found to the south. These 

natural and human created barriers limit the amount of space where development can 

occur, directly deterring outward greenfield development. As a result densification occurs 

not only as a desirable form of development but out of necessity.  

 

Specific consideration has been given to the development process in Vancouver to 

develop a strict framework and process that regulates development in the city. This 

process has allowed officials to place greater demands on the development community as 

a condition of development rights. This requirement has largely been successful because 

of the rapid rate of growth, the strong economy, and strong policy and process 

frameworks. Development related policies enforced by the City of Vancouver consider 
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the present context of the rate of growth while remaining flexible enough to adapt and 

change over time or as needed. 

 

Following is a brief discussion of the City of Winnipeg and the influencing factors that 

have contributed to the existing growth pattern and rates in the City. The section is 

intended to provide additional insight into the challenges, constraints and opportunities 

currently being faced in the City of Winnipeg as they related to development.  

5.2: Winnipeg 

The City of Winnipeg is south-centrally located in the prairie province of Manitoba. 

Winnipeg is approximately 100 kms north of the United States border. Similar to 

Vancouver, Winnipeg is surrounded by a series of municipalities commonly referred to 

as the Winnipeg Capital Region. Many of the surrounding municipalities and cities have 

experienced, or are experiencing, a period of more rapid growth then the City of 

Winnipeg. As indicated previously this circumstance is undesirable as many urban 

dwellers have been drawn away from the City of Winnipeg in search of rural lifestyle. 

The most significant of the surrounding municipalities include: MacDonald, Richot, 

Tache, Springfield, East and West St. Paul, Rosser, St. Francois Xavier, Headingley, St. 

Clements, St. Andrews, Rockwood, Cartier and Brokenhead First Nation.  

 

The City of Winnipeg has a current population of 633, 451 (Statistics Canada, 2006), 

slightly larger than the City of Vancouver, but covers a land area of 464.01 square kms, 

approximately 4 times the land area of the City of Vancouver (Statistics Canada, 2006). 
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When considering the entire Winnipeg Capital Region, the region has a population of 

706, 010 (Statistics Canada, 2006), considerably less then the GVRD. The City of 

Winnipeg makes up close to 90% of the region’s population. 

 

Census Year Population Population Change % Change 

1991 615, 215   

1996 618, 475 3260 +0.53 

2001 619, 544 1069 +0.17 

2006 633, 451 13, 907 +2.2 

Adapted From: Statistics Canada, 2006 

 

As indicated in the chart above, population growth in the City of Winnipeg has remained 

relatively neutral. The greatest increase in population over the last 15 years occurred 

between 2001 and 2006 (2.2%). Speculation on population and population increase for 

the City of Winnipeg indicates “[t]he primary reason for this resumed growth are a 

significant increase in immigration and a combination of less people leaving and more 

people coming from other parts of Canada” (The Chief Administrative Officer 

Secretariat, 2007: p. 2). Early projections in the Winnipeg Trends Report (2008) suggest 

an increase in population in the City of Winnipeg of 190,000 individuals over the next 25 

years, an average increase of 7,600 citizens per year (The Chief Administrative Officer 

Secretariat, 2007: P. 2). If the projection were accurate, the rate of growth would still 

remain at less then a 2% increase annually. Even at the projected rate of growth the 

population would be growing at what I have previously referred to as ‘slowly’.  
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Similar to the City of Vancouver, the City of Winnipeg has a series of policy-based layers 

intended to guide development within the municipality. The broadest policy level is the 

Winnipeg Charter. Similar to the Vancouver Charter, the document is intended to outline 

specific regulations, requirements, responsibilities and the general manner in which the 

city is to be governed. The next level of policy document to the Winnipeg Charter is Plan 

Winnipeg 2020 Vision. Plan Winnipeg is a broad policy document intended to guide 

development within the municipality. The document is intended to outline how to address 

the physical, social, economic and environmental conditions in Winnipeg. The most 

recent Plan Winnipeg was adopted in 2001 and is currently under review. Although 

specific policies in the document address social sustainability, they are worded in a 

fashion that allows for broad interpretation. This was a pitfall that emerged frequently 

during the interview process in the City of Winnipeg. Respondents often indicated Plan 

Winnipeg would serve a better purpose as a ‘visions’ document as opposed to the long-

range development plan. 

 

The third level of policy documents present in the City of Winnipeg is secondary plans, 

similar to the Visions documents for neighbourhoods in the City of Vancouver. 

Secondary plans are neighbourhood specific policy guidelines. The guidelines are 

tailored to consider the neighbourhood specific profile. The secondary plan document 

outlines how development is to be carried forth in the neighbourhood. In the development 

of a secondary plan specific consideration is given to the existing neighbourhood and the 

citizens who live there. Consideration is also given to the built form, existing land use, 
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environmental, economic and social conditions present in the neighbourhood. The 

development of secondary plans is a collaborative process with vested stakeholders and 

community members being consulted during the planning process. There are currently 

four completed secondary plans and one under development. 

 

The final level of policy document in the City of Winnipeg is the zoning by-law. The 

zoning by-law is intended to guide the development of ‘real’ property (land use which 

has been changed by humans) in the city. The new zoning bylaw 200/8 was adopted in 

2008 and is applicable to the entire municipality, with the exception of the downtown. 

Downtown Winnipeg has its own separate zoning by-law (Downtown Winnipeg Zoning-

Bylaw). During the development process there are two additional points at which the 

municipality can influence the process. These include development and building permits, 

both of which are required prior to any development occurring.  

 

As has been previously discussed, development in the City of Winnipeg continues to 

occur on tracts of greenfield land around the city. This pattern can continue to occur 

because of the large supply of relatively cheap and accessible land surrounding the City 

of Winnipeg. As a result, building within the existing urban form and increasing density 

is not necessarily the most desired option for the developer.  

 

It remains difficult to determine whether the existing policy and process frameworks in 

the City of Winnipeg have been developed to meet the specific needs and demands of the 

municipality. Plan Winnipeg 2020 vision came under direct scrutiny during all of the 



 

Quincy Brown  July, 2009 
Master of City Planning MDP  

99 

interviews for its relaxed and fluid structure and overall ‘visioning’ feel. During the 

interview process in the City of Winnipeg, it was suggested by all participants that the 

existing political climate is pro-growth. This is not to indicate growth should not be 

encouraged. Instead it reinforces the need to encourage growth with consideration to the 

ramifications and subsequent impacts that may be a result of the development. 

Unfortunately, the depth of research required on the current growth context and the 

applicability of policy documents is a practicum in itself.  

 

This section provided a brief overview of both Vancouver and Winnipeg. It was intended 

to give the reader additional insight into the issues and opportunities faced by both 

municipalities. The section also illustrated the complexity of addressing the social 

challenges of any city. Although each city is different in regards to the rate of growth 

currently being experienced, several similarities exist. In particular, interest should be 

given to the policy frameworks used in both centers and the similarities in structure of the 

overall frameworks.  
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Chapter 6.0: Discussion and Analysis of Findings 

6.0: Discussion and Analysis of Findings 

In this chapter a detailed analysis of interview findings is undertaken. Careful 

consideration was given to the primary data collected and how it relates to a) the research 

questions outlined at the beginning of the practicum, and b) how the information 

collected relates to the literature reviewed. It is through this detailed analysis, the 

background review, and the literature review that recommendations can be formulated as 

to how, or if, the City of Winnipeg can more appropriately address social sustainability 

through development.  

 

The chapter has been divided into two sections. The first section focuses on interview 

results from the City of Vancouver. The intention of the City of Vancouver interviews 

was to gain an understanding of the policy, processes, and techniques used to encourage 

social sustainability through development. The city of Vancouver was chosen because of 

the identifiable social slant taken within planning in the city. This slant can be identified 

in the existing policy and initiatives used in the city to encourage social sustainability. 

The ‘lessons learned’ from this process were then extracted from the interview 

transcripts.  

 

The second section of the chapter is focused on interview results gathered from the City 

of Winnipeg. The initial discussion with the City of Winnipeg interview participants took 

the same form as the interviews with the City of Vancouver participants. Interview 
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participants were asked to discuss the same questions as the City of Vancouver 

participants. This was undertaken in order to draw similarities and to help me recognize 

the differences between the two comparative studies used for this research. Discussion 

was encouraged during the City of Winnipeg interviews around the successful techniques 

used in the City of Vancouver and whether they could be applicable to the City of 

Winnipeg. This level of research was undertaken in hopes that recognizable similarities 

between the two cities would emerge. It was intended that this would help me determine 

whether the techniques and tools used in the City of Vancouver had any applicability to 

the City of Winnipeg. This process has also provided further insight into the issues and 

opportunities within each environment and whether any applicable information can be 

extracted from the City of Vancouver case.  

 

This section is focused on: 1) the codes used to distill the interview findings, 2) the 

specific tools and techniques employed in the City of Vancouver that arguably make the 

process of encouraging social sustainability through development successful, 3) the 

lessons that emerged from the City of Vancouver comparative study, and 4) how the 

findings relate to the City of Winnipeg. 

6.1: Context of the Cities 

The City of Vancouver was initially identified, prior to the undertaking of this research, 

as a ‘socially conscious’ city. At the onset of the research, it was assumed that social 

sustainability is liberally considered during the development process in the City of 

Vancouver. The City of Vancouver appeared to be a primary candidate, from which 
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information could be extracted. Following the interview process it became clear that 

regardless of the urban environment in question, issues relating to social sustainability are 

present. The primary challenge is not whether a city has been successful in eliminating 

existing social challenges, but to what extent the city is taking action to alleviate these 

issues. Although social challenges exist in the City of Vancouver, the city has taken a 

proactive approach through the development of inclusive policy, extensive process and 

subsequent consideration and concern, from politicians, planners, and the community to 

address the social challenges faced in the city. It was also made clear throughout the 

interviews that any solution to socially based challenges must be tailored specifically to 

the neighbourhood or community in question. Several of the interview participants noted 

that although similarities between approaches exist, the solution would be suited to the 

community in question. These were important lessons to have learned prior to the 

Winnipeg based research. The lessons allowed me to better understand the challenges 

planners encounter in a slow growth urban environment. 

 

Through the interview process in the City of Vancouver several specific policies, 

processes, tools and techniques were discussed. These approaches were distilled from the 

transcripts and later discussed with interview participants from the City of Winnipeg. 

This analysis appears towards the end of this section. The intention of the discussion was 

to determine how applicable the tools and techniques used in the City of Vancouver are 

to the City of Winnipeg. This information was further used in the recommendations for 

the City of Winnipeg. 
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Several key themes related to sustainability were discussed during the literature review. 

Themes from the literature focused on: 1) the role of the economy in the development 

process, 2) the importance of capital, 3) the role of government, and 4) systems thinking 

to be suitable to understanding the impact of a sustainable approach to development. 

Similar themes emerged during the interviews as they relate to social sustainability. Two 

themes are of particular interest to the practicum and are discussed at length. The themes 

include: 1) partnerships in the development process, and 2) the development process 

itself. As a part of this discussion the comprehensive growth based policy that exists in 

the City of Vancouver is discussed. Several other themes emerged from the interview 

process which are worth noting and include: 1) organizational structure, 2) guiding 

principles, 3) local government and 4) the economy. These themes are further considered 

in the discussion surrounding the principal themes.  

 

The second portion of the discussion surrounding interview results focuses on the 

distillation of specific tools, policies, and techniques used in the City of Vancouver to 

encourage social sustainability. These tools, policies, and techniques were further 

discussed in the City of Winnipeg based interviews to determine the applicability to the 

City of Winnipeg. The intention was to determine whether any of the specific successful 

approaches used in the City of Vancouver could be applied to the City of Winnipeg. It 

was anticipated the results from this discussion could guide the recommendations for the 

City of Winnipeg on encouraging more socially sustainable development. 
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6.2: The Vancouver Experience 

Development in the City of Vancouver is guided as a result of comprehensive policy that 

has been developed over the past several decades. The framework that is now used is 

strict enough to allow the city to control the development process while remaining 

flexible enough to adapt to changes within the urban system. The framework is 

complimented by extensive planning staff who work continually with the development 

community to ensure sustainable development is taking place, the standards of livability 

are met and that the remaining community is not negatively impacted as a result of the 

development. The end result has been a development framework that is accepted and 

respected within the development community, the general public, and city departments.  

 

The following theme, the role of partnerships, examines the importance of partnerships in 

the encouragement of more socially sustainable development. Particular interest is given 

to the City of Vancouver and the steps they have taken to build partnerships within the 

city. 

6.21: The Role of Partnerships 

The role of partnerships in the encouragement of social sustainability through 

development was indirectly discussed in the literature review and comparative 

background studies. The development of not only partnerships, but also trust between the 

community, the city, and the development community is of importance. The discussion in 

the literature review around relationships focused on two specific areas which included:  

1) the importance of capital and the relationship between the citizen and their 

surroundings, 2) the follies of local governments and the existing disconnect between 



 

Quincy Brown  July, 2009 
Master of City Planning MDP  

105 

planning and other civic departments (silo approach). The comparative background 

studies also examined the role of existing relationships between city departments, 

government, and the community. Discussion to this point focused on existing 

relationships in the urban system. Consideration has not been given to the importance of 

the construction of partnerships with those individuals involved with the development 

process. The construction of partnerships was discussed extensively in the City of 

Vancouver interviews. The point never emerged as an important area of conversation in 

the City of Winnipeg research. Many of the City of Vancouver interview participants 

spoke liberally about the importance of partnerships in the encouragement of social 

sustainability through the development process. Participants often noted it is through the 

construction of partnerships that the process has been successful. Following is a 

discussion of the finding from the interview process relating to partnerships. 

 

Discussion continually focused on the importance of partnerships between four 

interrelated groups in the city including: the development sector, the city, local 

government, and the community. The partnership between groups contributes to the 

overall functioning of the development process and the encouragement of inclusive 

consideration. Particular interest has been given to the partnership between the city and 

the development community for the purpose of this practicum. Consideration was given 

to the ability of the city to control the development process and extract contributions from 

the developer. Many of these contributions can then be used to build neighbourhoods that 

address the principles identified in Chapter 4. 
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The partnership between the City of Vancouver (primarily the planning department) and 

the developer plays an important role in the development of socially sustainable 

developments. It appears difficult to call the relationship between the city and the 

development community a partnership. Instead, a mutual understanding exists between 

parties. The understanding is if a developer wishes to develop, they will contribute to 

social amenities. A social amenity is an attribute that improves the social structure of the 

community. Contributions can take two forms, 1) the physical development of the social 

amenity, or 2) cash in lieu of a social amenity. The city can then use the money provided 

by the developer for social amenities elsewhere in the community. Social amenities are 

determined on a case-by-case basis with the city having the final approval of any amenity 

being built. The relationship that exists between the development community and the city 

also allows the city to negotiate with the developer to obtain the amenities most 

appropriate for the neighbourhood. The amenities built into the neighbourhood may not 

directly influence the social sustainability of the community, but could be viewed as 

improving the citizen’s quality of life within the neighbourhood. The mutual 

understanding that exists between the developer and the city was a key point of 

discussion: 

If you have a piece of land that is zoned that will allow you to build a two 

story building on it, and then you re-zone it to allow somebody to build a 

twenty story building on it, you have obviously increased the value of that 

land. We as a city do not think that developers should be allowed to reap 

the windfall profit of that. What we do is we work with the developers (the 

Real-Estate Services department) and the Public Benefits Committee to 

determine what the land lift will be and what portion of it should be 

captured by the city. I should point out that a developer can choose not to 

do this, but that would be choosing to not do the rezoning. There is no 

legal framework for this, so it is a voluntary contribution by the 

developers. We just do the land lift analysis to help us figure out what a 

reasonable contribution is. Then we have the policies in place called 
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financing growth policies that identify what those resources can be used 

for (Vancouver Participant B). 

 

This discussion relating to the partnership between the city and developer is of significant 

importance to the practicum. It should be noted the relationship between the city and 

developer as a partnership, as described above, is viewed as a partnership where the city 

will not negotiate on the contribution to social amenities. Instead the city is willing to 

work with the development community to ensure both side’s agendas are met. The entire 

community will then benefit from the development, specifically with regards to the social 

amenities provided as a result of the development.  

 

Another participant also discussed at length the relationship between the city and 

development community echoing much of the same discussion: 

[w]hen there is a rezoning involved with a project, we sit down with the 

applicant and say ‘you are looking for a favour from us’, we give you a 

bunch of development rights which is going to be worth a whole bunch of 

money, and you are going to be brining many more people into this 

neighbourhood. Our plans, we haven’t been planning for that because our 

zoning has been telling us what is going to be going on this site. So, what 

are you going to do about it? It is at that point that on cue, the developer 

says, ‘we would just love to donate to the city some of this extra value you 

are about to give us so that we can provide social amenities’ (Vancouver 

Participant D). 

 

In both instances the most important aspect of the conversation is what was not being 

directly discussed, but what was alluded to – the control the city has over the 

development process. The contribution to social amenities by the developer is non-

negotiable. If a developer is not willing to discuss how their development will improve 

the community, they will not be granted development rights. In beginning the 
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development process with the notion that new development will improve the existing 

neighbourhood, the mindset is already towards improving social sustainability. If social 

amenities are built to improve a neighborhood’s capital (social, human, and potentially 

natural), steps towards sustainability have been achieved. Through improving 

neighbourhoods’ social amenities, many of the principles of social sustainability are 

addressed. Neighbourhoods become safer as the neighbourhood becomes more active, 

becomes more livable, and is more accessible to a greater number of neighbourhood 

citizens. Non-negotiation of social amenities has been successful because the 

development community recognizes that when they build projects, which include social 

amenities, the projects sell faster. The developer sells more units, while the community 

and city have additional social amenities and a more desirable community. 

 

In the City of Vancouver case, the process of non-negotiation appears to have been 

successful. This may be partially attributed to the current rapid rate of growth. However, 

it is important to note the city has been successful in retaining control over the 

development process. This control has allowed the city to become an active participant in 

the development process. They are no longer only the approving authority for 

development but can instead act as a partner with the developer: 

We have really fostered a different way of doing business at the city where 

we work with the developers. We are not necessarily acting as just a 

regulator, but instead as a partner with the developer as well as the 

general public to come up with the right composition of services, densities, 

and amenities to make a very successful high density neighbourhood 

(Vancouver Participant C) 

 



 

Quincy Brown  July, 2009 
Master of City Planning MDP  

109 

It is through such partnerships social sustainability can begin to be addressed in the 

development process. As has been previously discussed, the City of Vancouver could be 

considered progressive in the arena of social sustainability. The awareness that exists 

within the organization towards social sustainability, teamed with the control the city has 

over the development process ensures the social paradigm is considered during 

development. 

 

Several other relationships were discussed during the City of Vancouver interviews. 

Consideration must also be given to other partnerships within the City of Vancouver that 

help frame the development process. Subsequent partnerships help to develop a broader 

understanding as to why the development process in the city has been successful in 

encouraging social sustainability.  

 

The second related partnership in the City of Vancouver is between city departments. The 

literature review briefly discussed the importance of dissolving the silo approach to 

government operations and the encouragement of communication and discussion within 

city departments. As discussed by interview participants the City of Vancouver has taken 

steps to dissolve the silo mentality in the development process through the creation of a 

development permit board. The board is comprised primarily of professionals from a 

range of city departments. Each member of the development permit board brings specific 

knowledge relating to their area of expertise. The group collaborates and recommends 

where improvements could be made in a development application in order to address 

community specific challenges. Through inclusively considering the development, the 
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end result is a project that is better accepted within the community and that addresses the 

individual needs of the community in question.  

 

Participants from the City of Vancouver also discussed the role of partnerships beyond 

local government. Consideration was given to the role senior government must play in 

addressing social challenges and the importance of developing relationships at this level. 

It was noted that although the City of Vancouver has taken steps to encourage discussion 

across city departments, disconnect still exists between the city and upper levels of 

governments: 

[c]ities and local governments cannot address social issues alone. Social 

issues are primarily the responsibility of senior levels of government and 

there is no way that we are going to leverage the kinds of dollars that are 

required to address our social problems from development. (Vancouver 

Participant B) 

 

The participant identifies the growing disconnect between local and senior governments. 

The challenge that exists is that as a result of the broad scope of social issues, 

responsibility is placed on senior levels of government. An example that was used 

extensively by City of Vancouver participants was that of affordable housing. Affordable 

housing is primarily a senior government responsibility. The disconnect, between 

different levels of government, reinforces the necessity for significant collaboration 

between governments required to address the challenge. In order to be considered equal 

with many senior governments, the municipality must be financially able to contribute to 

the projects for which they are asking for assistance: 

What the development process can do, in Vancouver at least, is it gives us 

the ability to come to the table with the Province with money in our 

pockets. Generally in my experience, you are not considered a partner if 
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you do not have money. So for local governments to be able to leverage 

some cash through the development process and then be able to come to 

the table and say look, ‘we are contributing to this and we want you to do 

the same’, whether it be housing or childcare centers you have greater 

success. What the development process allows is to generate some of the 

benefits and cash and whatnot to really be a player at the table. This is a 

huge challenge for local government. We do not have the manpower to 

really address social issues. This lies primarily with the Provincial 

Government (Vancouver Participant B). 

 

During the discussion on partnerships with senior levels of government several important 

issues are identified. The first is the necessity for a municipality to have a comprehensive 

development process that acknowledges the financial benefit the developer will accrue as 

a result of development rights given by the municipality. The second is the notion the 

developer should not be the only party to financially benefit from the development. 

Finally, if the municipality is also able to financially benefit from a proposed 

development the municipality can more successfully begin to build relationships with 

senior levels of government and will likely be considered a more serious partner. This 

remains significant because of the large-scale challenges associated with social issues. As 

previously noted the approach to address social issues must be across many levels of 

government. These relationships between government levels become imperative if 

improvements are to be made. 

 

Two other themes which emerged, relating to partnerships in the City of Vancouver, were 

the role of the community in the development process, and the relationship between the 

city and the not-for-profit sector. Discussions surrounding these partnerships remained 

preliminary during interviews, but are worth mentioning because of their importance to 

social sustainability.  
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Discussions surrounding the role of the community remained at the level of 

acknowledgement that community consultation processes exist. The community is often 

encouraged to provide feedback for development proposals. It was noted these processes 

are often relied upon to gather knowledge as to what the community may deem as an 

acceptable development. One means to achieve this input is through the use of a 

community advisory committee. The community advisory committee is comprised of 

citizens who are involved throughout the development process. The committee ensures 

that the development fits the neighbourhood and contributes to the neighbourhood’s 

social needs. The community advisory committee is an important tool used in the City of 

Vancouver to build social capacity while contributing to the human and social capital of 

the neighbourhood. Community involvement and its importance to building more socially 

sustainable neighbourhoods has remained a focus throughout the practicum. As was 

previously discussed in the principles of social sustainability (Chapter 4) inclusion and 

equity were both identified as key principles in addressing social sustainability.  

 

A general theme amongst the City of Vancouver participants was the continued financial 

and resource support for the community’s not-for-profit sector by the city. Efforts are 

made by the city to ensure that the non-for-profit sector continues to function through 

assistance. No formal program exists in Vancouver for funding of not-for-profit 

organizations but yearly grants are often provided to several organizations. The not-for-

profit sector should be considered in any discussion surrounding social sustainability. In 



 

Quincy Brown  July, 2009 
Master of City Planning MDP  

113 

many instances, the not-for-profit sector provides services to the community that many 

for-profit operations would not.  

6.22: The Development Process 

The second theme to emerge from the interviews examines the development process. 

Development related processes have remained largely un-discussed until this point in the 

practicum with the exception of the background information provided for the 

comparative background studies. The section is intended to help build understanding as 

to why the City of Vancouver process has been successful. Consideration is given to 

several areas including the organizational structure, the allocation of power, and the city’s 

role in the development process. Finally, as a portion of the discussion surrounding the 

development process in the City of Vancouver, the success of development related policy 

is examined. During the City of Vancouver interviews it became apparent that the policy 

relied upon to guide development in the city has been specifically developed to meet the 

unique demands of the City of Vancouver specific urban environment. The City of 

Vancouver policy framework is strict enough to control the development process while 

remaining flexible enough to adapt to changing urban conditions. The flexibility of the 

framework ensures the development community is: 1) satisfied with outcomes, and 2) 

able to profit financially while still meeting the city’s policy requirements. 

 

It should be noted several participants spoke in great depth about the development 

process in the City of Vancouver. For the scope of this research only a small piece of the 

information gathered has been analyzed and included. The intention of the practicum was 
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to understand what characteristics make the City of Vancouver experience successful, 

and how they may transfer to the City of Winnipeg related process. 

6.23: Organizational Structure 

The organizational structure of the planning department in the City of Vancouver must be 

considered in constructing an understanding to why the city has had success in addressing 

issues of social sustainability. The city has developed a framework comprised of a 

definition, guiding principles, in addition to allocation of staff and resources dedicated 

solely to addressing issues of sustainability. The city has been successful in clearly 

defining the required parameters as to what should be accomplished in addressing social 

issues. Discussions surrounded the historical emergence of sustainability to the front of 

planning practice in the City of Vancouver: 

Back in 2000/2001, we became a part of the discussion that many other 

cities were taking part on related to sustainability. As you know these go 

back quite a few years with discussions at the United Nations level. We 

had a group of senior representatives for several different departments, 

engineering, planning, social planning, all discussing how the city could 

develop policy and approaches of more sustainable practice. It was at this 

time that we wrote a report to council called Sustainable Vancouver and 

we asked council for three things: 

o To adopt a definition of sustainability, 

o To approve ten principles of sustainability, 

o To provide us with enough resources to establish an office of 

sustainability (Vancouver Participant E) 

 

Discussions eventually centered on the creation of the Office of Sustainability, a separate 

department intended to address social issues: 

Vancouver has a very unique situation where social issues and social 

development issues in general are isolated in a different department then 

you will find in most cities (Vancouver Participant E). 
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The participant indirectly touched upon several important attributes that have given the 

Office of Sustainability a firm foundation to work from. Through providing a definition 

as well as the general principles to work towards, a common understanding exists across 

departments, outlining how sustainability can be achieved. Finally, it should be 

acknowledged the underlying foundation emerged collaboratively, supporting buy-in 

from a wide range of city departments. Buy-in from both city departments as well as 

council and the subsequent allocation of funds to secure an office of sustainability 

ensured widespread support. The participant  alluded to the reality that the city must be 

willing to ‘walk the walk’ if they are serious about issues of sustainability. The City of 

Vancouver has taken the necessary steps through providing sufficient resources in order 

to be able address issues related to social sustainability.  

 

6.24: Comprehensive Requirements: 

As has been previously discussed, the comprehensive requirements and demand of high 

quality design from the development community is the second attribute that makes the 

City of Vancouver development process unique. Through adopting a standard of high 

quality a standard process can be followed:  

When people come to the city and are looking at larger plots of land, or 

doing residential towers or whatever, there is a pretty stringent process. 

There are a number of staff that review it, we have architects that review 

it, development planners, then we have an urban design panel which is 

made up of architects within the community who will review projects, all 

of who make sure they are made up of high quality design (Vancouver 

Participant B). 

 

Further discussion occurred surrounding the individual neighbourhood of Southeast False 

Creek: 
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In Southeast False Creek for example, every site to redevelop, needs a 

rezone, and we make it a condition to rezoning that they build to LEED 

standing (silver as a minimum) (Vancouver Participant D). 

 

Several interview participants also noted the ‘lead-by-example’ approach the city 

has taken, requiring all new projects be built to a minimum of LEED gold. 

 

Although the demand for high quality urban design may not be directly related to 

issues of social sustainability indirect links can be drawn. As previously discussed 

high quality urban design can enhance social capital, encourage citizen 

interaction, while creating a sense of pride and ownership amongst citizens. These 

attributes can be further linked to a neighbourhood’s perceived security. In the 

example provided, the participant never alludes to the dissatisfaction of the 

development community. It is interpreted the development community recognizes 

the social, economic, and environmental benefits associated with high quality 

urban design and has accepted such requirements. The notion the development 

community has accepted high quality design as a minimum standard reinforces 

the control the city has over the development process. 

 

6.25: Allocation of Power 

The final characteristic relevant to this practicum that makes the City of Vancouver  

development process unique is the allocation of power. The City of Vancouver has been 

successful in allocating power to three groups, all of who coincidently play a role in 

driving and regulating the development process. These groups include: 1) the community, 

2) the director of planning, and 3) the private sector.  
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Extensive discussion took place surrounding the role the Director of Planning plays in the 

development process. In the City of Vancouver, the Director of Planning has been 

granted discretionary decision-making power through the Vancouver Charter. It was 

explained that discretionary decision-making power provides the Director with the 

authority to negotiate with the development community. Discretionary decision-making 

power allows the Director of Planning to secure community amenities, funds, or other 

facilities in exchange for increased development rights. Discretionary decision-making 

power provides the director with the unique ability to address identified issues within the 

city. In addition, discretionary decision-making power helps to alleviate financial 

demands on the city while shifting the financial responsibility to the developer. In return, 

the developer is granted additional development rights and the opportunity to financially 

benefit to a greater extent. Overall, discretionary decision-making power has helped 

advance issues of social sustainability within the planning department: 

There is something significant about the Vancouver Charter that 

differentiates it from most other guiding legislation in other cities. What it 

does is it gives the Director of Planning the power of discretion. We can 

start to make discretionary zoning decisions about development rights. 

There are your outright rights under the traditional zoning structure, but 

then there are other development rights that you can have at the discretion 

of the Director. What that discretion does is enables the planning 

department the power to negotiate with the developer. Say for example, 

the developer wants to do 5FSR [floor space ratio] instead of 1. Or if the 

developer wants all that FSR to be residential. In order for us to give the 

developer permission to do this, they will provide us with a Sea Wall, or a 

park, or a recreational facility as a part of the development (Vancouver 

Participant C). 
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As noted above, the process used by the city in order to extract contributions from the 

developer benefits the community and city’s agenda. However the added benefit gained 

by the developer should also be noted. The developer clearly has the potential to benefit 

financially from the increase in development rights. The resulting circumstance is 

beneficial to all parties involved, the community, the developer, as well as the city.  

 

The second group the City of Vancouver has been successful in allocating a level of 

power in the development process to is the community affected by the proposed 

development. A portion of the allocation of power to citizens is in the form of the 

development permit board as discussed previously. The general public has the 

opportunity to sit on the development permit board. The development permit board then 

makes recommendations to the Director of Planning. The Director in turn, makes 

decisions relating to major developments. The panel, and subsequent process, have been 

successful in partially removing the political realm from the decision making process. 

What remains is a transparent process where everything is kept on record. The general 

public is also given opportunity to make representation throughout the development 

process, from the rezoning process to the overall approval of the development. 

Consultation can take a variety of forms from notification, to letters, to public 

engagement sessions.  

 

The allocation of power to the community builds upon the concept of social 

sustainability. The inclusion of the general public increases community capacity while 

empowering the general public. The structure and processes associated with consultation 
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allow the community to act as a regulator to the overall development process. A 

significant challenge that remains in the city planning discipline is the inclusion of the 

general public in the planning process. Although the model used in the City of Vancouver 

is not perfect, steps have at least been taken to include the community. The slow 

movement towards community empowerment is an important one to encourage a more 

progressive development model. 

6.26: The Private Sector 

The City of Vancouver has been successful in harnessing the power of the private sector. 

During the interview process participants discussed the fact the private sector can 

generally build projects faster, more efficiently, and cheaper. The city in turn has 

allocated a level of power to the private sector. When a development proposal is 

presented, the city encourages the developer to fully complete the project, including any 

required infrastructure for social amenities. The allocation of power in this instance 

ensures the project will be built: 

In terms of capacity, and building the physical space, the private sector is 

far better then the public sector. Being able to harness the power of the 

private sector is key. They will build things more efficiently, more cheaply; 

you know they will tend to be more on time and more on budget. I think 

that the way we do things…  if we can possibly get an amenity out of a 

developer, if we can get a developer to build it as a part of the project, we 

always will, it works better. What the role of the public sector has in this is 

helping the community identify what those public amenities are 

(Vancouver Participant B). 

 

 

As noted above, connections exist between the importance of partnerships and the 

allocation of power. It can be interpreted that beyond the partnership that exists between 

the developer and the city and the allocation of power to the development sector, a level 
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of trust also exists between parties. The mutual understanding that exists in the City of 

Vancouver, related to the acknowledgement that each party must maintain specific roles 

in the development process has further contributed to the overall success of the 

development experience. The interconnectedness of the development process and the 

individual parties who play a role in the process make it challenging in fully 

understanding why the process has become successful.  

 

For the purpose of the practicum, this basic analysis is sufficient in illustrating the 

complexity of the city and related processes. Changes within one area, including the 

delegation of development authority and/or power can significantly influence other areas 

of the development process.   

6.27: The Development Process: Policy 

The final portion of the analysis section, prior to discussing the specific policies, 

procedures, and techniques extracted from the City of Vancouver interview process, 

explores policy as a regulatory control for development processes. Policies are the 

general response, or preventative measure to an issue in the urban environment. The 

policy framework in the City of Vancouver is relied upon to guide development. It is 

through the policies of the city that municipal employees can influence and shape the way 

in which development occurs. Following is a brief discussion on what makes the policy 

framework in the City of Vancouver unique. The intention is to help the reader develop 

an understanding as to why the framework has had success in addressing social issues.  
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8.27a: Financing Growth Policy  

Participants in the City of Vancouver discussed the importance of financing growth 

policies to enhance the city’s ability to address social challenges created by development. 

In the City of Vancouver, two primary financing growth policies exist: 1) development 

cost levies, and 2) community contributions. The financing growth policies are discussed 

in greater detail in section 6.4. The underlying notion to financing growth policies is that 

a new development will influence the existing built space and the use of that space. 

Financing growth policies have been developed to ensure that even though a use of a 

space may be intensified, the challenges created by the new development will 

subsequently be addressed as an outcome of the development. The intention of the 

financing growth policies is to allow the city to extract resources, generally monetary or 

constructed, from the developer. Extracted resources are then used to help pay for the 

solutions to the challenges created by the growth itself. The intention of this section is to 

broadly examine the impact financing growth policy has on the development process.  

 

The importance of financing growth policies in The City of Vancouver was discussed 

extensively. It was noted during interviews that financing growth policies could be 

implemented in any urban environment. The benefit gained by the city will be influenced 

by the rate of growth being experienced and the economics of the city: 

We have in place some really good things, such as financing growth 

policies to ensure that everyone in the community and the community at 

large can participate in the benefits from development. I think that is key. 

It’s understanding the market economics of the community. I think that 

any community can do it, in terms of putting in place community amenity 

contributions, that developers are expected to contribute, putting in 

development cost levies that requires developers to contribute to 

community amenities. I think that those are things any community can put 

in place, but the economics of any given place, and development will 
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determine how much benefit you will get out of the development. I don’t 

think that developers are going to walk away from the table if there is 

money to be made because we have asked them to do something 

(Vancouver Participant B). 

 

The flexibility of the financing growth policies allow for the city to determine the 

individual needs of the community in which the development is taking place. Individual 

solutions to the challenges caused by the growth can then be implemented to alleviate the 

impact of the new development. In the discussion on financing growth policy 

consideration must also be given to the importance of relationships, the allocation of 

power, and the trust that must exist for financing growth policy to be successful. The 

participant alludes to the importance of having policy in place to capture the benefit of 

growth regardless of the rate the city is growing, or the anticipated benefit that will be 

incurred as a result of the policy. Through the development of financing growth policy 

the development community becomes accustomed to the additional costs of ‘doing 

business’. If financing growth policy is in place and the city is able to capture if nothing 

more then a minimum, it is still more significant then capturing nothing. The entirety of 

the development cost is then the responsibility of the city. One of the most significant 

limitations to the financing growth approach is whether the amenities being built as a 

result of developer contributions are benefiting the greater public. In many cases the 

examples provided by the interview participants were targeted at the affluent, with little 

consideration to those of lower socioeconomic standing. However, there are several 

examples where developer contributions have benefited the greater public i.e. the sea wall 

and walk. In situations where the greater public has benefited as a result of the 

contribution, links can be drawn to social sustainability and the building of community 

capacity. 
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The final related theme is the use of policy to allow the city to act as a developer in order 

to accomplish social goals. The City of Vancouver can play two roles: 1) as regulator, 

and 2) as developer. The City of Vancouver has accumulated a surplus of land in the 

form of a land inventory. The inventory can then be drawn upon and used to address 

challenges in the city, including social. Many participants discussed the importance of 

partnerships, primarily with senior levels of government in many of these projects. Often 

times the city will supply the land and rely upon senior government to fiscally contribute 

to the resulting project. In cases where the city draws on land reserves, they will often 

become the developer of the project as well: 

The city in some cases, wears two hats. The first is the policy regulator, 

the second role that we play is we actually have a very large land 

inventory, or land trust inventory called the property endowment fund. We 

own several acres of property throughout the city and so the property 

endowment fund has a very stringent land management protocol, part of 

that is to fulfill city objectives, so in some cases the city does act as a 

developer to develop its city owned sites to help achieve whatever their 

goals may be (Vancouver Participant C). 

 

The final point for consideration in the policy theme relates to the proactive approach 

necessary to drive solutions to issues of social sustainability. Many local governments 

become entrenched in addressing issues of social sustainability whether they wish to or 

not. It was alluded to during interviews that many local governments are dealing with 

social issues on a daily basis without policy direction:  

Local governments have been doing a lot more related to sustainability, 

more specifically on the social sustainability front. Even before we were 

supposed to have, we have moved forward. For example the social 

planning department in Vancouver. It was only about 12 years ago that 

this department was entrenched in the legislation, even though we needed 

social planning, and we had been doing social development practices long 

before. Our grant programs, we have been doing grants to support social 
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services forever, even though it is not legislated. Even before we had the 

provincial mandate. We often try and do this through pursuing 

partnerships with others. So municipalities are engaged in social issues 

and issues related to social sustainability, whether they have the mandate 

to do so or not (Vancouver Participant E). 

 

It is interpreted that in many instances political support and subsequent policy intended to 

guide the solutions of social challenges do not exist in many local governments. Through 

approaching social issues with a multitude of possible solutions on a range of levels from 

the community to the political realm practical solutions can be developed. In the case of 

the City of Vancouver, local government is sensitive to the social challenges that exist 

and has responded with the development of socially targeted policy.  Consideration must 

also be given to the roles the community and the not-for-profit sector play in indirectly 

addressing issues of social sustainability.  

 

The analysis of the research on the City of Vancouver has indicated several important 

factors for consideration in addressing the challenges of social sustainability through 

development. Many of the solutions can be applied to the City of Winnipeg. The 

Vancouver study indicates for a city to successfully address issues of social sustainability 

local governments must: 1) ‘buy into’ the process and associated policies, 2) support and 

direct the development process by policy suited to the conditions of the city while 

remaining flexible enough to adapt to changes, and 3) government must be willing to 

financially support solutions including properly staffing civic departments. Local 

government must recognize if the underlying intention of development is to create a high 

quality urban environment they must be willing to pay for a process that ensures a high 

quality end product.  
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The analysis of the research has also identified several limitations to the City of 

Vancouver framework. These limitations are worth noting prior to the analysis of the City 

of Winnipeg. The first limitation relates to the public participation piece of the 

development process. Although steps have been taken to ensure that the general public is 

consulted on development initiatives, the level of participation remains on the low end of 

the IAP2 Spectrum of Public Participation. This is not a phenomenon unique to the 

Vancouver experience. However, because of the importance of public involvement to 

social sustainability, I anticipated that the City of Vancouver would encourage public 

participation to a greater extent. The second criticism of the City of Vancouver 

framework is that it is based on the notion of rapid growth. The City of Vancouver region 

has experienced an extended period of moderate to rapid growth. In 2009, following the 

interviews conducted for this research, Canada began to experience a recession. Growth 

has slowed considerable across the nation. Although the framework in the City of 

Vancouver appears flexible, the tools and policies that have been developed to address 

issues of social sustainability rely heavily upon growth and may not be suited to recession 

periods. 

6.3: The Winnipeg Experience 

The analysis of the City of Vancouver based interviews has provided significant direction 

on how the city has successfully begun to address issues of social sustainability. In 

summary, the discussion revolved around: 1) the role of partnerships between the 

development community and the city and the mutual respect between each group, 

between city departments, and beyond local government; 2) the development process 
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including: a) the organizational structure of the planning department, the necessity to 

define sustainability, to develop principles of sustainability, and to provide the necessary 

resources to address issues of sustainability, b) the comprehensive requirements of high 

quality design in the City of Vancouver, and c) the allocation of power from the planning 

department. Power is allocated to the community, the director of planning, and the private 

sector.  

 

Although the intention of the City of Winnipeg interviews was to determine how 

applicable the City of Vancouver based framework is to the City of Winnipeg, a brief 

analysis is also undertaken of the data collected. The intention of the analysis is to further 

illustrate the situation in the City of Winnipeg that has contributed to how things are. A 

couple of key points emerged out of the City of Winnipeg interview process that related 

to the key themes discussed in the City of Vancouver interviews. Unfortunately, the City 

of Winnipeg based research did not delve into as much depth as the City of Vancouver 

interviews. Thus, the focus remained on determining what applicability the City of 

Vancouver experience had to the City of Winnipeg. This discussion is structured in a 

similar fashion as analysis of the City of Vancouver results. Consideration is given to the 

role of partnerships, the development process, and any concluding observations. 

6.31: The Role of Partnerships 

Previous discussion surrounding the role of partnerships between the City of Vancouver 

and the development community emphasized the importance of this relationship in 

encouraging socially sustainable development. The result is the mutual respect between 

both the city and the development community. In return for development rights, the 



 

Quincy Brown  July, 2009 
Master of City Planning MDP  

127 

development community informally agrees to provide the city with social amenities. 

More importantly, the development community works with the city to develop a proposal 

that meets the demands of the community while satisfying the requirements of the city 

and the developer. In the City of Winnipeg, the partnerships that exist between the city 

and the development community appear to be much more informal and less regulated: 

This is a really small town (Winnipeg), you know most people that are 

here have been here for a long time. It is not like Calgary or Vancouver. 

So that is where the small town stuff comes from, and there is a lot of 

small town informal relationships, and that is certainly something that has 

been here for a long time. I mean you look at council and see how long 

some of these people have been there… So I think that it is partially 

relationships, long-term relationships. I also think that some of the 

members of council have been sitting there for a long time. They have 

some value that development is good, and we don’t question it (Winnipeg 

Participant E). 

 

As indicated by the participant, the development process in the City of Winnipeg appears 

to be less regulated by strict policy and procedure. The process appears to be less 

progressive and based primarily on the existing relationships between stakeholders. As 

indicated by the participant one of the significant challenges that remains is the council 

composition and the longevity of several councilors. Two important notions on 

partnerships have emerged. The first is that through the informal relationships that have 

developed between the political sphere and the development community, the city has 

surrendered its ability to regulate development. The process has become reactive rather 

than proactive. The city reacts to development proposals instead of working with the 

development community to identify solutions that meet the needs and demands of both 

sides. It appears that through these informal relationships the playing field is un-level. 

The planning department is no longer able to control development, or the development 
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process. When the notion of growth mentality is additionally considered, the power to 

regulate and guide development is shifted from the city to the development community: 

You know it is tough because when a developer goes off and plans 

something and brings it forward and it is already done, you sort of have to 

be… you would be adversarial to say no and go back and say that you 

should do this, or that, or you should scale it down. This is where it really 

becomes a challenge because they have already paid the architect; they 

have already got those profits in mind and how it is going to work for 

them. Well that doesn’t really work for the community… then what do you 

do? (Winnipeg Participant A). 

 

As indicated by the participant, the development process has been reversed. It is 

interpreted that the city is reacting to the developer instead of guiding and working with 

the development community in a partnership. The participant is indicating that the city 

has been removed from the equation. The resulting development benefits the developer 

while leaving the city responsible for the maintenance, care and upkeep of the 

development following completion. The second theme that emerged during interviews is 

the development process itself. 

6.32: The Development Process 

During the interview process with participants in the City of Winnipeg, very little 

discussion surrounding the planning process within the city occurred. The reactive nature 

of the process was often mentioned. In some instances such reactivity was partially 

attributed to the lack of resources in the planning department. The necessity for a 

comprehensive and quality planning process supplemented with the necessary resources, 

staff, and general support was discussed: 

I think that one of the challenges here is that there is a feeling that it is so 

hard to do anything, that it is so hard for the poor developers. You know it 

is difficult… the other problem that we are faced with is that we do not 
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have enough planning being done, so we have all these unplanned 

neighbourhoods and then when a developer comes in and tries to do 

something, everyone freaks out because there is no plan (Winnipeg 

Participant A). 

 

Through the discussion above it is interpreted that the participant’s frustration is shared 

across the development community, the general public and the planning department. It is 

alluded to that miscommunication, and in many instances misinformation, can 

misconstrue the development community as ‘the bad guy’.  In reality, because of the lack 

of plans, the lack of process, and the lack of resources, the development community 

appears to be ‘in-charge’ of the development process. The development community 

should not be left to self-regulate. It should not be anticipated that the development 

community would build smarter projects when there are no requirements, or incentives, 

being placed on them to do so. It is necessary to remember development is economically 

driven. However, this does not necessarily mean the power and opportunity associated 

with the development community cannot be captured. It is through the development of 

partnerships between the development community, the city, the community, and the 

politicians and the mutual respect that should exist that allows smarter development to 

occur.  

6.33: Slow Growth 

Two additional concerns emerged from the City of Winnipeg interviews relating to the 

notion of the City of Winnipeg being slow growth. They offer direction as to why things 

are ‘the way they are.’ The first examines the role of the economy: 

I think that what happened in the City of Winnipeg is that we are a slow 

growth city, and you know we have never really had, we have always sort 

of plugged along and grown sort of slowly over time. I think that there has 
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always been some concern about our ability to capture enough of the 

economic part of it. So we have been very… we focus mostly as a 

community on the economic portion of it. And although there are certainly 

efforts in the community that relate to the environment as well as the 

social component of it, we as a municipality, the focus is absolutely on the 

economic piece (Winnipeg Participant C). 

 

Previous discussion took place in the literature review relating to the influence of 

economics on development in the slow growth context. Although individual communities 

are making an effort to address issues of social and environmental sustainability, the 

growth machine mentality continues to drives the process. In the case of the City of 

Winnipeg, the municipality has been blinded by the potential for tax revenue without 

consideration to the true costs associated with development.  

 

The second concern examines the lack of investment towards social, environmental, and 

infrastructure needs of local communities. The participant reiterates the reactive nature of 

the development process in the City of Winnipeg. The challenge that they have identified 

is that change occurs at such a slow pace that it is easy to ignore the negative impacts of 

the developments over time. In cities experiencing rapid growth, issues present 

themselves much more quickly than in slow growth environments. An example of this 

could be the issue of affordable housing. Much of Western Canada has recently 

undergone a significant ‘housing boom’ (over a 3 year period) in which housing costs 

increased substantially. Issues of homelessness were magnified as quickly as the housing 

costs rose. In the City of Winnipeg, due to the relatively stable market the homelessness 

rate, although increasing, does so at a much slower rate, as the city remains relatively 

affordable. 
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I think that one thing, that when we are growing very slowly, we do not 

feel an impact of that growth because it is so slow and incremental. So I 

think that because of that we don’t really bother trying to get a handle on 

how we are growing (Winnipeg Participant C). 

6.4: Process, Tools, and Techniques 

Following the City of Vancouver interviews, consideration was given to the specific 

policies, processes, and procedures that have shaped the City of Vancouver development 

framework. Extracted from interview transcripts were specific policy and process 

initiatives used in the City of Vancouver to encourage more socially sustainable 

development. Following is a brief discussion of the specific tools, policies, and processes 

that have helped to encourage more socially sustainable development in the City of 

Vancouver. The discussion frames the analysis of the City of Winnipeg and is 

instrumental in the development of recommendations for how the City of Winnipeg can 

more appropriately address social sustainability through development. Each instrument is 

briefly explained. The explanation is followed by a discussion on whether the City of 

Winnipeg interview participants viewed the instrument as applicable to the City of 

Winnipeg experience. 

 

Several of the policies, techniques and tools discussed in the following pages have 

previously been discussed in the City of Vancouver based analysis. The intention of the 

section is to: 1) highlight the key themes used in the City of Vancouver, and 2) determine 

their applicability to the City of Winnipeg. The first two policies are commonly referred 

to as ‘financing growth policies’. These policies include: 
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1) Development Cost Levies: The development cost levy is a monetary 

contribution from the development community required for development 

rights. When a developer is granted development rights, the developer is 

required to financially contribute to the city in the form of development cost 

levies. Levies are determined through the size of the project and are generally 

associated with square footage. Collected levies are then used in four areas: 

a. Engineering Services (sewers, roads and transportation); 

b. Parkland dedication; 

c. Affordable housing; and 

d. Childcare. 

Three of the four areas (parkland dedication, affordable housing, and 

childcare) include contributions which can be used directly to begin to address 

areas of social sustainability and the principles discussed in Chapter 4.  

 

Interview participants from the City of Winnipeg indicated a similar system already 

exists in the city. Developers are required to provide monetary contributions that are 

subsequently used for engineering services as well as parkland dedication. The general 

consensus amongst participants indicated that extending development cost levies to social 

servicing was largely unaccepted given the current political, growth and development 

climate. Two of the participants offered the optimism it may occur ‘some day’, with the 

remaining three participants stating against the notion. 
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2) Community Amenity Contributions: The community amenity contribution 

is the second financing growth policy relied upon in the City of Vancouver. 

The community amenity contribution is a monetary contribution made by the 

developer in exchange for increased density rights. The community amenity 

contribution is triggered through the rezoning process. The City of Vancouver 

has allocated staff members to ensure the developer does not ‘over-pay’ and 

the project remains financially attractive to the developer.  

 

Interview participants from the City of Winnipeg generally agreed the Community 

Amenity Contribution was a worthy instrument. However, concern remained with regards 

to the plentiful Greenfield lands that exist around the City of Winnipeg. The challenge of 

encouraging density exists. In the City of Vancouver natural constraints make density 

appealing. Without such constraints, the consensus was it may be a difficult instrument to 

implement. One participant from the City of Winnipeg went as far as to say the City 

should possibly look at a different instrument to encourage density. 

 

3) Inclusionary Zoning Requirements: The inclusionary zoning requirement 

ensures that on all major developments, greater than one FSR, 20% of the 

residential units will be dedicated to social housing. In lieu contributions can 

also be made on the behalf of the developer. The intention is to then dedicate 

the money to other affordable housing arenas. Affordability remains a 

significant determinant of social sustainability. In particular, the supply of a 

range of housing tenures and prices is required to increase the socioeconomic 
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mix of a neighbourhood. A variety of housing types and costs can be directly 

linked to the principles (diversity) of social sustainability outlined in Chapter 

4. 

 

The City of Winnipeg interview participants agreed (4 out of 5) the inclusionary zoning 

requirement would be a suitable tool for the City of Winnipeg. Participants made two 

important points during discussion surrounding the zoning requirement. The first was the 

instrument would encourage diversity in housing costs, as well as socio-economic mix. 

The second was the inclusionary zoning requirement would be feasible and tangible for 

the developer to understand. Finally, a general requirement for the inclusion of affordable 

housing in all large developments would eliminate some of the risks associated with 

affordable housing development. The only obstacle identified during the interviews 

related to the term ‘affordability’ and what ‘affordability’ really means.  

 

4) The Development Permit Board: The development permit board is a 

committee to help remove decision making from the political arena. The 

intention of the board is to evaluate large development and make 

recommendations at arms length from the political realm. The process 

encourages public input and remains transparent. The board helps to ensure 

large-scale developments are well designed and social sustainability is 

encouraged. The development permit board publicizes the decision making 

process. In making the process public, citizens may have a better knowledge 

of the proceedings and eventual decisions being made. By removing the 
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decision-making process from the political arena, stakeholders may have more 

opportunity to become involved in the process in an environment that is 

inviting. It is through these processes community capacity and capital are 

built.  

 

Participants indicated the City of Winnipeg already has a similar Board in the Board of 

Adjustments. The difference remains that the Board of Adjustments does not hear 

rezoning applications. The unanimous consensus amongst all interview participants was a 

board that removes the political arena from decision-making could be beneficial. General 

concerns surrounded the necessity for the board to be made up of professionals, the fact 

that the board would not have complete control over the process, and that the process 

remains transparent with sufficient community engagement. 

 

5) The Urban Design Panel: The urban design panel is a professional panel 

whose purpose is to provide advice to the Director of Planning. The urban 

design panel is composed of a range of professionals whose role is to ensure 

quality urban development. The panel is responsible for providing input to the 

director of planning to facilitate ease in the decision making process. 

 

Participants indicated an urban design panel already exists in the downtown core of the 

City of Winnipeg. The panel is in the downtown because a different zoning by-law exists 

for the downtown core. The bylaw is intended to accommodate the uniqueness of the 

downtown core. Four of the five interview participants indicated they would like to see 
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an urban design panel, or some form of a similar panel, be extended to the rest of the city. 

The individual in opposition of the panel indicated it is nothing more then a hindrance to 

development in the downtown core. The participant noted the panel is only another 

hurdle for the development community to jump through in an environment where it is 

already difficult to develop. One additional note of importance was the indication any 

panel would require a set of widely adopted design guidelines from which to make 

decisions. 

6) The General Requirement for Good Design and Development that is 

Appropriate: The City of Vancouver has developed non-negotiable minimum 

standards for sustainability. If the development community is unwilling to 

meet the minimum requirements, development rights will be waived. The 

intention of the requirement for good design is not to hinder development, but 

to ensure the projects that are built are of considerable quality. The general 

requirement for good design may indirectly instill a greater sense of 

ownership amongst citizens. A similar affect could be achieved by involving 

the public in the overall process. 

 

Participants from the City of Winnipeg agreed unanimously there should be standards to 

ensure high quality design. The primary concern that emerged during the discussion 

related to the fear that if the city takes a ‘hard nosed’ approach to design requirements, 

the development community may go elsewhere. A second participant noted the 

development community would instead appreciate minimum standards. Minimum 

standards would level the playing field and remove some of the economic uncertainty 
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associated with development. A third participant indicated ‘infill’ design guidelines are 

already being developed. This could become an opportunity to encourage additional 

design guidelines for other portions of the city. The final comment worth noting 

emphasized the importance of developing the guidelines through consultation with the 

development community, planners, and council. This process would ensure buy-in from 

vested stakeholders.  

 

7. Discretionary decision-making power for the Director of Planning: The 

City of Vancouver has allocated discretionary decision-making power to the 

director of planning. This allocation of power allows the director to negotiate 

with the development community in order to secure public amenities. The 

negotiating tool the city maintains is the desire of the development community 

for density. In exchange for increased density, the developer may be 

responsible to provide a social amenity resulting in the delivery of the amenity 

with the development. This reduces the demand on the city’s behalf to provide 

necessary amenities. 

 

Participants in the City of Winnipeg indicated the Director of Planning already has a 

minimal amount of discretionary decision-making power. The general consensus was 

there could be an increase in the amount of power not only the Director, but also the 

planning department retains in the City of Winnipeg. However, it was almost 

unanimously noted that policies and processes are required to ensure decisions are not 

made without consideration to the overall impact. The final important note brought forth 
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by three of the participants related to the individual holding the Director of Planning 

position. Concern surrounding the underlying values and intentions of the Director may 

influence the social agenda and the consideration for social issues. The Director, at the 

time of the interviews, was from the development community.  

 

8. Community Advisory Committee: The community advisory committee is an 

engagement tool to encourage the general public to become involved in the 

planning process. The intent of the committee is to ensure the community is 

given a voice in the development process on all major developments. The 

committee acts as a regulatory tool between the developer and the community 

while helping to ensure the development fits within the needs and demands of 

the community where it is being built. 

 

An informal public engagement strategy exists in the city. However there are no triggers 

for it and it is often not required as a part of the development process. City of Winnipeg 

interview participants agreed unanimously that a formalized community engagement 

strategy should be implemented in the city. What form the strategy would take was left to 

be determined. Participants indicated that the process must be formalized and 

appropriately resourced to ensure implementation. 

 

9. The General Support for the Not-for-profit sector: The City of 

Vancouver has a strong informal grant program to provide not-for-profits 

(working in the social sphere) with financial support in the form of grants. 
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The unanimous consensus amongst the City of Winnipeg interview participants was the 

general and financial support for the non-profit sector is a worthy cause. The City of 

Winnipeg already provides a minimal amount of funding to certain non-profits, 

determined on a case by-case basis. The two general concerns that arose from interview 

participants related to: 1) where the money would be taken from; and 2) the issue is not 

simply a municipal challenge. The need for partnerships with senior levels of government 

is required in order to provide significant funding to the not-for-profit sector.   
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7.0: Recommendations for the City of Winnipeg 

7.0: Recommendations for the City of Winnipeg 

The following section consists of my recommendations as to how the City of Winnipeg 

can more appropriately address issues of social sustainability through development. The 

intention of the section is to generate recommendations that are comprised from the 

findings of: 1) the literature review, 2) the background and comparative research 

conducted, and 3) the interview findings from the cities of Winnipeg and Vancouver. It 

was acknowledged early in the research process that recommendations for the City of 

Winnipeg must be developed with the unique situation, challenges, and constraints of the 

community in mind. In the scope of this practicum, it remained challenging to fully 

understand the interconnectedness of the factors that drive social issues as well as the 

development process in the City of Winnipeg. The question of what role, if any, the 

development community should play in addressing social issues continually emerged 

during the research. With this in mind, the following recommendations are interrelated 

and should be considered holistically if city administration is to be successful in pushing 

a more socially focused agenda. Following is a summarized list of the recommendations 

that emerged from the research process. The listed recommendations are then followed 

by a detailed summary. 

 

Recommendations: 

 

1) The most appropriate way to approach social sustainability is through a 

community-based strategy. 

a. Any approach must insure the community is included in the overall 

planning process. 
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b. Any approach must be suited to the individual community being targeted. 

In the case of this practicum, the solution must be ‘Winnipeg specific’. 

 

2) Any strategy developed in Winnipeg to address issues of social sustainability 

must be comprehensive and integrated into the overall planning and decision-

making processes. 

 

3) Any strategy developed in Winnipeg to address issues of social sustainability 

must have ‘buy-in’ from council, administration, as well as the general public. 

 

4) The Planning Department in the City of Winnipeg must emerge as a proactive 

organization in both planning and decision-making processes.  

 

The first trend that emerged in much of the research, particularly during the City of 

Vancouver based interviews was any approach to social sustainability, regardless of the 

role the development community should play, must be community-based. A community-

based approach can have several connotations. In particular, I am interested in two. First, 

any community-based approach to social sustainability must insure the general 

community is included in the overall planning process. This can only be achieved if the 

public is educated on the tools, processes, and policies that are associated with the 

planning process. When the public can creatively and constructively contribute to the 

process, the challenges associated with empowerment begin to dissolve. The power of 

decision-making is transferred to the greater public. The IAP2 Spectrum of Public 

Participation, outlined by the International Association for Public Participation (2007) 

could be of interest. As noted, the spectrum identifies the level of public participation and 

the allocation of power delegated to the community. The spectrum offers direction of 

how to encourage public participation and what the expected benefits can be.  
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The second interpretation I have taken to ‘community-based’ is that any solution or 

recommendation to ‘better’ a neighbourhood, or this case, the City of Winnipeg, must 

emerge as a Winnipeg specific solution. It became apparent that the policies, processes, 

and tools used in the City of Vancouver could not be directly applied to the City of 

Winnipeg. The ideals that emerged from the City of Vancouver study can act as nothing 

more than a skeletal framework from which the City of Winnipeg based solutions could 

be developed. The challenges related to social sustainability faced in City of Vancouver 

are very different then the challenges faced in the City of Winnipeg. It is impossible to 

transfer frameworks in their entirety. This notion can be further applied to an individual 

neighbourhood. Each neighbourhood has its own set of challenges related to social issues 

that must be addressed individually. However, the necessary policy and procedural 

framework must already be in place, and must already exist to allow for  neighbourhood 

specific processes to occur. 

 

The second recommendation to emerge from the research is that the approach must be 

comprehensive, and integrated into the overall planning and decision-making process. An 

extremely important lesson was learned during the City of Vancouver based interviews. 

Participants indicated that solutions to social sustainability cannot emerge 

instantaneously but instead must be developed over time and in response to the specific 

challenges being faced at any given time. The result is a broad framework from which 

administrative staff can base decisions.  
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One other important lesson can be extracted from the City of Vancouver research. The 

lesson relates to the inclusive approach taken in the City of Vancouver and the integration 

of the socially targeted policies throughout the entirety of the planning process. Again, 

this is related to the comprehensive approach taken which is supported by the City of 

Vancouver specific policies, and plans that are intended to guide the overall direction of 

social sustainability in the city. The planning process has further been established to 

consider social sustainability throughout the stages related to development, targeted 

through review panels, design guidelines, and other policies.  The recommendation for 

the City of Winnipeg then is a comprehensive approach to sustainability, including the 

social sphere. Once policies have been developed to meet the specific demands of the 

City of Winnipeg, they can be implemented into the existing planning process and 

adopted as the norm. This recommendation leads directly to the third recommendation for 

the City of Winnipeg, which is the need for ‘buy-in’ from council, administration, and the 

general public. 

 

The third recommendation is based on the necessity for council, administration as well as 

the general public to buy into a framework that supports socially sustainable 

development. To achieve buy-in the city requires a framework, policies, and processes 

that have been clearly defined and can be relied upon to guide development. 

Subsequently, the Planning Department in the City of Winnipeg must be supported by 

council and allocated the necessary resources (financial and staffing) needed to develop, 

and carry out this work. As previously mentioned, for solutions to social issues to be 

successful, they must be suited to the individual neighbourhood and/or community in 



 

Quincy Brown  July, 2009 
Master of City Planning MDP  

144 

question, reinforcing the necessity of adequate staff to meet these demands. It became 

apparent during the interview process that the planning department at the City of 

Winnipeg has dwindled, and is generally not supported by the current City Council.  

 

The final recommendation relates to pro-active practice in the planning and decision-

making process, particularly as it relates to development. It was indicated during the 

Winnipeg based interviews that because of the slow growth that the City of Winnipeg has 

become accustomed too, development occurs incrementally. As development in the City 

of Winnipeg is occurring at a slow pace, the social issues associated with development 

are masked and overshadowed in the drive for growth. As one participant indicated, 

issues surrounding social sustainability have been masked and ‘forgotten about’ for a 

long period of time. It is now necessary to deal with much larger issues then would have 

existed had they been addressed as the development was occurring. This can only be 

achieved if the necessary supports are in place to encourage ‘smarter development,’ 

further reinforcing the need for an inclusive approach to socially sustainable 

development. 

 

Due to the complexity of the issues examined in this practicum it remained challenging to 

adequately understand the issues and opportunities associated with social sustainability 

necessary to make recommendations. What emerged was a preliminary discussion 

surrounding the immediate observations made as a result of the research. It was apparent 

that additional research is required to gain the scope necessary to build on the 
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recommendations above. Additional research directions are discussed in the following 

chapter.  
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Chapter 8.0: Conclusions 

8.1: Research Intention 

The intention of the research conducted for the practicum was threefold. The first 

objective was to develop an understanding of the development process in the City of 

Winnipeg, with specific consideration to the political, economic, and geographic situation 

that makes the city unique. The second objective was to analyze an urban center (The 

City of Vancouver) that has been considered a leader in social sustainability. Particular 

interest was paid to how the city has successfully used the development process to 

address issues of social sustainability that have been caused by development. This 

information was then applied to the City of Winnipeg. Specific consideration was given 

to how the City of Winnipeg could more appropriately address issues of social 

sustainability through development. This resulted in a series of recommendations. Three 

research questions were initially identified and used to guide the direction of the research. 

These questions included: 

 

1) What is social sustainability and what ‘value’ is placed on social sustainability 

within the broader context of sustainability? 

2) How do slow growth cities (ex: the City of Winnipeg) regulate development 

and urban expansion? 

a. How strict are the rules and regulations governing development? 

b. How do these regulations differ from rapid growth centers (ex: the City of 

Vancouver)? 

3) How can existing public policy and processes related to social sustainability 

be operationalized in a private development industry? Within slow growth 

urban centers? Is it possible? 

 



 

Quincy Brown  July, 2009 
Master of City Planning MDP  

147 

During the research process it became apparent the research questions were far too 

narrowly focused given the broad context of sustainability, social sustainability, as well 

as development. It quickly became apparent the influencing factors driving development, 

and social issues in any urban environment were far beyond the scope and intentions of 

this practicum. Also, any solution to social issues could only be applicable to the 

environment in which the solution was developed for. Finally, it remains questionable as 

to what role the development industry should play in addressing social issues, if any.  

 

Insight to the original research questions presented was obtained. In addressing the first 

what is social sustainability and what ‘value’ is placed on social sustainability within the 

broader context of sustainability it became evident that much political and public focus 

remains on both the environmental and economic spheres of the concept of sustainability. 

However, focus towards the social sphere, as well as a more comprehensive approach is 

apparent. Particular interest should be given to the social work being conducted by the 

Planning Department in the City of Vancouver. In the City of Winnipeg, many interview 

participants acknowledged the general lack of support for ‘the social’ but remained well 

attuned to the social issues faced within the city. There was a general acknowledgement 

that initiatives to address these issues are often curbed politically, in part due to a lack of 

resources needed to address the issues.  

 

The second question: How do slow growth cities (Winnipeg) regulate development and 

urban expansion was indirectly discussed during the background research conducted, as 

well as the City of Winnipeg based interviews. The findings that emerged were troubling 
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in that much of the development process remains developer driven. The city has taken a 

reactive approach to development which often leaves administration amending the long-

range development plan (Plan Winnipeg) to fit development proposals. In good planning, 

development proposals should be reviewed within the context of the existing 

development plan, not the other way around. Decisions are still, too often, being made at 

a political level. The mentality still exists that development is positive and should be 

encouraged without consideration of its negative, long-term impacts and costs.   

 

The final question how can existing public policy and processes related to social 

sustainability be operationalized in a private development industry remained the focus 

for the practicum. The research into this question resulted in the majority of the 

recommendations outlined for the City of Winnipeg in the previous chapter. Much of the 

information collected during the City of Vancouver based interviews provided insight 

into this issue. 

8.2: Biases and Limitations 

Two limitations emerged during the research. The largest limitation encountered during 

the research process was the wide breadth of the topic being examined. The scope of the 

questions being examined was much larger than could be explored during this practicum. 

The interconnectedness of influencing factors that drive social issues and the influencing 

factors that drive the development industry far exceeded the anticipated scope of the 

project. As a result, although a large variety of topics were examined the depth of 

research remained at the surface of the larger issues. The second limitation to the 
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research, as previously mentioned, was the focus taken for interview participants working 

primarily within the planning or planning related profession. The research could have 

been enriched had the development community been represented in the interview sample.  

8.3: Lessons for Planners 

The practicum has illustrated two important lessons. The first is that the complexity of 

the city, social issues, and the development process make it challenging to separate and 

analyze one individual aspect. Instead it is necessary to inclusively consider the factors 

that influence and drive development in the city and the social issues that are created as a 

result of said development. It remains necessary to ‘step back’ and fully understand the 

complexity of these relationships before recommendations can be made on how to 

improve the process. As indicated in this practicum one possible means to achieve this is 

through approaching sustainability in a systems mindset. Through breaking down the 

framework of the city, manageable steps can be achieved to influence the system enough 

to initiate change. 

  

The second important lesson that was learned from the practicum, and is applicable to the 

planning community is that policy is not necessarily the most appropriate solution when 

it comes to social issues. Instead, it is through a multi-faceted approach that issues of 

social sustainability can be addressed. This includes the necessary education, 

understanding, and processes, all of which can only be supplemented by policy. 
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8.4: Future Research Directions 

As noted throughout the practicum, the complexity of the issues examined made it 

difficult for me to make recommendations for the City of Winnipeg. The topic area 

examined was of much greater scope than originally anticipated, and as to what could be 

dealt with in this practicum. As a result, four further research directions could be 

explored. The first is the comparison between the City of Winnipeg and slow growth 

cities on the national or international stage. It was recognized during the interview 

process that it remained challenging to compare the City of Winnipeg with the City of 

Vancouver because of the extreme difference in growth contexts. It may be valuable to 

compare cities where slow growth has been embraced, potentially on the international 

stage. 

 

The second research recommendation is the need for further analysis of the development 

process in the City of Winnipeg. It remained challenging for me to gain the depth of 

understanding necessary to make recommendations. Had I focused exclusively on 

understanding ‘why things are the way they are’ in the City of Winnipeg, 

recommendations may have been more substantial. Additional research is needed to 

understand the factors that influence and drive the development process in the City of 

Winnipeg.  

 

The third research recommendation is to engage the development community to 

determine what this group feels their role is in encouraging social sustainability. As 
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previously noted, I was unable to engage individuals directly related to the development 

sector. This area could be further explored. 

 

The final research recommendation is to further examine the influencing factors that have 

created the political environment in the City of Winnipeg that exists today. An interesting 

research direction would be to analyze by whom, where, and how decisions are made 

within the City of Winnipeg, what role the planning department holds, and how the voice 

of this group is heard by politicians. A detailed analysis of the history of politics in the 

City of Winnipeg would be required in order to better understand these processes. 

Unfortunately, because of the complexity and breadth of this topic, I was unable to 

explore the area in the necessary depth to fully understand why and how decisions are 

made in the City of Winnipeg.  
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Appendix A: Consent Form for Interviews 

 

Consent Form for Interview Participants 

 

Research Project Title:  

Social Sustainability in Slow Growth Urban Centers: operationalizing the good intention 

of public policy in a private industry. 

 

Researcher: 

Mr. Quincy Brown, The University of Manitoba, Faculty of Architecture: Department of 

City Planning 

  

Practicum Advisor: 

Dr. Sheri Blake, University of Manitoba, Winnipeg, Canada 

 
This consent form, a copy of which will be left with you for your records and reference, is 
only part of the process of informed consent.  It should give you the basic idea of what 
the research is about and what your participation will involve.   If you would like more 
detail about something mentioned here, or information not included here, you should feel 
free to ask.  Please take the time to read this carefully and to understand any 
accompanying information. 
 

Project Description: 

The research project is being completed as a requirement for graduation from the Masters 

of City Planning program within the Faculty of Architecture, Department of City 

Planning at the University of Manitoba.  

 

The purpose this research project is to explore the development process of slow growth 

cities in order to understand the challenge associated with ensuring social sustainability is 

adequately addressed within this process. This will be achieved through the detailed 

analysis of case studies (City of Vancouver, and the City of Winnipeg) and focused 

interviews with individuals involved in the development process (Urban Planners and 

Developers in the above noted cities). The intention of this project is to determine the 

effectiveness of existing socially targeted policy while identifying the barriers of ensuring 

that socially oriented policy is adequately addressed in the development process in the 

City of Winnipeg. The study will help determine if, and how social sustainable oriented 

policy can be better adapted or redeveloped to meet the demands of slow growth centers 

in order to ensure policy is more successfully operationalized in the development process.  

 

Interviews will be conducted with two specific groups of individuals who have been 

selected based on their knowledge of the development process and the importance of 

social sustainability within the urban context. Within both identified cities (Vancouver 

and Winnipeg), urban planners working with the city as well as developers working 

within the existing development policy framework will be interviewed. It is intended that 
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in conducting interviews with a range of individuals in two different cities that face 

different challenges related to social sustainability and urban development, lessons can be 

learned and applied to the City of Winnipeg as a means of identifying ‘best practices’ as 

they relate to the project. 

 

The research study is based on three underlying objectives, which are briefly outlined 

below: 

1) My intention is to determine whether existing social policy in the City of 

Winnipeg appropriately addresses the needs of the city and whether policies been 

developed with rapid economic growth as the end intention. 

2) The interview and case study process will identify ways in which other cities 

(Vancouver) have successfully operationalized social sustainable oriented policy 

within the development process and determine the applicability of these examples 

to slow growth cities (Winnipeg). 

3) I will attempt to make recommendations on how slow growth cities could adapt 

existing, or create new policy that would be more likely to be adopted by 

developers and city officials that should result in a more just urban environment. 

 

Communication of Research 

Research findings will be presented in a variety of medium. Primarily there will be a 

written practicum report, available through the University of Manitoba as well as online 

at the Canadian Thesis Portal. As well, an oral practicum defense outlining the research 

findings will be presented. In addition findings may be published in an academic journal, 

or presented at a national conference (CAPS). 

 

Participant Requirements 

Participants are required, to the best of their knowledge, to answer and participate in a 

focused interview; contributing to the above outlined study. Participants will be able to 

withdraw from the study at any point if the wish without penalty. There are no perceived 

risks for participants associated with the study. 

 

Audio Taping Use of Data-Secure Storage and Destruction of Research Data 

Interview results will be audio-taped (digitally) and transcribed to the best of my ability. 

Careful consideration has been paid to ethics requirements to ensure the protection of the 

individuals involved. Specific precautions have been taken in the development of the 

research instrument to make sure that the identity, physical and psychological well being 

of participants is protected. In addition to the summary provided, participants will be 

given a verbal overview of the project and the extent of their involvement with the 

research. Participants will be informed of recording devices and ensured records will be 

destroyed following the completion of the research. Finally, participants will be provided 

the option to review transcriptions and make alterations where necessary prior to the 

information being included in the project write-up (practicum). Participants will also be 

given the option of receiving conclusions and findings that I may draw. 
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While complete and permanent anonymity cannot be guaranteed, the following steps 

have been taken to ensure minimal risk. Interviews will be conducted in a secure location, 

to ensure interruption does not occur.  

 

Participant names will remain anonymous from any written report that may be as a result 

of the interview process. This will be achieved by excluding names and any identifying 

explanations from the final document. Participants’ general location and position within 

this location will be included in the write-up, however additional consideration and 

caution will be taken in discussing participant’s employment role and organization within 

the written report. To accommodate this requirement pseudo names will be used. 

 

Data will be destroyed on or before January 1, 2011. 

 

Your signature on this form indicates that you have understood to your satisfaction the 

information regarding participation in this research project and agree to be interviewed 

for the project. In no way does this waive your legal rights nor release the researcher, 

sponsor, or involved institutions from their legal and professional responsibilities.  You 

are free to withdraw from the study at any time, and/or refrain from answering any 

questions you prefer to omit, without prejudice or consequence.  Your continued 

participation should be as informed as your initial consent, so you should feel free to ask 

for clarification or new information throughout your participation. 

 

Researcher and Advisor Contact Information 

Researcher: Quincy Brown BSc., Student Masters of City Planning, Faculty of 

Architecture, Department of City Planning, The University of Manitoba, 201 Russell 

Building, Winnipeg MB, R3T 2N2. E-mail: QuincyamBrown@gmail.com 

 

Advisor:  Dr. Sheri Blake, Associate Professor, Department of City Planning, Faculty of 

Architecture, University of Manitoba, Russell Bldg., Winnipeg, MB, R3T 2N2, 

Telephone: (204)474-6426; Fax: 474-7532; Email: blakes@cc.umanitoba.ca 

 

The Joint Faculty Research Ethics Board (JFREB) of the University of Manitoba has 

approved this project. If you have any concerns or complaints about this project you may 

contact the above-named person or the Human Ethics Secretariat at 1-204-474-7122, or 

e-mail Margaret_bowman@umanitoba.ca. A copy of this consent for has been given to 

you to you to keep for your records and reference. 

 

Thank you for participating in this project. Your cooperation and insights are very 

valuable, and are greatly appreciated. 

 

 
I, ______________________________________, consent to the dissemination of   
            [Name of Participant: please print] 

 

material provided to Quincy Brown. I understand that all information will be treated as 

confidential, stored in a private and secure place, and subsequently destroyed once the 
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project is completed and disseminated. I further accept that information that I provide 

will be used in the completion of Quincy Brown’s practicum project and will appear in 

the written report. In addition the information that I provide may be incorporated into 

presentations and reports in a manner that will not identify my immediate name. 

 

 

 

Signature of Participant      Date 

 

Name of the Researcher:  Quincy Brown 
 
 

Signature of the Researcher      Date 
 

 

I wish to receive interview transcripts and be given the opportunity to correct factual errors prior to the 

information being included in the project write-up  __________ 

 

I wish to receive a copy of the final document and findings in digital format __________ 



 

Quincy Brown  July, 2009 
Master of City Planning MDP  

156 

Appendix B: Interview Framework 

 

1) Please describe your role in the land development process in (Vancouver or 

Winnipeg). 

 

Question one was considered an introductory question. The question was intended to 

allow participants to become comfortable with the interview, and interviewee. The 

question also helped me determine what role (if any) the individual played within the 

development process. The responses to the question provided additional personal insight 

into participant beliefs, values, and perspectives relating to planning, and the planning 

process. 

 

2) Please describe the current land use pattern in the City of (Winnipeg or 

Vancouver). 

a. Please explain how the land development process is regulated in the City 

of (Winnipeg or Vancouver). 

 

Question two was also intended to act as an introductory question. The question was 

used to help me determine the participant’s knowledge of land development patterns and 

subsequent processes. The probe question 2(a) allowed participants to delve further into 

the land use process. This helped me understand how knowledgeable the participant was 

on development policy and guidelines while offering preliminary discussion around the 

tools and techniques used to guide development. It was anticipated that the question 

would lend itself to answering the research question of: How do slow growth cities 

(Winnipeg) regulate development and urban expansion?  
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3) How do you define sustainable development and what value, if any, do you 

place on social sustainability? 

a. How do you describe a socially sustainable community? 

 

Question three was intended to determine the participants understanding of the 

concept of sustainable development. The question also helped me determine how 

knowledgeable the participant was on the topic of social sustainability. The follow-up 

question was intended to help determine what aspects of social sustainability the 

individual values. In the development of the research instrument it was anticipated that 

the participant would use an example of a community they feel is socially sustainable. I 

had hoped that this would prompt further discussion on what makes the community 

‘socially work’. 

 

4) Identify the key stakeholders and describe the role each play in the 

development process in (Winnipeg or Vancouver). 

a. What role, if any, should the development community play in ensuring 

social sustainability? 

 

Question four began to bridge the gap between social sustainability and 

development. It was hopeful that the question would generate discussion of whom the 

key stakeholder were/are and what role they play in the development of socially 

sustainable communities. The question helped me understand the process of development 

and the key players in moving the process forward (Focus remains on building 

understanding of ‘how things get done’).  

 

Question five; six, and seven were intended to delve into the primary topic area the 

practicum is based on. The questions were developed to help me understand how 



 

Quincy Brown  July, 2009 
Master of City Planning MDP  

158 

sustainable development is encouraged within each respective city. These questions were 

used to generate discussion around the tools, techniques, and processes that work and 

those that do not. 

  

5) How is sustainable development addressed and enforced in the planning 

process in your city? 

a. What other approaches would you suggest? 

 

Question five was a complementary question-to-question two. The question was used 

to help me determine the participant’s knowledge of existing policies and their 

understanding of the planning process. Within the Vancouver context, the question was 

used to help determine how the City of Vancouver approaches and encourages 

sustainability within the development process. The follow-up question was used to 

encourage participants to discuss additional approaches, beyond policy, that may be more 

successful in encouraging sustainability. Question five provided the Vancouver 

participants the opportunity to discuss why their approach, processes, and tools have been 

largely successful given the current urban environment.  

 

6) Describe how social sustainability is addressed within the existing 

development process of (Winnipeg or Vancouver)? 

 

Question six was asked to generate discussion on the tools and techniques used to 

successfully operationalize social sustainability in the development process. The question 

was intended to further connect sustainability, and development. The question expands 

on question five and encourages participants to further discuss how social policy applies 

to, and is implemented in, the development process. The question provides direction on 
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the second objective of the research: To identify how other cities have successfully 

operationalized social sustainable policy within the development process: To determine 

the applicability of such policy to slow growth cities.  

 

7) Describe how socially sustainable communities can be achieved through the 

development process?  

a. What policies exist in (Winnipeg or Vancouver) to promote social 

sustainability? 

b. What role, if any, does the rate of urban growth experienced in a city 

influence the tools used to promote social sustainability? 

c. Describe the effectiveness or problems related to such policy. 

  

Question seven was asked as complementary to questions 5 and 6. Question seven 

removed the urban context and encouraged the participant to freely discuss any 

opportunities to encourage social sustainability they feel may work. The follow-up 

questions tie the discussion back to the urban context and policy. The questions lend 

themselves to answering the research question: How can existing public policy related to 

social sustainability be operationalized in a private development industry.  

 

8) For Winnipeg: Winnipeg is characterized as a slow growth city. What are the 

perceived or actual challenges civic officials encounter in ensuring social 

sustainability within the slow growth context? 

a. How can these challenges be alleviated? 

For Vancouver: Vancouver is characterized as a rapid growth city. What are 

the perceived or actual challenges civic officials encounter in ensuring social 

sustainability within the rapid growth context? 

a. Explain how success, as it relates to social sustainability is measured? 

 

Question eight was asked to connect the concept of slow growth, sustainability, and 

policy operationalization. This question was used to generate discussion around the 

differences that exist between the two growth contexts. 
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9) Explain how existing social policies address the demands of the citizens in 

(Vancouver or Winnipeg) given the current urban growth rate and pattern? 

a. Describe how existing policies could be adapted, or new policies created 

to more suitably address the demands for ‘soft infrastructure’ in the city? 

 

Question nine was asked to generate discussion around whether existing social policy 

meets the demands of the city’s citizens. The follow-up question lends itself to answering 

the research question: How could additional policy in slow growth cities (Winnipeg) be 

developed to help ensure social sustainability is appropriately addressed in 

development? The question is posed to help provide context for ‘lessons learned’ from 

the Vancouver study.  

 

10) Please identify and describe any other approaches, other than policy-based 

regulation that could be used to effectively build more socially sustainable 

communities?  

a. When are policy-based solutions appropriate, and when are they not?  

 

Question ten was developed with the intention of providing the participant with the 

opportunity to discuss whether a policy-based approach is the most appropriate in 

encouraging social sustainable development. The question is the final opportunity for 

participants to further elaborate on the techniques and processes used in either city.  

 

11) Do you have another other comments you would like to share regarding this 

topic? 

 

Vancouver Specific Question: 

1) At what costs does sustainability occur? 
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