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SUMMARY
Canada is urban; 80 percent of the country’s population 
lived in an urban area in 2014 (KFF, 2014). Issues of 
growth and growth management are examples of wicked 
problems, and as with all wicked problems, “there are no 
‘solutions’ in the sense of definitive and objective answers” 
(Rittel & Webber, 1973, 155). Nonetheless, planners 
continue to attempt to manage growth through plans and 
policy.

This report sought to answer the following question: 
how are issues of growth and growth management 
coordination perceived by planning professionals in the 
Greater Toronto Area, Metro Vancouver, and the Alberta 
Capital Region? The study examined practicing planners’ 
perceptions of growth management and analyzes the 
experiences they describe, with the intent of identifying 
common concerns and factors supporting or hindering 
successful growth management. The analysis of planner’s 
responses suggested that there are three factors that 
influence regional growth management:

1.	 Restraints to growth, either physical, such as 
oceans, mountains and rivers, or legislative, such 
as BC’s Agricultural Land Reserve (ALR) or Ontario’s 
Greenbelt Act; 

2.	 Inter-governmental coordination and cooperation 
among member municipalities, and vertically through 
levels of government; and 

3.	 Culture of planning that represents an acceptance of 
plans, goals and visions among planners, politicians 
and residents. 

The three study region experience and apply each factor 
differently and with varying success. The regions’ history, 
politics, culture, and physical context all influence how 
planners perceived the process and results of growth 
management. 

Further analysis of respondents’ perspectives suggests 
that the growth management strategy of Metro Vancouver 
may be the most successful, in that it has constrained the 
growth of the built urban environment to just four percent 
over the last decade despite 16% population growth 
(Burchfield, et al., 2015). Despite apparent successes, 
Metro Vancouver still struggles with several common 
planning issues, such as balancing the perspectives 
of planners and politicians from 22 incorporated 
municipalities.  Further, constrained growth in the region 
has led to pressure to convert industrial and agricultural 
land to residential uses. 

Planners in the Alberta Capital Region expressed concern 
about conflicting perspectives and a lack of consensus 
among municipalities. Further, respondents noted the lack 
of consistent application of policies. For example, the City 
of Edmonton’s policies support infill development, but City 
Council consistently rejects infill development in favour 
of status-quo low-density housing. The Alberta Capital 
Region lacks significant physical or legislative constraints 
to growth, which has allowed it to sprawl over the largest 
land area with the lowest population density of the three 
study regions. 

Growth management in the Greater Toronto Area (GTA) 
is affected by its jurisdictional complexity. The GTA itself 
has no political boundaries; rather it is comprised of five 
regional municipalities with no supra-regional body to 
facilitate inter-governmental coordination.  In the GTA, 
the greatest barrier to regional growth management 
identified by respondents was a poor relationship with 
the Provincial ministries, specifically the Ministry of 
Transportation. Responding planners stated that the 
ministries operate with little accountability, and their 
actions often undermine the goals and objectives of the 
provincial Growth Plan for the Greater Golden Horseshoe. 
Nonetheless, the implementation of the provincial Growth 
Plan has succeeded in slowing peripheral growth in the 
region (Ontario Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Housing, 
2013b). 

In all three study regions, respondent planners emphasized 
the importance of growth management, and identified 
coordination as a top-priority for their departments. 
Unfortunately, the planners also admitted that growth 
management and regional coordination are usually 
ineffective, citing only a few examples of success in each 
region. Of the three regions studied, Vancouver had the 
highest level of perceived success in both coordination 
and growth management. In Canada, “relatively little is 
known about how... municipalities develop, coordinate, 
and implement contemporary planning policies, standards, 
and regulations” (Grant, et al., 2013, 2); this study has 
analyzed responses from practicing planners  who actively 
develop, coordinate and implement growth management 
policies and programs. The resulting “factors of growth 
management” synthesized from planners’ responses apply 
across the three study regions. The research contributes 
a case study to the academic literature. Future research 
could further refine the  growth management factors and 
assess their applicability to other city-regions in Canada 
and abroad. 
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1.Metro Vancouver, British Columbia 

Canada is increasingly urban. Much 
of the country’s population live in 
city-regions – large urban areas 
developed around a central city with 
surrounding suburban municipalities 
(Burchfield, Kramer & Taylor, 2014).  
As the population continues to grow, 
municipalities, regional governments 
and provinces will experience 
increased pressure to effectively plan 
for, manage and coordinate growth. 

Growth has many benefits for 
municipalities, and is often considered 
critical to economic vitality; however, 
growth can also bring traffic 

congestion, sprawling development 
and decentralized services.  Issues 
associated with growth prove to be 
wicked problems (Rittel & Webber, 
1973). As with all wicked problems, 
“there are no ‘solutions’ in the 
sense of definitive and objective 
answers” (Rittel & Webber, 1973, 
155). Nonetheless, planners attempt 
to address these wicked problems 
through policy.

Managing growth can be valuable 
for governments: “good planning can 
ensure that growth occurs where 
it is both appropriate and needed” 

(Hansell, Jr. in Degrove & Metzger, 
1991, i).  Furthermore, the economic, 
social, and environmental benefits of 
increasingly compact cities are well 
documented (Blais, 2010; Duany et al., 
2010;  Owen, 2010; Jacobs, 1993).  

To recognize the benefits of 
growth, municipalities, regions, 
and provinces across Canada have 
implemented growth management 
policies. “Growth management 
at its best...is a calculated effort 
by a local government, region, or 
[province] to achieve a balance 
between natural systems--land, air, 

2.Capital Region of Edmonton, Alberta
3.Greater Toronto Area, Ontario

Introduction
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and water--and residential, commercial, and industrial 
development” (Degrove in Degrove & Metzger, 1991, xiii). 
Planning professionals often develop and coordinate the 
implementation of growth management policies. 

This study investigates how planning professionals 
perceive issues of growth and growth management 
coordination. In 2014, planners were interviewed in three 
of Canada’s largest city-regions: Metro Vancouver, British 
Columbia; Alberta Capital Region, Alberta; and the Greater 
Toronto Area, Ontario. In 2011, these three city-regions 
accommodated a population of 9,690,205 (Statistics 
Canada, 2011).  The population share contained in these 
regions will increase over the next several decades; 
“growth requires further adaptations of planning and 
governing strategies in order to deal with larger and much 
more complex urbanizing regions” (Hodge & Robinson, 
2001, 15). 

Each region and province has a different approach to 
growth management, influenced by factors such as the 
social, political, economic and historical context. For 
example, in Canada, “in constitutional terms, only the 
provincial and federal governments have the jurisdiction 
to make decisions about matters affecting their designated 
territories” (Hodge & Robinson, 2001, 17); therefore, 
provincial legislation influences each region’s approach 
to growth management.  The “study regions” section 
discusses the context that has influenced the development 
of inter-municipal and regional growth management 
strategies in each of the regions.  

Nicholas, 2015

Odor Masters, LLC, 2015

Tyee Solutions, n.d.

Wali, 2015



METHODS

The Coordinating Multiple Plans research project began in 2013; the Coordination of Growth Management Strategies in 
the Greater Toronto Area, Metro Vancouver, and Alberta Capital Region research began in May, 2015 and was completed 
in December, 2015. The three study regions (Alberta Capital Region, Metro Vancouver, and Greater Toronto Area) contain 
29% of Canada’s population and continue to grow rapidly; since 2006, the regions’ combined population has grown by 
more than 1.425 million people, or 17.25% (Statistics Canada, 2006). Each region takes a different approach to growth 
management, including award-winning provincial policies in Ontario (Ontario Municipal Affairs, 2013a). The three 
present interesting case studies into how planning professionals perceive differing approaches. 

“Relatively little is known about how Canadian municipalities develop, coordinate, and implement contemporary 
planning policies, standards, and regulations” (Grant, et al., 2013, 2); professional planners work with planning policies, 
standards, and regulations in municipalities, and can provide relevant first-hand perspectives on the many processes that 
impact effective land-use planning.  Planners in each study region identified factors that they believe support or frustrate 
efforts to coordinate growth and growth management strategies in  each region and province. This report presents 
and compares those factors to identify how professional planners perceive issues of growth management in some of 
Canada’s most significant urban areas.  As Canada continues to urbanize, an improved understanding of regional growth 
management will become increasingly important; this report’s findings contribute to an understanding of the Canadian 
context. 

Between June and September, 2014, the Coordinating 
Multiple Plans research team conducted in-person 
interviews to investigate the perspectives of practicing 
planners in Canada. Three graduate research assistants—
Amanda Taylor and Nathan Hall from Dalhousie 
University and Tanya Markvart from the University of 
Waterloo—interviewed municipal, provincial, regional, and 
consultant planners in five metropolitan areas: St. John’s, 
Newfoundland; Halifax, Nova Scotia; Greater Toronto Area 
(GTA), Ontario; Edmonton, Alberta; and Vancouver, British 
Columbia. The dataset included a total of 92 respondents 
in 82 interviews across the regions; approximately 66 
percent were municipal planners, with another 23% 
equally shared between provincial, regional and consultant 
planners. This research only analyzes data from the GTA, 
Metro Vancouver, and Edmonton, using a dataset of 64 
respondents. Tables describing the composition of the 
dataset are in the appendix.

After the interviews were transcribed, Harper and Wheeler 
applied a thematic analysis through a coding framework 
to systematically identify the thematic responses. (An 
example of the coding framework and the list of interview 
questions are in the appendix). The researchers dedicated 
more than 70 hours to developing the coding framework; 
researchers coded independently, then met to compare 
how the coding framework was applied. The framework 
was then altered and re-applied; to ensure accuracy, 

inter-coder reliability, and replicability, the review process 
continued until the results were consistent. 
After applying the coding framework, Harper compiled 
two data-banks that identified respondents’ perspectives 
on the municipal or regional relationship with the 
province, and any discussions regarding growth or 
growth management.  Next, a qualitative discourse and 
thematic analysis of the data-banks identified the intra- 
and inter-regional relationships between perspectives, 
such as common themes, philosophical differences, 
and political influences. Finally, a discourse analysis of 
the relationship between emergent themes identified 
planners’ perceptions that address the research questions. 
Crowe, Inder and Porter (2015) identify examples of the 
types of questions that supported the study, including 
“what do these findings mean (in relation to the research 
question)?…[and] what contextual factors (… social, 
cultural, historical) have impacted the findings and their 
meaning?” (618). 

This report is organized into two major sections. The first 
section examines the population statistics of the regions as 
they compare to each other, then the policy mechanisms 
that control growth in each region, and finally explores the 
history and characteristics of each region independently.  
The second section explores the how respondent 
planners perceive issues of growth and regional growth 
management.  

Project Context
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The Study Regions



All three study regions had rates of growth significantly higher than the Canadian average of 5.9% between 2006 and 
2011 (Statistics Canada, 2011); the Alberta Capital Region grew fastest with a rate of 12.1 percent (Statistics Canada, 
2011). Growth is expected to continue in all three regions. Each takes a different approach to managing that growth.  
While the Greater Toronto Area is the largest in terms of population and urbanized area, the Alberta Capital Region has 
the largest total land area (and the smallest population).  The figure below illustrates how each region compares with 
each other and the rest of Canada. 

POPULATION



Each province, city and region offers a different constellation of policies that affect land-use planning. An understanding 
of the complex system of policies that affect planners’ ability to achieve particular land use objectives is important. 
“Governing regional development policy is a complex task. The environment is characterized by vertical inter-
dependencies between levels of government, horizontal relationships among stakeholders in multiple sectors, and a 
need for partnership between public and private actors” (OECD, 2009, 11).  A research goal of the Coordinating Multiple 
Plans research is to “learn more about the specific contexts in which governments develop policy, adopt particular 
strategies, and encounter challenges that affect the ability to coordinate planning objectives amidst diverse plans 
prepared by various actors and agencies” (Grant, et al., 2013, 2). 

Table 1, an adaptation of a similar table in Burchfield & Kramer’s report “Growing Pains” (2015, 33), lists policies in each 
of the study regions that affect regional growth management. In Ontario, many regional and local land-use policies are 
legislated by the province; in Metro Vancouver and the Alberta Capital Region, the policy is more frequently led by the 
municipalities or regions.  The policies listed in the table are not exhaustive, but rather represent the policies that most 
influence growth management at a regional scale. The urban containment, intensification and transportation policies 
of individual municipalities are not listed, with some exceptions: policies from major central cities, such as the City of 
Edmonton or the City of Vancouver, are included in the table if they appear to have regional influence. 

POLICY MECHANISMS

GROW TOGETHER OR SPRAWL APART 										                                             p.6



GROW TOGETHER OR SPRAWL APART 										                                             p.7



GROW TOGETHER OR SPRAWL APART 										                                             p.7

Alberta Capital Region

Characteristics AND 
Planning History



ALBERTA CAPITAL REGION
A BUSTLING NORTHERN METROPOLIS



In 1788, Peter Pond of the Northwest Company “built Fort Chipewyan along the 
Clearwater River and, in 1795, the Hudson’s Bay Company built Edmonton House along 
the North Saskatchewan River. ...Trade became so extensive that, by 1821, the Hudson’s 
Bay Company purchased the Northwest Company and their two respective forts in 
the Edmonton area were joined” (Heritage Community Foundation, 2008). By the late 
1800s, Edmonton transitioned from a fur-trading outpost to a coal town, and became a 
desirable settlement for newcomers. 

In the early 1900s, Edmonton expanded with the development of the Canadian National 
Railway that connected the farmlands and small villages into the central city (Heritage 
Community Foundation, 2008). 

1800

1950

The discovery of oil in Leduc County and the post-war housing shortage led to rapid 
growth in the region. Post-war Edmonton emerged as a series of satellite and low-
density suburbs surrounding the central core. In 1950, the Edmonton District Planning 
Commission formed as a “voluntary planning commission with rural and urban 
municipal membership” (Capital Region Board, 2015a). Six years later, the Royal 
Commission on the Metropolitan Development of Calgary and Edmonton (also known 
as the McNally Commission) identified issues caused by the rapid sprawling growth and 
recommended mandatory metropolitan planning.

1960
In 1963, the Edmonton Regional Planning Commission (ERPC) formed as a mandatory 
regional planning body, as suggested by the McNally Commission (Capital Region Board, 
2015a).  

1980

In 1981, in an attempt to facilitate better planning in the region, the province split the 
Edmonton Regional Planning Commission into two: the Yellowhead Regional Planning 
Commission addressed regional planning matters to the west of the Capital Region 
and the Edmonton Metropolitan Regional Planning Commission  (EMRPC) addressed 
planning issues in the Edmonton area (Alberta Municipal Affairs, 2007, 9). The EMRPC 
prepared a regional plan, adopted by the City in 1983.

1990

An amendment to the Municipal Government Act in 1995 eliminated planning 
commissions and mandatory regional planning in Alberta. However, the EMRPC 
survived as a voluntary inter-municipal agency renamed the Capital Region Forum.  
The forum established several priorities for coordination. Many of those priorities 
are similar to issues facing the Alberta Capital Region today:  “facilitating cooperation 
on environmental matters concerning the North Saskatchewan River, grappling with 
“fringe” area issues, identifying regional information and electronic communications 
needs, and developing a transportation inventory  “ (Alberta Municipal Affairs, 2007, 
9). The Forum was short-lived; “by 1997, the Forum began to lose members and there 
was growing discontent” (Alberta Municipal Affairs, 2007, 9).  The face of regional 
planning in Edmonton once again changed, and the Forum transitioned to the Alberta 
Capital Region Alliance (ACRA). The focus shifted towards improved inter-municipal 
communication and a unified regional vision, rather than growth management or 
transportation. The new ACRA introduced governance that afforded one vote per 
municipality, replacing the weighted-voting system that had previously governed the 
regional planning commissions. 

TIMELINE OF Major PLANNING EVENTS

1900
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Population and Growth
Edmonton is the smallest and youngest of the three 
regions; the Capital Region housed 1.16 million residents 
in 2011. That population, however, is projected to 
nearly double to 2.05 million by 2044, while the region 
is expected to add another 860,000 jobs (Capital Region 
Board, 2015). In addition, the ACR grew the fastest among 
the study regions, at a rate of 12% between 2006 and 
2011. Unlike the other two study regions, the population 
of the Capital Region is heavily concentrated in one central 
municipal boundary—the City of Edmonton—which 
houses 812,000 residents (2011), or approximately 70 per 
cent of the population of the region. By contrast, the City 
of Vancouver houses just 26 per cent of the population of 
Metro Vancouver. 

ALBERTA LAND STEWARDSHIP ACT
In 2009, the Alberta provincial government enacted the 
Alberta Land Stewardship Act (ALSA), which introduced 
sweeping changes to the land-use planning powers of the 
provincial government. In 2011, Roth and Howie wrote 
an analysis of the ALSA identifying the Act as a unique 
document that

integrates social, economic and environmental 
planning into a scheme of land-development policy 
and practice. No such overall land-use framework 
exists anywhere else in Canada or, apparently, 
in any other jurisdiction in the English-speaking 
world. The ALSA gives the provincial government 
broad and extensive powers over development 
activities on both public and private lands. These 
powers are exercised through the creation of 
regional plans and regulations… (Roth & Howie, 
2011, 472). 

Division one of the ALSA empowers the Lieutenant 
Governor in Council to create regional planning districts 
for the purpose of creating regional plans and regulations, 
with a legislated requirement for public engagement and 
consultation. While the ALSA gives the Province “extensive 
powers over development” (Roth & Howie, 2011, 472), it is 
not immediately evident that the ALSA has, yet, increased 
provincial oversight in the Alberta Capital Region. 

CAPITAL REGION BOARD
The Capital Region Board (CRB), which consists of mayors 
and reeves from all 24 municipalities in the region, 
oversees current regional planning. The CRB formed in 
2008 through the Municipal Government Act, making it 
the youngest regional planning body in the three study 
areas. “The board’s priority is to create a long-range plan 

on regional land use and infrastructure such as roads and 
transit” (Alberta Municipal Affairs, 2015). The board makes 
decisions through a majority vote that requires at least 
17 of the 25 members, or 75 per cent, to agree before 
decisions are passed; therefore, the City of Edmonton 
requires 16 neighbouring communities to support projects 
of ‘regional importance’ before they are implemented, 
despite the municipality containing 70 per cent of the 
population (Alberta Municipal Affairs, 2015). 
The board’s regional plan identifies four primary goals, 
comprised of regional land use planning (such as protected 
areas, roads, rail, pipelines and utilities), inter-municipal 
transit, geographic information services (GIS), and 
affordable housing (Alberta Municipal Affairs, 2015). The 
board also identifies secondary priorities that “include 
planning and monitoring of water and waste management, 
policing, emergency services, social services, recreation 
and economic development” (Alberta Municipal Affairs, 
2015).  The board’s six guiding principles are intended to 
“support regional decision-making in the priority areas” 
(Capital Region Board, 2015b).  These principles include 
the following: 

1)	 Protect the environment and resources; 
2)	 Minimize the regional footprint;
3)	 Strengthen communities;
4)	 Increase transportation choice;
5)	 Ensure efficient provision of services; and
6)	 Support regional economic development.

Christopher Shear, the interim chair of the Capital Region 
Board, noted that “the Capital Region is comprised of 
twenty-five municipalities, populated by well over a million 
people. We are different, but we have shared goals. … 
We live on farms, on ranches, in suburbs, in downtown 
towers and in small municipalities, but we all feel the 
same deep attachment to our Region” (2007, 5). Shear’s 
statement acknowledged the wide variety of interests 
and perspectives that influence the Growth Plan. A brief 
review will show that Edmonton’s regional planning history 
is peppered by controversy regarding representation and 
the re-organization and re-naming of various planning 
commissions to appease conflicting perspectives.

Municipal support for the CRB’s plan appears somewhat 
limited, however, and many planners defer to the 
Municipal Development Plan of Edmonton instead 
(EDM11m). Conflicting perspectives and a lack of 
consistency is also evident in the comparison of the 
Edmonton city council’s apparent perspective on infill 
and that of the Mayor. Edmonton Mayor Don Iveson, in a 
recent blog post, discussed the need for a re-invigoration 
of infill policies in the region by stating that he has “been 
consistent about why infill is important to [Edmonton].... 
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Our mature neighbourhoods have lost 73,000 people in the last 40 years and more...families with children are living in 
suburban neighbourhoods rather than in our core ones. This has put pressure not only on the health of schools in our 
mature neighbourhoods but on the small-scale retail that adds so much to community vibrancy” (Iveson, 2015, Online). 
Figure 1 illustrates how the population of the City has increasingly fled to the surrounding suburbs. 

The Capital Region Growth Plan illustrates the lack of enthusiasm towards intensification efforts around the Capital 
Region; projections in the Growth Plan state that “there could be some intensification and redevelopment of existing 
built areas in the City of Edmonton and other urban locations; [however], development across the Capital Region would 
generally continue ‘out,’ not ‘up’ to higher densities” (2009, 36).  As of 2011, the City of Edmonton’s housing stock offers 
58.6% single-family detached homes, 13.2% semi-detached or town homes, and 24.5% apartments (Statistics Canada, 
2011). Nearby, the City of St. Albert’s housing stock is 74% single-family detached homes (City of St. Albert, 2012).  The 
Alberta average share of single-family detached homes is approximately 64% (Statistics Canada, 2011). Both cities in 
Alberta offer the lowest housing diversity of the study regions, with Metro Vancouver offering just 34% single-family 
detached, and the GTA offering 44% (Burchfield & Kramer, 2015).  The lack of housing diversity and density in the Capital 
Region’s cities are amplified in suburban and rural areas, where the single-family detached home dominates the market. 

GROW TOGETHER OR SPRAWL APART 										                                            p.12

FIGURE 1
HOW THE CITY 
OF EDMONTON’S 
POPULATION HAS 
DE-CENTRALIZED

Source: Iveson, 2015, Online



GREATER TORONTO AREA

Characteristics AND 
Planning History



G R E AT E R  TO RO N TO  A R E A
CANADA’s MOST POPULOUS URBAN REGION



Richard White (2007) conducted an extensive history of growth management strategies. 
He found that “the [Toronto] region may well have a record of planning, but…it also 
has a record of non-planning” (4).  The planning board released the first master plan 
for the Toronto region in 1943, supported by a war-facilitated public acceptance of 
government intervention and economic expansion; however, the 1943 plan served as a 
symbolic arrival of ‘international planning ideas, such as the...’neighbourhood unit’ and 
the expressway network” (2007, 10), rather than a policy that left a distinctive mark on 
the region.  The citizen-led planning board that drafted the plan had little authority to 
implement any policy and few initiatives ever followed. 

1940

1950

Filion (2007) noted that planners in the 1950s promoted the addition of tall mixed-use 
buildings into the primarily low density residential landscape to facilitate convenient 
shopping, often accompanied by surface parking lots and wide automobile-oriented 
avenues. Development in 1950s Toronto took the form of planned communities, such 
as Don Mills and Meadowvale, “structured around focal points, ranging in a hierarchy 
from convenience shopping at the local level to large (sometimes regional) malls 
surrounded with office space and high-density residential developments” (Filion, 2007, 
6-9). 

The Metro Toronto Planning Board (MTPB) introduced a policy in the 1950s that helped 
constrain the expansion of the urban area by identifying a need to “provide alternative 
servicing throughout the defined metropolitan urban area” (White, 2007, 17). Planners 
identified a lake-based supply system as the most safe and efficient method for 
providing essential servicing to the region. “The link between this key engineering 
principle and the chosen regional form was direct and explicitly stated: if the region 
was to be serviced by a centralized lake-based system, the most appropriate regional 
form was a large, single urbanized area” (White, 2007, 17).

1960

1970

In 1966, the Metropolitan Toronto and Region Transportation Study (MTARTS) sub-
committee reinforced the lake-based servicing strategy when they released the 
“Choices for a Growing Region” report, which suggested that lake-side confinement of 
the urban development would offer the greatest benefit to the region (White, 2007, 
20). The late 1960s also marked the start of inter-regional transit in the GTA: In 1967, 
Government of Ontario (GO) Transit formed as an inter-regional bus system and a 
single-rail line to connect the Toronto and Hamilton Regions (GO Transit, 2014)

TIMELINE OF Major PLANNING EVENTS

In the late 1960s and early 1970s, the provincial government restructured the 
municipal governments, creating a two-tier system with the five regional municipalities 
that now make up the Greater Toronto Area (White, 2007, 35). The other affected 
municipalities remained as ‘lower-tier’ municipalities, with control over local issues 
but did not receive provincial funding. Each of the ‘upper-tier’ regional municipalities 
became ‘planning areas,’ with their own plans to govern them. In 1973, the Province 
also established the Niagara Escarpment Planning and Development Act, to provide 
unique controls over the environmentally sensitive and important Niagara Escarpment 
lands. Cullingworth (2015) argues that the Act provided a unique discretionary 
planning control to planners in the region, because “traditional zoning instruments 
could not provide the control needed in a large, varied and environmentally sensitive 
area such as the Niagara Escarpment” (87); these discretionary tools, however, are only 
applicable in the Escarpment sub-area of the GTA.
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Despite the planning activity of the previous decades, “from the mid-1970s to the 
introduction of Places to Grow in 2004, the Toronto metropolitan region had no regional 
planning body and no regional plan” to control growth (White, 2007, 32). The five 
regional municipalities of the GTA continued to plan relatively independently throughout 
the 1980s—a period that saw a high “rate of suburban sprawl [and]…years of feverish 
housing growth” (White, 2007, 36).

1980

1990

In 1994,  NDP premier Bob Rae asked Anne Golden, head of the United Way at the 
time, to chair a task force (often called the Golden Commission) to determine how best 
to manage growth across the GTA. The commission suggested creating a single Greater 
Toronto Council to plan and oversee regional services such as transportation, waste 
management, and economic development (Lorinc, 2011). In 1995, however, the new 
Conservative Harris government dismissed the commission’s suggestions. As a result, 
“Toronto lacks a local-government institution that covers all or most of the GTA. ...The 
establishment of such an institution...was the main recommendation of the [Golden 
Commission],… to this day…the most…comprehensive analysis of governance issues in 
Canada’s largest metropolitan area” (Sancton, 2004, 26). 

During its term in the mid-1990s, the Harris government promoted low-density 
suburban development. “In 1996, the Provincial Policy Statement (PPS) was re-written 
and previous policies aimed at curbing urban sprawl, protecting agricultural areas, and 
promoting public transportation were removed” (MacDonald & Keil, 2012, 132). White 
(2007) argues that regional planning in the GTA remained relatively unaffected by the 
Harris government changes because the absence of planning since the 1970s resulted 
from a lack of municipal acceptance of Provincial interference and a lack of political will 
at the Provincial level to intervene in municipal planning—not due to policy change. 

2000

The next wave of significant planning began in the early stages of the millennium. 
In 2003, the Liberal Party took office after pledging to create a greenbelt around 
the Greater Golden Horseshoe. In December of that year, the Liberals passed the 
Greenbelt Protection Act to create a moratorium on development in the new Greenbelt 
surrounding the GTA, while they established a Greenbelt Task Force to consult with 
the public on how to make plans for the conservation area (MacDonald & Keil, 
2012). Following consultation, in 2005 the Greenbelt Act passed, and subsequently 
the Greenbelt Plan made the Greater Golden Horseshoe Greenbelt a permanently 
protected area “spanning approximately 1.2 million hectares, [and containing] the areas 
already protected under the Niagara Escarpment Plan and the Oak Ridges Moraine 
Conservation Plan. The Greenbelt [protects] against the loss of agricultural land, natural 
heritage systems, and water resource systems and to support the economic and social 
activities associated with rural communities” (MacDonald & Keil, 2012, 126).   

TIMELINE OF Major PLANNING EVENTS
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Population, Growth and Governance
The Greater Toronto Area (GTA) is among the fastest 
growing, most populous, and most urbanizeds regions 
in North America.  “It is the country’s leading economic 
and financial hub and is considered by many the most 
multiculturally mixed city on the planet” (Keil & Boudreau, 
2005, p. 9). The GTA comprises five regional municipalities 
(Halton, Peel, York, Toronto, and Durham) in Southern 
Ontario, and spans a total land area of 8,309 km2 (Taylor, 
2010, p. 8); increasingly, the Hamilton region’s addition to 
the other five regional municipalities, comprises the GTHA 
with a population of more than 6.5 million residents in 
2011. 

Defining municipal and regional boundaries is a key 
challenge to planning in the Toronto area. Taylor (2010, 
6) notes that “the public discourse in any given place 
will contain multiple concepts of what constitutes the 
‘region’. In Toronto…media often refer to the Greater 
Toronto Area…although it has never corresponded to a 
governing body.” Many other terms define the region, 
including the Greater Golden Horseshoe (GGH), Census 
Metropolitan Area (CMA), Metropolitan Toronto, Metro, 
and simply Toronto. Further complicating the issue, 
census boundaries, used for deriving statistical data, do 
not always align with other regions. For example, the 
census metropolitan area (CMA) and the area defined as 
the GTA differ significantly, with almost all of the Regional 
Municipality of Durham excluded from the CMA. 

The GTA is one of the fastest growing regions in Canada, 
and is already the most populous. While the City of 
Toronto contains more than 2.65 million residents (or 
approximately 41% of the population of the GTA), forecasts 
suggest the surrounding will grow rapidly, adding

almost 1.9 million people to the suburban GTA. 
Peel alone is projected to see its population 
increase by 630,000 over 2012–36. Halton is 
projected to be the fastest-growing census division 
in Ontario over the projection period, with growth 
of 67.2 per cent to 2036 (Government of Ontario, 
2013). 

The GTA provides one of the most complex growth 
management scenarios; the most recent population 
projections forecast adding more than the entire 
population of Metro Vancouver to the already populous 
GTA, bringing the population to more than 10.1 million by 
2041 (Hemson Consulting Ltd., 2013).   Complicating the 
regional growth management efforts, “the GTA, despite 
common perceptions, is not a unit of government. It is 
instead an amalgam of distinctly separate municipalities: 
the City of Toronto and the four two-tier regional 

governments…surrounding the city. In effect, there is no 
overall regional government…encompassing the entire 
GTA” (Bourne et al., 2011, 241).  The lack of a regional 
authority makes effective implementation of regional 
growth management strategies difficult. 

In an area as large, prominent and important as the GTA, 
planning and urban issues are scrutinized outside of the 
academic environment as well. According to his article in 
The Walrus, “How Toronto Lost Its Groove,” John Lorinc 
states that the GTA 

finds itself increasingly crippled by some of 
North America’s nastiest gridlock, congestion so 
bad it costs the region at least $6 billion a year 
in lost productivity. Sprawl, gridlock’s malign 
twin, continues virtually unchecked, consuming 
farmland, stressing commuters, and ratcheting 
up the cost of municipal services (Lorinc, 2011, 
Online). 

Another critical element in understanding planning in the 
GTA is governance. Lorinc’s observations of governance 
illustrates its complexity: 

municipal government across the GTA is a 
cumbersome, expensive, balkanized 
embarrassment, the legacy of ill-considered 
decisions by successive Ontario governments. … 
Despite Harris’ ambition to reduce government, 
the GTA remains staggeringly over-governed, with 
244 municipal office holders, including twenty-five 
mayors (2011, Online).

The complexity of twenty-five incorporated municipalities, 
each with mayors, interests, and policy, makes 
coordination imperative to ensure the successful 
implementation of the Growth Plan and Greenbelt Plan. To 
mitigate conflicts, provincial legislation in Ontario provides 
a hierarchy of plans (where lower-tier plans must conform 
to those of upper-tier government), yet “day-to-day 
planning and development control is largely implemented 
by municipal governments”, which often results in planning 
fragmentation (Taylor, 2010, 56).

THE GREENBELT AND GROWTH PLANS 

In response to growth pressures in the hinterlands of the 
region, the Government of Ontario enacted the Places to 
Grow Act in 2005. From this act, the Province released 
the Growth Plan for the Greater Golden Horseshoe 
(henceforth, the Growth Plan) in 2006 to direct future 
growth and development in the GGH in conjunction with 
the Greenbelt Plan (Environmental Defense, 2013). The 
ambitious growth management policy was awarded the 
Burnham Award by the an American Planning Association. 
“Borrowing largely from principles of ‘smart growth,’ 
the Growth Plan can be boiled down to one word: 
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‘intensification’” (Harbell, 2007, 5). The Greenbelt Plan 
and the Growth Plan for the Greater Golden Horseshoe 
(Growth Plan) pair in discourse to indicate where the 
Province does not want to grow and where it does, 
respectively. 

According to the Province, the 25-year Growth Plan 

aims to revitalize downtowns...; create complete 
communities...; curb sprawl and protect 
farmland and green spaces; and reduce traffic 
gridlock by improving access to a greater range 
of transportation options (Ontario Ministry of 
Municipal Affairs and Housing, 2013). 

The effectiveness of the Greenbelt and Growth Plans 
in constraining growth and protecting environmentally 
sensitive areas is still in question. Since the Greenbelt’s 
establishment, “the expansion of commercial and 

residential development in the Golden Horseshoe has 
continued. Massive infrastructure projects, the lingering 
prospect of an airport in Pickering and the transfer of 
contaminated soil into the region remain real threats to 
the ecologically fragile Greenbelt lands” (Reeves, 2014). 

The Greenbelt Plan (and the Growth Plan) is scheduled 
for review in 2015. According to Susan Swail, coordinator 
of Ontario’s Greenbelt Alliance, “the 2015 review is 
an opportunity to close…loopholes and make the plan 
stronger so that it does what” it was intended to do 
(Reeves, 2014). Figure 2 illustrates that the designated 
urban expansion land and the unprotected countryside 
(where growth may occur) may lead to increased pressure 
to develop and expand into the Greenbelt.

FIGURE 2
The Greenbelt, Oak Ridges Moraine, Niagara Escarpment and future growth 
areas in the GTA.
Source: Neptis Foundation, 2005
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METRO VANCOUVER

Characteristics AND 
Planning History



M E T RO  VA N C O U V E R
WESTERN CANADA’S LARGEST URBAN REGION



In 1949, the Province of British Columbia established the Lower Mainland Regional 
Planning Board (LMRPB) “on the conviction that each community and each individual 
through [their] Council has a stake in the growth and development of the Region as a 
whole” (LMRPB, 1966, ii). The LMRPB covered an area spanning from Vancouver to Hope, 
covering more of the Fraser Valley than the present day Metro Vancouver board.

1940

1950

In 1953, the City of Vancouver received its own charter (under the Vancouver Enabling 
Act 1949), allowing the City to “supersede and replace…the Vancouver Incorporation Act 
1921” (Vancouver Charter, 1953, 1) and plan outside of the Local Government Act. In the 
late 1950s, Vancouver developed plans for an extensive freeway system leading out of the 
downtown core, cutting through several ‘slum’ neighbourhoods, specifically the ethnic 
neighbourhoods of Hogan’s Alley, Strathcona and Chinatown (Villagomez, 2011). 

1960

Regional planning changed in the Vancouver in the 1960s. In 1966, the LMRPB published 
the Official Regional Plan for the Lower Mainland Planning Area. It was to serve as a policy 
framework to form local policies in, provide “guidelines for private actions, and [act] as a 
vehicle for coordinating the activities of the senior governments and their Agencies within 
the Region, but it [was] not a rigid blueprint” (LMRPB, 1966, 2).  

The Official Regional Plan adopted by the LMRPB caused friction with the Province 

because it could be used to criticize provincial land use and infrastructure 
investment decisions… With almost half the provincial population residing within 
the Board’s jurisdiction, the provincial government decided that a decentralized 
administrative and planning system would be more desirable from a political point 
of view. The Board was dissolved in 1968 by the province and its functions were 
taken over by the four regional districts (Tomalty, 2002, 6).

The Greater Vancouver Regional Board (GVRD) eventually formed as one of the four 
regional districts. 

The public release of the freeway plan in 1967 caused protests across the city, 
concentrating on the more than 600 homes scheduled for demolition in Strathcona 
(Villagomez, 2011). However, Vancouver continued with its plans, and “began the leveling 
of the Hogan’s Alley neighbourhood as well as parts of Chinatown. For several decades 
Hogan’s Alley had been the centre of Vancouver’s black community” (Roy, 2011). Public 
opposition to the projects halted development, and a year later in 1968 the freeway 
proposal collapsed; “however, by that time, 15 blocks of Strathcona had already been 
purchased and cleared for urban redevelopment… [including]…the construction of the 
current Georgia and Dunsmuir viaducts—the only two pieces of the freeway system to be 
constructed” (Villagomez, 2011).   

TIMELINE OF Major PLANNING EVENTS
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In 1973, the New Democratic Party (NDP) implemented one of the most significant and 
enduring growth management strategies—the Agricultural Land Reserve (ALR).  Prior 
to the ALR, “it was estimated that 6000 hectares of farmland per year was being lost 
to urbanization and non-farm uses in BC” (Runka, 2006, 1). To halt the loss, in 1972 the 
government imposed a ‘freeze’ on farmland development, then “in early 1973, the Land 
Commission Act and regulations were passed and an arms-length, independent Land 
Commission (LC) was appointed to establish and administer the zone that was to be 
called the [ALR]” with the primary purpose to “preserve agricultural land for farm use; 
and to encourage the establishment and maintenance of family farms” (Runka, 2006, 
2). Combined with the physical constraints, such as oceans and mountains, the ALR has 
constrained growth in Metro Vancouver. 

In 1976, after two years of public engagement and consultations , the GVRD released 
another influential policy in the 1976 Livable Region strategy. 

1970

1980

1990

In 1989, the GVRD initiated a lengthy process to update the Livable Region Plan. The 
district lacked authority to plan regionally, so “the district had evolved a new approach 
to regional coordination based on public education and consensus building” (Tomalty, 
2002, 7). Development of the new plan took more than five years and involved extensive 
public consultation and media campaigns. After publishing its findings, “the regional 
district turned its attention to building a consensus among member municipalities on how 
to flesh out the vision in terms of urban structure, protected areas, housing targets, and 
population and employment distribution. The resulting Livable Region Strategic Plan was 
approved in principle by the GVRD in December 1994 and finally adopted in January 1996” 
(Tomalty, 2002, 7).  In 1995, the newly elected NDP government introduced the Growth 
Strategies Act (since added to the Local Government Act) to return regional planning 
powers to the regional districts. 

TIMELINE OF Major PLANNING EVENTS

The 1980s saw intense struggle over proposed redevelopment of agriculture land 
protected by the young ALR. “In Delta, for instance, a proposed development on the 
Spetifore Lands produced intense conflict ... after the area was approved for withdrawal 
from the Agricultural Land Reserve by the provincial government. In Richmond, a bitter 
and protracted struggle was waged between the Save Richmond Farmland Society and the 
municipal council over development of the Terra Nova farmlands” (Tomalty, 2002, 5).  

In 1983, the provincial government stripped planning powers from regional districts, 
indicating that planning was municipal jurisdiction. The GVRD survived as a small devision 
that provided data but made no plans. The Livable Region Plan survived as an advisory 
document only, without statutory authority (Tomalty, 2002, 7).

In 2011, all member municipalities of Metro Vancouver, TransLink, and surrounding 
regional districts passed “Metro Vancouver 2040: Shaping Our Future”; the strategy 
“represents the collective vision for how [the] region is going to accommodate the 1 
million people and over 500,000 jobs that are expected to come to the region in the next 
25 years. ... It contains strategies to advance five goals related to urban development, 
the regional economy, the environment and climate change, housing and community 
amenities, and integrating land use and transportation” (Metro Vancouver, Online, 2015).  

2010
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Population, growth and geography
Home to a population of 2,476,145 (Statistics Canada, 
2011), Metro Vancouver is the undisputed metropolitan 
centre of Canada’s west coast and the third largest in 
Canada.  Vancouver provides the major west coast port 
for Canada, connecting it to foreign markets, while the 
city-region remains an attractive destination for foreign 
immigration. 

The region comprises 21 municipalities, one treaty first 
nation, and one electoral area. Unlike the GTA, the political 
boundaries of Metro Vancouver align perfectly with the 
CMA as defined by Statistics Canada. The Pacific Ocean 
to the west, the North Mountain Range to the north, the 
Fraser Valley to the east, and the United States border to 
the south bound the 2, 822 square kilometer region; these 
natural barriers have helped to control the region’s growth 
since the establishment of Fort Langley, a Hudson’s Bay 
Company trading post, in 1827 (Parks Canada, 2008).  The 
physical setting of Vancouver has also shaped the mindset 
of its planners and residents (Bourne, et al., 2011); the 
1976 Livable Region strategy identified Vancouver as “an 
enjoyable place to live. No other Canadian metropolitan 
region is so close to mountains and water, farmlands 
and forests, yet so cosmopolitan it its variety of culture, 
educational opportunities and business activities” (GVRD, 
1975, iv). 

“The Vancouver Region is widely recognized as one North 
American jurisdiction where strong growth management 
plans and policies have been put in place in order to 
control urban sprawl” (Tomalty, 2002, 2); between 2001 
and 2011, the population grew by 16%, whereas the 
urbanized area expanded by 4% (Burchfield, Kramer, and 
Taylor, 2014). From the implementation of the Agricultural 
Land Reserve (ALR) in 1973, to the Livable Region Strategy 
(1976/96), to Metro 2040 (2011), the region has a long 
history of growth management efforts. 

LIVABLE REGION STRATEGY
In 1976, after two years of public engagement and 
consultations , the GVRD released the 1976 Livable Region 
strategy (LRS). The elaborate growth management strategy 
included 

•	a vision of a more compact urban region based on 
improved transit and reduced car use;

•	population growth targets for each municipality in the 
region with growth concentrated in metropolitan core 
and constrained up the Fraser Valley;

•	 job growth directed to regional town centres second-

order municipal town centres connected by high 
quality transit; and

•	a regional green system made up of recreational lands 
and environmentally valuable lands (Tomalty, 2002, 
6). 

The ‘regional green system’ became the Green Zone 
(Figure 3), “designed to protect areas with great 
economic, environmental, recreational and ecological 
value…[including] the farmland in the agricultural land 
reserve” (Hodge & Robinson, 2001, 341). The short-lived 
greenbelting policy in the Land Commission Act enabled 
the Green Zone. 

The 1976 LRS identified ‘attitudes to growth’ – how issues 
of growth were perceived in the region, including “several 
contradictory notions: 

•	 Growth is the root of urban ills, such as crowding and 
pollution; 

•	 Growth is the cause of urban prosperity; 

•	 Growth must be limited because… land resources are 
fixed; 

•	 Growth produces economies of scale which permit 
greater diversity of jobs and other economic and 
cultural opportunities; 

•	 The rate and kind of growth or change and its 
unpredictability are more upsetting than the actual 
quantity of growth” (GVRD, 1975, 5). 

The LRSP remains one of the most influential documents 
for regional development in Vancouver. Figure 3 illustrates 
the combination of natural barriers and legislative 
barriers to growth that have contributed to the successful 
constraint of urban area growth in the region.

FIGURE 3
The ALR and the Green Zone in Metro Vancouver
Source: Metro Vancouver, 2015
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The planning profession in Canada is diverse; “planners’ 
activities include designating land use, designing social 
and community services, managing cultural and heritage 
resources, creating economic capacity in local communities 
and addressing transportation and infrastructure...” 
among many others (Canadian Institute of Planners, 2015).  
Planners may work in the public sector for municipalities, 
regions or provinces, or in the private sector as consultants 
or with developers. Regardless of the role a professional 
planner takes, growth affects their professional activities; 
planners are often involved in the development, 
coordination, and implementation of growth management 
policies.

In many cases, growth is considered good for cities and 
municipalities. It brings increased revenue to the region 
and supports local businesses and services. However, 
respondents acknowledge that “growth is a double-edged 
sword” (VAN01m), that brings increased pressure on 
municipalities. Academics believe that “good planning can 
ensure that growth occurs where it is both appropriate 
and needed” (Hansell, Jr. in Degrove & Metzger, 1991, i); 
planners express a similar perspective that they should 
“bring about some certainty through planning to show 
where growth is appropriate, where it isn’t, and how it 
should happen” (VAN01m). 

While every province, region and municipality takes a 
different approach to regional planning, planners widely 
acknowledge the role that effective coordination plays  in 
the profession and growth management. Coordination, 
one respondent explained, “is a definite priority ... 
[among] departments...interdepartmentally, as well as 
with the region” (GTA18f). Scholars find that “vertical 
and horizontal coordination are critical for successful 
growth management but are often inadequate or lacking” 
(Bengston, et al., 2004, 271). 

Despite the academic and professional acknowledgment of 
the benefits of growth management and the coordination 
of planning efforts, significant challenges remain. Growth 
management requires a complex balance of protectionist 
policies for natural space and farmland (and industrial 
and employment lands) and development policies for 
residential, commercial and industrial growth. The 
challenges caused by growth management are perceived 
differently by planners throughout the study regions. 
Some identify successes in management, while others 
express frustration with the planning process or lack of 

coordination. 

Through a thematic and discourse analysis of planners’ 
responses during interviews in 2014, three factors  that 
influence growth management were identified. The 
factors were synthesized from many varying perspectives 
expressed by respondents.  For example, in Metro 
Vancouver respondents discussed the influence of natural 
physical barriers and legislated growth constraints on 
how the region has grown.  In contrast, respondents 
from the Alberta Capital Region discussed how the 
lack of physical barriers to growth resulted in a lack of 
growth management. For respondents in the Greater 
Toronto Area, the Greenbelt and the Growth Plan were 
acknowledged for their success in slowing peripheral 
growth. The perspectives expressed in each region were 
synthesized into factor one: restraints to growth. 

The factors of growth management resulting from analysis 
of the interviews were the following: 

1.	 Restraints to growth, either physical or legislative; 

2.	 Inter-governmental coordination and cooperation 
among member municipalities, and vertically through 
government levels; and 

3.	 Culture of planning that represents an acceptance of 
plans, goals and visions among planners, politicians 
and residents. 

The study regions struggle to coordinate growth 
management policies. Even planners in those regions that 
have been critically lauded for their growth management 
strategies, such as Metro Vancouver, still express concern.  

In 2004, Boyle et al. (24) identified common challenges 
that occur in regional growth management planning: 

1.	 The tension between ingrained municipal autonomy 
and regional scale planning needs; 

2.	 The appropriate role of planning leadership and the 
extent of public engagement; and 

3.	 The distinction between goals to preserve local quality 
of life versus those to promote sustainability regionally.  

Respondents identify similar challenges to those 
identified by Boyle et al.; in the Alberta Capital Region, 
for example, the biggest challenge to successful growth 

Perceptions of Growth
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management planning is the tension between the varying 
perspectives of rural villages, small towns and big city 
municipalities. While Boyle et al. succeed in identifying 
some challenges, other barriers are not identified in 
their analysis. For example, in the GTA one of the biggest 
challenges identified is poor vertical coordination with 
the province. The Government of Ontario introduced 
growth management and greenbelt legislation in 2003 
and 2004, yet respondents frequently identify interactions 
with provincial ministries, such as the Ministry of 
Transportation, as major barriers to effective coordination 
and implementation of the provincial policies at the 
municipal level. A more complete version of Boyle et 
al.’s list of barriers to regional growth management 
coordination would at least include the lack of consistent 
application of growth management strategies vertically 
through government levels as a barrier.

Boyle, et al.’s obstacles to regional planning are identified 
by respondents in each study region. None of the barriers, 
however, have a simple solution; actions needed to 
overcome these barriers will vary among the regions and 
their particular planning contexts.

Restraints to Growth
The first element planners identified that may contribute 
to effective growth management are restraints to growth. 
These restraints may be natural and physical, such as 
large mountain ranges or oceans, or policy driven, such as 
Provincial legislation. Each of the study regions possesses a 
different constellation of physical and legislative restraints, 
and each region’s growth pattern reflects the effects of 
these restraints (or lack thereof). Figure 4, adapted from 
the 2014 Neptis Foundation brief Rethinking Sprawl, 
illustrates how the urban area of each region has grown 
since 2001; Metro Vancouver remains a reasonably 
contiguous and constrained urban system, which contrasts 
with the Alberta Capital Region that features the large 
City of Edmonton and dozens of detached satellite towns. 
The GTA is a mix of the two, with a large contiguous urban 
area, separated from satellite towns by the Greenbelt. The 
white area in Figure 4 represents growth between 1991 
and 2001; in the GTA, that decade of growth illustrates the 
pressures on the periphery of the urban area that led to 
the establishment of the Greenbelt in 2003. 

Even though the representation of the Alberta Capital 
Region in Figure 4 does not contain Lamont County to 
the northeast, the contrast between urban area and 
undeveloped land is dramatic. The large, central City of 
Edmonton with 70 percent of the population is easily 
identified as separate from the much smaller surrounding 
communities and expanse of rural land (represented 

in black). The Capital Region stands out as the only 
study region with no significant physical or legislative 
restrictions on growth; it lacks the mountains or oceans 
of Vancouver or the strict provincial legislation of Ontario 
and the GTA. After decades of relatively unconstrained 
growth, the Alberta Capital Region now spans 11,993 
km2 with a population density of 97 persons per square 
kilometer (Capital Region Board, 2015). In contrast, 
Metro Vancouver covers just 2,877 km2 and supports 
860 persons per square kilometer, with a density of 5249 
persons per square kilometer in the City of Vancouver 
(Statistics Canada, 2011).  The City of Edmonton houses 
70% of the population of the ACR on just under 6% of the 
land suggesting successful constraint; nonetheless, the 
population density of Edmonton remains comparatively 
low at 1,187 persons per square kilometer. 

Despite the low population density throughout the 
Alberta Capital Region, respondents suggested that, while 
Edmonton has an interest in infill development, they 
“also have growth that is real [and] that [they] cannot 
accommodate with infill” (EDM09m); the statement 
illustrates the approach to planning in the Alberta Capital 
Region. The successes of other Canadian metropolitan 
regions and cities would suggest that if the region desired 
infill and increased density, it would be possible, given 
the population density under 100 persons per square 
kilometer in the Capital Region; however, the respondent 
noted “10,000 dwelling units...[were] approved in the City 
of Edmonton in 2013. Eighty percent of those [were] not in 
infill situations, they [were] in greenfield situations. That’s 
why we have to expand horizontally as well.” 

The Greater Toronto Area’s restraints on growth are 
both physical and legislative. The great lakes and United 
States border serve as physical restraints, while the 
Provincial Growth Plan and Greenbelt Plan provide 
legislative restraints. While the plans have been heralded 
internationally, they are met with mixed perceptions by 
planners in the GTA. Planners in York Region indicated that 
“there are good things about the province and the Growth 
Plan. [They have] put us back in front of...big planning 
exercises; rather than responding to where the industry 
wants to go, we are in the driver’s seat” (GTA27f). Planners 
with the City of Markham believe that the Provincial 
plans “have been really effective, [but] there has been 
unintended consequences. [The two plans] have had 
the effect of driving up the cost of low-density housing” 
(GTA11m).  The latter concern is particularly troubling for 
Markham, where planners indicate low-density housing 
has driven the market.  

The constraints on growth are particularly evident in 
the smaller communities that border the Greenbelt. 
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For example, three quarters of Caledon’s land is within 
the Greenbelt, Niagara Escarpment and the Oak Ridges 
Moraine (GTA01m), yet it is designated for growth under 
the Growth Plan. One planner with Caledon summarized 
his frustration as “we have 600 square kilometers of 
land, and yet we don’t have the ability to have that land 
available for investors that [come and want] to build within 
our community for industrial or commercial.... [So], how 
are we to meet allocations of growth for jobs, if, for various 
reasons, we do not have the ability to complete the 
plans to develop the land for job allocation?” (GTA01m).  
Another planner noted that “with the [Growth Plan]...one 
of the bigger challenges for us is going to be that nobody 
knows where this intensification is going to happen” 
(GTA25m). The uncertainty surrounding how to implement 
the Growth Plan presents a challenge in the GTA. 

In Metro Vancouver, mountains, oceans, an international 
border, and the provincial Agricultural Land Reserve 
constrain growth. In the 1970s, the British Columbia 
government established the ALR to protect the limited 
agricultural land in the province. In Vancouver, the 
formation of the ALR, combined with the introduction of 
the 1976 Livable Region Strategy, led to a new vision for 
the region; one planner identified that planners in the 
regional district “all believed in the livable region plan. 
We believed in the idea of town centres. We believed 
in the idea of a strong downtown. We believed in the 
idea of mixed-use densification.  We believed in rapid 
transit, alternates for the car.  On all fronts, we were 
kind of in accord”  (VAN13m). His response paints a rosy 
picture, and the evidence suggests that to some extent 
the growth management objectives of the plan were 
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successful. The ‘town centres’ have developed into the 
major centres of the City of Vancouver and the City 
of Surrey, and the smaller municipal town centres of 
Richmond, New Westminster, Maple Ridge, Coquitlum and 
Langley. Further, the town centres are connected by bus 
routes and the SkyTrain system. The system employed by 
Metro Vancouver has managed to disperse growth and 
development more evenly throughout the region than in 
some other regions while constraining the physical growth 
of the region to just 4 percent over the last decade. 

The outlook of respondent VAN13m, however, is not 
consistently optimistic. He also discusses contradictions 
and challenges in the region: 

Inner cities, because they have huge demands 
on their land...[have] an inclination...to convert 
industrial land, with the thought that at a regional 
level, industry goes to the next level out in the 
ring.  Suburban municipalities sometimes don’t 
want that. They have other uses for their lands, or 
they think industry should just be more integrated 
in principle. [So there is a] difference of opinion 
that expresses itself in plans,  and there’s almost 
no mechanism, at least here in Vancouver or in 
BC, to resolve those things.  The regional district...
in Vancouver is a weak federation: it’s not a strong 
regional government.  And in that weak federation, 
they will try to identify issues but often have very 
little power...to get what they’re concerned about 
fixed (VAN13m). 

The contradictions in approaches to industrial and 
agricultural land conversion, as well as how inner versus 
outer cities perceive growth is also an issue of inter-
governmental coordination.

Inter-governmental Coordination 
The second factor identified by planners is inter-
governmental coordination of growth and growth 
management strategies; this coordination must occur both  
among local and regional municipalities and vertically 
through government levels. Nearly every respondent 
idenified coordination as a priority for their department  
and organization; however, frequently respondents were 
unable to provide examples of effective inter-governmental 
coordination (or in some cases, intra-governmental 
coordination). 

The Alberta Capital Region’s inter-governmental 
coordination struggles with conflicting perspectives 
between the large central city and its surrounding towns 
and villages; in some cases, respondents perceive these 
challenges as cultural. One respondent discussed the 
development of an Area Structure Plan (ASP), stating 
that “we really struggled to bring local and political 

interest into that ASP, recognize adjacent interest from 
Spruce Grove and the City of Edmonton, environmental 
interests and transportation interests from the Province. 
Trying to...align and appease, all those various groups 
and agencies in a local land use planning document...was 
really tough” (EDM06f). Challenges of inter-governmental 
coordination are not new in the Alberta Capital Region; 
the CRB acknowledges that regional planning commissions 
have struggled to find an appropriate inter-municipal 
representation model for decades. EDM11m also identified 
conflicting perspectives as a challenge: 

At the moment in the regional plan, the challenge 
… is that we are dealing with very different 
perspectives. …Simply put, we have a county 
perspective, a village perspective, a town 
perspective, a city perspective, and a big city 
perspective (EDM11m).

Conflicting perspectives is not a challenge unique 
to the Alberta Capital Region; Geuras and Garofalo 
(2011) acknowledge “frequent conflicting perspectives 
between individual administrators, their colleagues, 
and the organization as a whole” (150) in most public 
administration fields. 

The context of each of the three study regions differs 
by province, political system, population, and natural 
and legal constraints to growth. For example, the 
Regional Municipality of York in the GTA covers a land 
area of 1,762 km2 and has a population of 1.033 million 
(2011)--approaching the population size of the Alberta 
Capital Region, and a land area of more than half of Metro 
Vancouver. Respondents often referred to York Region as 
“a leader in Ontario in planning” that “has done a really 
good job of coordinating their plans. [The Region] has a 
really strong planning department and they have a really 
strong new regional official plan” (GTA12f). Despite York 
Region’s success, however, the lack of a supra-regional 
governing body, akin to the Metro Board in Vancouver 
or Capital Region Board in Edmonton, means that the 
GTA lacks inter-regional municipality collaboration and 
planning. The GTA does make use of the provincial Ontario 
Municipal Board (OMB) as a mediating body for regional 
planning issues. Respondents in the GTA, however, often 
perceive the OMB as a barrier to effective planning and 
coordination, as well as a factor of plan proliferation in 
the region. A respondent from the Regional Municipality 
of York believes that the OMB “does play a lot in what we 
do in terms of our policies and plans, because more often 
than not we are being challenged to go to the board” 
(GTA09m). 

The Greater Toronto Area is extensively studied for 
its economic importance, cultural diversity, and many 
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challenges, and is both heralded and critiqued for its 
aggressive provincial legislation. What is striking about 
the responses from planners in the GTA is that despite 
provincial legislation governing where to grow (Places to 
Grow Act, Growth Plan for the Greater Golden Horseshoe) 
and where not to grow (Greenbelt Act, the Greenbelt 
Plan), the provincial ministries appear to pose a significant 
barrier to the successful implementation of the policies 
by the regions and municipalities; many respondents 
specifically critique the Ministry of Transportation. For 
example,  a respondent from Markham noted that the 
municipality has 

been told we need to…intensify, but when 
we go to intensity policies,...we’re not getting 
cooperation with some of [ministries]. Hydro 
is another one, or else the Ministry of Natural 
Resources. Our biggest issues are more with the 
provincial agencies (GTA15m).

After providing another practice example of conflict, he 
reiterates that what “seems to be the biggest issue [in the 
GTA is] the disconnect between provincial agencies. Each 
one has their little kingdom” (GTA15m). 

Individual regions and municipalities are legislatively 
required to conform with the provincial Growth and 
Greenbelt Plans, but the provincial ministries, such as 
the Ministry of Transportation, are exempt from that 
obligation.  As a result, respondents suggest that the 
ministries often act in ways that directly conflict with 
the efforts of the lower-level governments.  Perhaps this 
conflict is best illustrated by a planner with the Town of 
Caledon:

The largest challenge for us is working with senior 
levels of government, [such as] the Ministry 
of Transportation.... [For example,] ... It took 
quite a bit of time working with the Ministry of 
Transportation for them to finalize where that 
bypass would happen for [our] village along the 
410 extension. ...They ended up doing a bypass 
on one side of the village as opposed to the other.  
Now, here we are 10 years later, [and] ...they want 
to put it back to the other side so they can get 
the number of lanes that they require for future 
needs.  The problem is that ... it directly impacts 
our 300 acre industrial park [that] we are at the 
point of doing site plan approvals.   ...We had [up 
to] 4 million square feet of industrial space lined 
up, which is huge for Caledon and our needs for 
infrastructure development charges. ...This was 
a large US developer [that] invested…millions 
of dollars..., and it just got frozen by Ministry of 
Transportation (GTA01m). 

The planner stressed that the development freeze caused 
by the Ministry of Transportation prevented Caledon from 
meeting employment targets set by the Province in the 
Growth Plan. 

The relationship with the ministries is further strained 

by delays; a respondent went so far as to suggest that 
the province “shuts down when three or four people go 
on holiday,” ultimately arguing that the province has no 
accountability in planning (GTA21m). Responses were not 
entirely negative, however; in Pickering, a respondent 
stated that the Seaton Area Structure Plan was a successful 
case and an example of “very good coordination with the 
provincial government, the Ministry of Transportation, the 
local municipalities like Pickering and Ajax, and the Toronto 
Region Conservation Authority” (GTA19m). Such responses 
of effective vertical coordination are not offered frequently 
in the interviews; more often, respondents believe that 
the upper-level government ignores policies or plans 
when they do not align with current political objectives 
(GTA22f).  In the GTA, the responsibility of implementing 
the objectives of the Growth Plan falls to the regional and 
local municipalities. As one planner indicated, “frankly, 
getting agreement on an approach with a province and 
a regional and a local municipality is not [simple]. ... We 
all have different priorities that we’re dealing with.... Our 
concern is to implement the provincial plans in the local 
context, but in a manner that is most advantageous for our 
[local] land use planning objectives” (GTA29m).

Another concern raised by respondents in the GTA is 
conflicting or overlapping time lines for review of policies 
for compliance with upper-level strategies, such as the 
Growth Plan or the Provincial Policy Statement (PPS). One 
respondent from Pickering said that

there are so many multiple plans: the Growth 
Plan, Oak Ridges [Moraine] Plan, source water 
protection plans, Metrolinx [Big Move] Plan, [et 
cetera]. And we planners are just running behind, 
just making compliance to these different plans…. 
By the time we update the PPS 2005 policy, we 
have the 2020 PPS already. We are not even 
done our exercise for the 2005 PPS policy so far 
(GTA19m).

Another respondent from the Town of Oakville noted that 
coordination exercises with the Planning Act,  the Growth 
Plan, and the Provincial Policy Statement (PPS), all of which 
have different review periods, cause municipalities to be 
stuck in “this continuous [review] cycle”  for plans and 
policies (GTA18f).  Some respondents believed that there 
was too much involved in the review process to adhere 
to the 5-year review time line; it is more often 15 or 20 
years (GTA09m). The process leaves planners in the GTA 
feeling like “a hamster in a wheel....It is a huge challenge 
to keep everything up to date” (GTA27f). Another planner 
indicated that “we have to implement the Greenbelt Plan 
and the Growth Plan, but their reviews and changes to 
them are not coordinated to make sense for us to do that” 
(GTA29m).  

The combination of endless reviews, conflicting time lines, 
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and uncoordinated provincial policies and initiatives mean 
that, in many municipalities, there was little real progress 
towards implementation of the Growth Plan policies.  
According to one respondent, “when the growth plan 
came out, and [the Province] drew a line in the sand saying 
everything has to conform to the Growth Plan by this date, 
I think two, maybe three municipalities in the Growth Plan 
in Greater Toronto actually did it“ (GTA18f). An unintended 
consequence of the challenges is that municipalities in the 
GTA have little to no incentive or capability to implement 
policies that exceed minimum targets set by the province 
(Figure 5).

While the GTA possesses both physical (Great Lakes) and 
legislative constraints on growth, respondent identify 
a lack of vertical coordination and cooperation in the 
region. Without effective inter-governmental coordination, 
planners struggle to effectively implement the Growth 
Plan. The Region of Peel is the only region in the GTA that 
exceeds minimum intensification targets; the Regional 
Municipality of York is identified as a leader in planning, 
while conforming to minimum standards. The statistics of 
growth in the GTA suggest that the provincial legislation 

has had the effect of slowing peripheral growth in the 
region; the population grew by 18 percent between 2001 
and 2011, while the land area grew by just 10 percent, 
which represents a marked improvement over the 26 
percent land area growth over the previous decade 
(Burchfield & Kramer, 2015). Respondents opine that 
improved coordination between governments in the GTA 
could further improve the implementation of the Growth 
Plan policies. 

Of the three study regions, Metro Vancouver presents the 
best case for successful inter-governmental coordination. 
Respondents from the region expressed the least 
frustration with the planning process of any of the study 
areas. Metro Vancouver is not without its issues, however. 
As in the Alberta Capital Region, some Vancouver area 
respondents expressed concern about the inter-municipal 
tensions identified by Boyle, et al.: one planner noted that 
“there is an inclination by both politicians and planners 
to feel responsible for the area where they are officially 
designated to have responsibility. So municipal planners 
and politicians might feel a strong need to coordinate in 
their municipality, but not across municipalities, and they 
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might not feel [inclined] to coordinate with the regional 
government” (VAN13m). He continued by arguing that 
conflicting interests across municipal borders resulted in 
differing outcomes that conflict with the regional plan. He 
offered the example of business parks: 

if you were to ask the regional planners, they 
would say it is important to locate jobs near transit 
[and]...the municipal planners in Vancouver...
would agree. If you asked planners in suburban 
municipalities, they would say, “Well, often 
the office park...converts out of the industrial 
park and [we] cannot really help it.” And, by 
the way,  it brings jobs to their municipality, 
which their government wants. So that [creates] 
demand to use cars rather than transit, which 
doesn’t really help us all, and that is...an overt 
contradiction”[with our plans]. 

VAN13m was not the only planner to identify conflicting 
interests as an issue. A planner from the regional planning 
department, noted that 
 

our biggest challenge is that we are looking at 22 
different municipalities…. So, from a governance 
perspective, you have the City of Vancouver that is 
primarily developed and looking at infill; a totally 
different universe from the Township of Langley 
out on the fringe of our region where they are 
really feeling pressure to convert agricultural land, 
industrial land, and so on. So it’s different kinds of 
pressures…. That makes it difficult to collectively 
agree on a set of planning policies (VAN03f).

However difficult it is to collectively agree on planning 
policies, planners in Metro Vancouver appear to have 
found a way, as evidenced by VAN13m’s response that “the 
issue of a lack of coordination was [never] a very big issue 
for [Vancouver], ...because we were philosophically on the 
same wavelength. We all believed in the...[Livable Region]
Plan.” Another respondent highlights that the regional 
growth strategy is “an example of an amazing level of 
achievement to get 22 local governments together to do 
a regional plan...having to reach 100 percent agreement 
in order to have it pass. That...is an example that would 
stand up anywhere in the world as [a] very high level of 
coordination” (VAN10m). Other respondents believe that 
success in Metro Vancouver results from “the governance 
...that is really actually quite good in BC. The Regional 
Context Statement legislation or the Official Community 
Plans [that must] be consistent with the Regional Growth 
Strategy,...is pretty strong” (VAN04m1).  

CULTURE OF PLANNING 
The third factor identified by planners that may affect 
regional growth management strategies relates to the 
local and regional culture of planning: the extent to which 
planners, politicians, and residents agree on an approach 

to development and growth management. The “culture 
of planning” is related to the challenges identified by 
respondents as conflicting perspectives; however, the 
cultural element indicates that planners, politicians and 
residents share a common vision for the future of a region, 
and act in a manner that supports that vision consistently. 

The Alberta Capital Region appears to struggle with a 
consistent vision for growth; for example, a planner with 
the City of Edmonton recounted instances where 

we want to encourage smart growth.  And that is 
in our strategic plan [that]...has been approved by 
council. But whenever we bring a higher density 
residential to council, they always reject it. And 
so even though they have smart growth in their 
strategic plan, they’re continuously rejecting 
having a variety of housing types. … What they’re 
trying to accomplish is these big lots and these 
big houses, and that is what people want. That 
is what they feel is the market, and people are 
buying them up like crazy.  But it’s also making it so 
that it’s not affordable for the residents, because 
if it was higher density then there would be more 
taxes and more people to be able to share in that 
taxes.  So, I think there has to be a balance there, 
and [Council has] to stand behind what they put 
in the strategic plan. ...That can be a challenge” 
(EDM01m).

Even if planners in Edmonton share a consistent vision for 
smart growth, the politicians or the residents of the region 
do not seem to share the vision; conflicting perspectives 
make implementation of policies difficult. Balancing 
the different interests in the Alberta Capital Region to 
implement smart growth strategies may be particularly 
difficult when, politically, “in Alberta, environmental and 
climate change planning is approached very differently 
[from elsewhere in Canada] and is frankly discussed 
a whole lot less in Alberta; it’s almost a taboo topic” 
(EDM04f). Further, “the counties don’t believe in general 
that people’s lives and properties should be interfered 
with. And it’s just an underlying perspective“ (EDM11m).  
The varying approaches and perspectives identified by 
planners illustrate a different planning culture than what 
may exist in the other study regions; there appears to be 
little motivation to constrain growth in the Alberta Capital 
Region. For example, one planner identified cultural 
inertia: “in a city like Edmonton, where we have been 
focused on car-oriented suburban development and the 
market supports that very strongly, the tendency is to just 
keep creating that [type of development] instead of doing 
anything different” (EDM05f). 

In the GTA, provincial pressure constrains growth in 
the region; however, achieving a consistent approach 
to planning is difficult. The GTA operates in a two-tier 
government system that has twenty-five incorporated 
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municipalities and mayors, with five regional 
municipalities, nearly 250 other politicians and countless 
staff members. The two-tier system, combined with 
the lack of a supra-regional government (like the one 
suggested by the Golden Commission), creates an 
environment that supports more than twenty-five different 
visions and approaches to planning that are poorly 
coordinated across municipal boundaries. The provincial 
Growth Plan and the Provincial Policy Statement provide 
a planning framework and targets, but the visioning 
process falls to the lower-tier municipalities, which are 
not always in favour of implementation. In one instance, 
a planner of a lower-tier municipality went so far as to 
say that “we have really tried to, I suppose you might 
say, evade the implementation of what is coming down 
from the Province” (GTA29m).  Nonetheless, the lower-
tier municipalities are taking steps to, at the very least, 
implement the minimum requirements of the Growth Plan.  
It is unclear from the interview respondents to what extent 
politicians and residents support those actions across the 
GTA. 

Unlike the Alberta Capital Region or GTA, Metro 
Vancouver’s approach to regional planning is “consensus 
building, as opposed to the control and command 
or issuing policy statements from higher levels of 
government, whether it’s provincial or regional like in 
Ontario” (VAN03f). The general satisfaction with the 
planning process expressed by respondents in Vancouver 
contrasts the other two regions, and suggests that the 
consensus building approach may be a more effective 
approach to regional growth approach that the top-down 
approach applied elsewhere. A planner with TransLink 
summed up well: “without good plans, [Vancouver] 
wouldn’t have happened [this way]. If we had just willy-
nilly [developed] this whole 2,300 square kilometer region, 
it would have looked...quite different” (VAN04m1). The 
shared vision of a constrained region extends beyond 
planners in Vancouver to the community; “there are a lot 
of synergies between what the development community 
wants to do here and what the public aspiration are” for 
the region (VAN06m). Further, “there [are] lots of people 
in the community that are very engaged.  ....Planning 
is almost a hobby [in Vancouver]. It is [very] common 
that there’s some sort of planning-related article in the 
news every day” (VAN01m). It is that high level of public 
engagement, inter-municipal coordination, and multi-
disciplinary synergy that has helped to create a ‘culture 
of planning’ in Metro Vancouver that typically supports 
regional growth management. 

The successful control of growth in Metro Vancouver, 
however, has had unintended consequences; one 
respondent referred to  the “industrial land crunch in the 
region” (VAN03f). Industrial lands provide employment 

for a growing population, and there is a “real push to 
utilize agricultural land as a result....[So the challenge is] 
how do we accommodate legitimate land uses on a really 
constrained land base?” (VAN03f).  Another respondent 
also acknowledges that “the industrial lands are crucial to 
[Vancouver’s] future, and we protected them...regionally 
through our new Regional Growth Strategy” (VAN01m). 
There is increasing pressure to convert both industrial 
and agricultural lands to other uses, typically residential; 
for that reason, regional coordination and effective 
implementation of the RGS is increasingly important.

Metro Vancouver has both physical and legislative 
restraints on growth; combined with Metro Vancouver’s 
consensus building approach to planning, respondents 
perceived generally effective horizontal and vertical 
cooperation in the region. Respondents believed that 
planners, politicians, and residents were generally “on 
the same wavelength,” which resulted in a cultural 
acceptance of planning objectives in the region. While 
Metro Vancouver does not perfectly accomplish each 
of the three elements discussed, it is the best example 
of the case studies in terms of planners perceptions 
and the physical constraint of growth. The region has 
its problems, many of which, such as affordability and 
transportation, could not feasibly be addressed in this 
research. Nonetheless, planners in the region expressed 
the most satisfaction with the profession, the effectiveness 
of the plans, and coordination. The limited physical growth 
of the region despite high population growth supports 
planners’ perspectives that Metro Vancouver successfully 
implemented the regional growth management strategies. 
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Conclusion
This report sought to answer the following question: 
How are issues of growth and growth management 
coordination perceived by planning professionals in the 
Greater Toronto Area, Metro Vancouver, and the Alberta 
Capital Region? Analysis of planner’s responses suggested 
that three factors influence regional growth management 
approaches:

1.	 Restraints to growth, either physical, such as 
oceans, mountains and rivers, or legislative, such 
as BC’s Agricultural Land Reserve (ALR) or Ontario’s 
Greenbelt Act; 

2.	 Inter-governmental coordination and cooperation 
among member municipalities, and vertically through 
government levels; and 

3.	 Culture of planning that represents an acceptance of 
plans, goals and visions among planners, politicians 
and residents. 

Each region experiences and applies each factor differently. 
The region’s history, governance system, relationship with 
the province, and physical context all influence how the 
planners perceived growth management. 

Respondent’s perspectives suggest that Metro Vancouver’s 
growth management strategy is the most successful. 
Respondents identified two factors from the 1970s that 
positively influenced the coordination of regional growth 
management: (1) the introduction of the ALR, which 
combined with natural barriers, provided constraints to 
growth, and (2) the 1976 Livable Region Growth Strategy, 
which introduced voluntary regional planning through 
the development of a shared vision and the use of the 
mediating Metro Board.

The Vancouver region, however, still struggles with several 
planning issues; for example, balancing the perspectives 
of planners and politicians from 22 incorporated 
municipalities is a challenge.  Further, the successful 
constraint of growth in the region has led to pressure to 
convert industrial and agricultural land to residential uses, 
particularly in the peripheral communities. 

Respondents in the Alberta Capital Region express varied 
concerns. Primarily, conflicting perspectives and a lack of 
consensus among municipalities concern Edmonton area 
planners.  Respondents also expressed concern about a 
lack of consistent application of policies; for example, the 

City of Edmonton’s policies support infill development, but 
(according to respondents) council consistently rejects infill 
development in favour of peripheral low-density housing. 
Further, the Alberta Capital Region lacks significant physical 
or legislative constraints to growth,  which has allowed it 
to sprawl out over the largest land area with the lowest 
population density of the three study regions. 

The Greater Toronto Area presented one of the most 
complicated case studies. The GTA itself is not a political 
entity; rather it is comprises five regional municipalities 
with no supra-regional body to facilitate inter-
governmental coordination.  Because the study had a 
larger number of respondents from the GTA, the responses 
proved more varied. The most common barrier to regional 
growth management identified by respondents in the 
Toronto area was a poor relationship with the Provincial 
ministries--specifically the Ministry of Transportation.  In 
general, respondents believe that the ministries operate 
with little accountability, and often in contradiction to the 
goals and objectives of the provincial Growth Plan for the 
Greater Golden Horseshoe. 

In the three study regions, planners indicate that 
coordination is a top-priority for their departments. 
Respondents also frequently believe that growth 
management is important, but concede that growth 
management and regional coordination is often ineffective, 
citing only a few examples of success in each region. Of 
the three regions, Metro Vancouver had the highest level 
of perceived success in both coordination and growth 
management.  A summary of respondents’ perspectives 
can be found in Table 2. 

There are several limitations to these findings. First, 
while every attempt was made to objectively analyse the 
data, as with any qualitative analysis, the personal bias 
of the researcher could influence the findings. Secondly, 
the interview questions asked of respondents focused 
on the coordination of plans, not specifically on growth 
management. Several respondents discussed growth 
management, growth and related issues, nonetheless, but 
the context of the responses influence the findings. 

No respondents in any of the three regions were provincial 
planners, which represents a gap in perspectives. The lack 
of provincial perspectives is particularly evident in the GTA, 
where the primary barrier to effective regional growth 
management identified was a poor relationship with the 
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provincial ministries. 
Finally, the findings of this research are case studies 
intended to contribute to theory. Further research 
would be required to test whether factors identified by 
respondents in the study regions are valid in other regions 
before they can be applied to practice.  There are many 
opportunities for future research. Other challenges to 
effective regional growth management and coordination 
were noted by respondents beyond what were addressed 
in this study. For example, respondents discussed the 
impact of transportation on growth management. Nearly 
every respondent identified the role that high-order, 
high-quality transit plays in effective growth management. 
Future studies could address how planners perceive the 
impact of transportation on regional growth management. 

Additionally, respondents acknowledged the unintended 
consequences of effective growth constraint on 
affordability; Metro Vancouver and the Greater Toronto 
Area are two of the least affordable regions in Canada 
and North America. Future studies could investigate 
how planners perceive the relationship between growth 
management and affordability, as well as approaches 
to growth management that do not negatively impact 
housing affordability. 

As a final avenue for future studies, this research has 
identified three factors that respondents believe impact 
effective regional growth management and coordination in 
the three study regions.  The  growth management factors 
could be refined and assessed for their applicability to 
other city-regions in Canada and abroad. 

In the face of rapid urbanization, loss of agricultural and 
industrial land, and increasingly evident side-effects of 
automobile dependence, effective growth management 
and coordination will be a priority for Canadian cities. 
The evidence presented in this research suggests that 
the independent application of the factors identified is 
insufficient to effectively control growth. Instead, cities 
and regions must apply all three factors concurrently to 
coordinate regional growth. 

Table 2
Summary of regional growth management 
perspectives in the study regions. 
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APPENDIX
A copy of the amended coding framework as it appeared after all interviews had been coded. 



 

	
	
	
	
Interview Questions
1. Describe your role and responsibilities.

2. How long have you been working for local government in these kinds of roles?

3. Can I ask you about your education and training for the job: Where and what did you study? When did you 
graduate?

4. To what extent is policy and plan coordination a priority here in [city name]?   

5. We have found that many cities have a large number of plans. What factors explain the number of plans that 
Canadian communities are producing? 
	 Examples of factors [these can be used as prompts, but should not be listed off. May be asked later if there 		
	 is time.]

•	 Good planning practice has led to new kinds of plans. 
•	 Political pressure leads to particular kinds of plans. 
•	 Community expectations can drive the planning process. 
•	 Developer pressures can drive the planning process. 
•	 Strategic priorities of agencies or departments may lead to plans. 
•	 Responding to local risks generates plans. 
•	 Funding programs may require certain plans or policies. 

6. [Show the participant a list of possible types of plans and ask them to indicate which of these they have in their 
city, and who is responsible for them] 

7. What do you see as some of the challenges to coordinating multiple plans and policies? 
	 Examples of challenges [these can be used as prompts, but should not be listed off. May be asked later if 		
	 there is time.]

8. Could you describe an example of the challenges of coordinating different plans and policies you have 
experienced in your own work?  

9. What strategies do you use to identify conflicting policies or approaches in plans?

10. What are some strategies communities may use to coordinate plans? What strategies are used in your 
community?

•	 Too many plans. 	
•	 Insufficient staff time. 	  
•	 Competing interests among departments. 
•	 Insufficient staff expertise. 
•	 Professional rivalries affect outcomes. 
•	 Depends on political priorities. 	  
•	 Difficult to change past practices.

•	 Depends on market conditions. 	
•	 No established hierarchy of priorities.
•	 Reflects changing needs in the community. 
•	 Plans don’t apply to outside agencies.
•	 Insufficient data availability. 	
•	 Depends on legislative requirements. 

Copy of Research Questions



	 Examples of strategies [these can be used as prompts, but should not be listed off. May be asked later if 		
	 there is time.]

•	 Communities set a clear organizational hierarchy that facilitates choices.
•	 Legal frameworks set out in planning acts guide decision making.
•	 Policies are coordinated when the comprehensive plan is revised.
•	 Collaborating, sharing data, and consulting with others facilitate consensus based decisions when 

policies may conflict.
•	 Interdepartmental meetings provide opportunities to coordinate priorities. 
•	 Budgets provide mechanisms for communities to set policy priorities.
•	 Communities allow plans to lapse because priorities and conditions change.
•	 Processes or organizations are created to deal with particular coordination challenges.
•	 Champions are appointed to facilitate coordination around critical issues.
•	 Planning is inherently political, so plans have to be flexible.

11. What success stories do you have in [name of city] in coordinating plans?

12. What factors influence interdepartmental policy/plan coordination?

	 Examples of factors [these can be used as prompts, but should not be listed off. May be asked later if there 		
	 is time.]

•	 Budgetary concerns
•	 Links with external interest groups
•	 Political leadership
•	 Departmental hierarchies
•	 Timing

13. Is there anything about coordinating plans and policies that you would like to add before we finish? 



DATASET COMPOSITION

The “Other” category in Table A includes those in planning roles for transit agencies, development officers, and planning 
technicians. “Regional” planners are those that work with more than one municipality or with regional entities but not at 
the provincial level, such as the Greater Vancouver Regional District. Those working for private companies are considered 
“Consultant” planners.

All respondents reported some form of post-secondary education. Common educational backgrounds other than 
planning included engineering, urban design, geography, and environmental science.  Not all respondents with planning 
education had formal, Canadian Institute of Planners-accredited planning degrees; other sources included planning 
technician diplomas, certificates, or non-accredited planning programs. The distribution of educational backgrounds is 
displayed in Table C. 

Respondents were more frequently men than women in this dataset; however, in the Alberta Capital Region, there were 
more female respondents than males. The distribution of genders by region can be seen in Table B. 


