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Abstract

Municipalities across Canada are implementing policy aimed at increasing residential densities
with the goal of creating more sustainable communities. Increasing density is often cited as a
means of minimizing sprawl, providing for efficient public transit, reducing infrastructure costs
and improving social cohesion. Recent research, however, suggest that the relationship between
sustainability and density 1s more complex than current theory implies. This research project
explored the relationship between sustainability and residential density through interviews with
key practitioners in two rapidly growing mid-sized cities in western Canada: Airdrie, Alberta and
the Township of Langley, British Columbia. Using a qualitative, exploratory research strategy, the
study analyzed discourse from interviews with 19 practitioners that included planners, elected
officials and developers from the target communities. Research findings revealed insights into how
different practitioners use the concepts of sustainability and density and highlight the importance
of understanding sustainability initiatives at the local level. Practitioners’ discourse suggests a gap
between planning theory and practice in understanding density. Findings point to the influence
local development realities play in shaping these understandings and how practitioners view
increasing densities. Achieving a more sustainable urban form through high density development
presents challenges to ‘suburban’ municipalities and can lead to trade-offs between the different

aspects of sustainability and livability.
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1.0 Infroduction

Sustainability has become a popular concept in municipal government policy and local economic
development strategies. Municipalities frequently use the term to frame policies that address
varied economic, social and environmental goals. In the realm of planning the terms
sustainability and sustainable development have become important guiding principles for good
planning and commonly cited objectives of planning policies (Grant, 2009). In Canada,
municipalities are increasingly incorporating aspects of sustainability into their municipal plans
and long-term planning strategies with the goal of creating green, economically prosperous and
equitable communities (Figure 1). Municipal sustainability initiatives frequently push for more
compact urban form and in particular higher-densities (Jenks et al, 1996). While policy espouses
the virtues of high density and sustainable urban form, recent research raises questions about the

connection between the two (Bramley & Power, 2009; Howley et al., 2009).

This research project investigates how practitioners conceptualize and understand sustainability
and residential densities in two western Canadian municipalities. It seeks to shed light on
similarities and differences in understanding between three groups of practitioners involved in
residential development: elected officials, planners, and developers. Specifically, this research
project asks: how do understandings of the relationship between sustainability and
residential density compare across categories of development practitioners and

communities?

Study findings suggest that sustainability i1s a contested term and that different practitioners
understand it in different ways. Local context is important in shaping understandings of
sustainability and density as it presents unique challenges to the implementation of sustainability
initiatives. Analysis of discourse from practitioners indicates a gap between municipalities’
expected outcomes associated with higher densities, developers experiences and development
realities. Study findings also point to trade-offs between the various aspects of sustainability as

sustainability initiatives are implemented.



The study hopes to contribute to a better understanding of how key practitioners utilize and
understand the relationship between sustainability and density with the goal of creating an

improved theoretical framework that considers how these concepts operate at the local level.

Sustainable
Development

Economy Social




2.0 Sustainability and Urban Form

Although the relationship between human settlements and the environment have long been
important to planning (Berke, 2008), in Canada widespread interest in sustainability entered
planning discourse following the publication of the Brundtland Commission’s 1987 report, Our
Common Future (WCED, 1987). The report offered the most widely employed definition of
sustainable development as “development that meets the needs of the present generation without
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (WCED, 1987: 8).
Following the publication of this report, governments recognized the significant role that cities
play in moving toward a more sustainable future. In 1991, for example, Jacobs (1991: 67) wrote
that the “role of government in planning the shape and interaction of land uses will inevitably be
the crucial factor” in attaining sustainable development. Since then, many provinces in Canada
have pushed municipalities to implement more sustainable strategies to reduce urban sprawl
through compact urban form and increased densities. In Alberta, for example, plans
implemented as part of a new provincial regional planning framework are requiring
municipalities to achieve minimum densities in new developments as in the Calgary Metropolitan

Plan (Calgary Regional Partnership, 2009).

Previous research on sustainability at the municipal level has largely focused on the development
of best practices and evaluating sustainability initiatives (Zeemering, 2010). In Canada, Grant
(1994) argued for stronger provincial leadership in promoting sustainable development in
residential planning. Addressing the question of whether the political rhetoric of sustainable
development had affected planning practice, Grant reviewed planning documents, interviewed
key development practitioners (planners, councillors, development officers, developers, provincial
staff involved in local planning and citizen activists) and surveyed residential developments in
three communities in Nova Scotia. Her analysis suggested that municipalities face jurisdictional,
organizational, geographical and cultural barriers to implementing sustainable development.
Among the jurisdictional barriers, for example, Grant found that provincial departments often
have conflicting notions of sustainability that complicate a consistent approach to promoting
sustainable development. She concluded that the land use planning process in Nova Scotia, as in

other parts of Canada, generally encouraged development and did not enhance sustainability of



the local landscape. Bridging the gap between sustainable development rhetoric and
implementation requires strong direction from provincial governments who are responsible for

setting the context for land use planning (Grant, 1994).

More recently in the US, Berke and Conroy (2000) evaluated 30 comprehensive plans based on
six principles of sustainability and found that whether plans explicitly used sustainable
development language or not had little effect on the presence of sustainability principles in the
plan themselves. Some plans incorporated the principles without using sustainability language
but their policies nonetheless were consistent with sustainability principles. The authors suggested
that the absence of such language may result from particular interest groups not agreeing with
sustainability terms or planners who did not have in-depth exposure to sustainability concepts.
Berke and Conroy (2000) concluded that plans often do not take a balanced, holistic approach to
guiding sustainable development and tend to focus narrowly on the built environment.
Specifically, they point out that while compact urban form may help in reducing auto-
dependency, air pollution and provide more opportunities to protect sensitive open space, simply
increasing densities 1s not a panacea for sustainable development. In conclusion, the authors
recommended that states adopt planning mandates requiring community plans to support
sustainability and that planners examine the linkages between plans, implementation efforts and

sustainability outcomes.

While studies such as these are useful in understanding how municipalities respond to and
implement sustainability principles, they do not directly address how key social actors such as
planners, elected officials, and developers conceptualize sustainability itself or strategies for its
implementation. Two notable studies from the US have addressed the conceptualization of

sustainability.

Jepson (2003) conducted a survey of more than five hundred local planners in the US to
understand the extent to which planners’ views and opinions adhere to sustainability principles.
The survey consisted of questions that dealt with various aspects of sustainable development such
as citizen participation, economic development, land use, open space and social aspects. His

findings suggest that planners have a high level of conceptual consistency in how they understand



sustainable development. There were some exceptions, however. Planners who had land-use or
geography academic specializations, lived in western states, or practiced in rural communities
had higher average scores than those from southern states, those with no academic specialization
or those who practiced in suburban contexts. These findings suggest not only differences in
understanding based on a practitioner’s background but also on their geographic context and

location.

Zeemering (2009) conducted a more recent study that investigated understandings of
sustainability at the local level. Using a mixed-method approach (Q-methodology), Zeemering
interviewed 28 local community and economic development practitioners in nine counties in the
San Francisco Bay Area. The Q-methodology allowed Zeemering to collect both quantitative
and qualitative data on the importance practitioners placed on different aspects of sustainability
within their communities. Zeemering identified three distinct approaches to sustainability at the
municipal level: (1) Aspiring cities where officials saw a strong connection between sustainability,
planning and urban design; (2) traditional development cities where emphasis was placed on
economic development and; (3) participatory cities where there was an emphasis on the
connection between participation, community development and sustainability. While
Zeemering’s study did not focus specifically on municipal planners, his findings nonetheless
caution against looking for a uniform sustainability agenda across a region as cities within one

metropolitan region may demonstrate quite distinct approaches to sustainability.

A recent study by Bramley and Power (2009) on sustainability and urban densities suggested that
urban form and in particular higher densities can have both positive and negative effects on a
sustainability agenda. Using data from a nationwide interview survey carried out with 20,000
households across England, the authors employed statistical models (regression analysis and logit
analysis) to shed light on the social effects of different aspects of urban form. They concluded
that while denser, more compact urban form offers improved access to services, it is also
frequently linked with higher levels of resident dissatisfaction and possibly higher incidence of
neighbourhood problems. Bramley and Power’s (2009) study indicated that urban form is
associated with trade-offs between disparate dimensions of sustainability, in this case aspects of

social sustainability. These conclusions agree with a previous study in Wales by Senior et al.



(2006) that suggested that given the option, owner-occupier household preferences favour semi-
detached and detached homes in suburban areas over more sustainable options in higher density

mixed use areas.

Howley et al. (2009) similarly looked at neighbourhood satisfaction in new apartment
developments in central Dublin. Using a mixed-method approach (surveys and four focus
groups), they investigated the relationship between high-density living and neigbourhood
satisfaction. Their results imply that while the public may support sustainability principles, people
perceive that high-density living compromises quality of life (Howley et al., 2009). Their
quantitative results are similar to those of Senior et al. (2006) in that residents living in compact,
high-density residential areas reported a greater degree of neighbourhood dissatisfaction than
was present nationally. Results from the qualitative component of their study, however, suggested
that people’s main concern was not necessarily high-density itself but rather other elements of
the physical environment such as litter, pollution, lack of greenery, noise, traffic, parking, and
access to services. Howley et al. (2009) concluded that achieving sustainable urban form requires
more than simply increasing residential densities. Planners must work to create environments that

meet both sustainability and livability objectives.

This brief review of the literature suggests two things. First, that sustainability has become and
remains an integral aspect of municipal planning. As Gunder (2006: 209) notes, sustainability has
become planning’s new transcendental ideal. Despite its widespread use, however, conceptions of
sustainability can vary substantially across regions and possibly between categories of
development practitioners. Studies such as those by Zeemering (2009) and Jepson (2003) prove
insightful in that they directly address how the term is understood in the municipal context.
Second, while planners often associate sustainable urban form with high-densities, recent
research suggests that the relationship between urban form and sustainability is likely more
complex than current theory implies (Senior et al., 2006; Bramley & Power, 2009; Howley et al.,
2009). The study proposed here, therefore, seeks to explore in greater detail how different
practitioners involved in residential development conceptualize the relationship between

sustainability and residential densities with the goal of improving the theory connecting the two.



3.0 Research Approach and Method

This research project builds on existing data collected as part of Dr. Jill Grant’s study, Zrends in
Residential Environments: Planning and Inhabiting the Suburbs. The suburbs project, based out of
Dalhousie University’s School of Planning, is funded by the Social Sciences and Humanities
Research Council of Canada. It seeks to reconcile the gap between planning theory that
promotes livable and sustainable communities with the kinds of communities built in practice.
The suburbs project has previously looked at emerging trends in residential development in three
Canadian municipalities including: Markham, Ontario; Calgary, Alberta; and Surrey, British

Columbia.

In the summer of 2010 the decade long study expanded its geographic focus to include rapidly
growing, mid-sized municipalities located on the urban periphery of Vancouver, Calgary and
Toronto. During this period, the author became involved in the project as a research assistant
where he conducted a review of literature pertaining to suburban development, profiled potential
target communities to study and established a sampling frame of participants to interview.
Specifically, his focused his work on rapidly growing municipalities in the Calgary region and
ultimately assisted in selecting Airdrie as the project’s target community for Alberta. Airdrie is a
rapidly growing municipality located only 3km north of the Calgary city limits and 30km from its

downtown.

This research project relies on data collected from Airdrie as well as from the Township of
Langley, a district municipality located approximately 40 km east of Vancouver. In late June of
2010, project members travelled to the target communities where they conducted interviews with
elected officials, planners and developers; collected development information; and completed

visual surveys on new residential communities.

Interview questions followed the protocol of the 7Trends in Residential Environments project and
included specific questions relating to this research project (appendix A). The interviews were
semi-structured and lasted between 45 minutes to an hour. By employing a semi-structured

interview approach interviewers had the benefit of asking for clarification or elaboration of



points discussed during the interviews. In most cases respondents consented to having the
interview recorded on a portable Mp3 recorder; however, in two instances participants declined
being recorded (see consent form appendix B). In these cases the interviewer took detailed notes
of the interviews. The recorded interviews were transcribed and edited in preparation for
analysis while notes from unrecorded interviews were typed up and organized. In total, the
interview sample includes 19 participants in 16 interviews (some interviews included more than

one respondent). A summary is provided below.

Figure 3.1: Sample of Respondents

Category Airdrie, AB Township of Langley, BC ~ Total Respondents
Elected Official 1 2 3
Planner 3 6
Developer 3 10
Total 11 8 19

In addition to interviews, projects members collected development information from the
communities. This included gathering important planning documents and visual surveys of new
residential developments. The visual surveys include information on housing types, kinds of uses
present, parks, green space, estimated age of construction and photos (appendix C). Policy
documents included municipal planning strategies for both jurisdictions and, for Langley, a
sustainability charter. This research project used the development information and policy

documents to provide background and contextualize the two case studies.

3.1 Research Question and Objectives

Using Airdrie, Alberta and the Township of Langley, British Columbia as case studies, the

research seeks to address the following question:

How do understandings of the relationship between sustainability and residential density

compare across categories of social actors and communities?
There are two general study objectives. The first is to better understand how three categories of
practitioners conceptualize sustainability in the local context. A review of the literature suggests

both that practitioners conceptualize the term in different ways and that the term is what



Connolly (2007) calls a contested one. It is, therefore, important to explore how practitioners,
specifically planners, elected officials and developers, conceptualize the term and how these

conceptualizations compare across the different categories of practitioners and communities.

The second study objective is to investigate how practitioners understand residential densities in
relation to sustainability. High-densities are frequently cited as an important component of
sustainable urban form (Jenks et al. 1996; Roseland 2005; Jabareen, 2006). Recent research,
however, suggests that higher-density urban form requires trade-offs between the various social,
environmental and economic aspects of sustainability (Bramley & Power, 2009). Comparing how
sustainability discourse frames ideas of density will aid not only in our understanding of the
factors associated with sustainability but also a better understanding of planning theory and

practice.

The project uses an exploratory, qualitative research strategy. It employs a multiple case study
approach and uses semi-structured interviews as the primary data source. As Yin (2009) notes, the
usefulness of a case study approach is not to generalize to a population as is common for
quantitative studies, but rather to generalize to theoretical propositions. This study, therefore,
seeks to contribute to current theory surrounding urban form and sustainability. Employing a
qualitative approach based on interview data allows for a richer understanding of the meaning

respondents attribute to concepts than is possible in other forms of enquiry such as surveys.

3.2 Analysis Methodology

Analysis of the interview data proceeded through a discourse analysis technique. Discourse
analysis has recently gained validity in housing studies, particularly for its usefulness as an
exploratory approach (Hastings, 2000). Discourse analysis recognizes that language has social
content as well as social effects (Sharp and Richardson, 2001). Its usefulness in this study was to
explore in greater detail how key practitioners in residential development understand
sustainability and density. This study focused primarily on discourse available from the interview

transcripts.



Analysis of the transcripts began by compiling an evidence bank. The evidence bank consisted of
excerpts from the interviews in which respondents addressed one of the research focus areas.
Categories for analysis were allowed to emerge from the data and included themes such as: the
conceptualization of sustainability; the relationship between sustainability and density; housing
mix; service provision and; sustainability and livability. After completing the evidence bank, more
detailed analysis identified important trends and meanings within the target communities and

categories of practitioners.

The final step of the analysis included a synthesis of the data by comparing the two case studies
and looking for trends, similarities and differences between them and the categories of
practitioners. Results from the data synthesis are discussed with reference to current literature
and contextual data collected as part of the project. These materials are used to inform
conclusions reached as part of the data synthesis and frame the discussion in light of current

research.

3.3 Data Considerations

Difficulties encountered in the recruitment process and ethical considerations for participants led
to several considerations for the study sample which are described here. Both pertain to data

collected from Airdrie.

First, there were difficulties recruiting a large sample of elected officials in Airdrie. While project
members made contact with two possible participants, they ultimately only interviewed one who
was particularly interested in the project. Most elected officials in Airdrie serve on council in
addition to their primary employment. It is possible that this affected the elected official’s ability
to schedule time for an interview. Alternatively, they may not have been interested in

participating in the study.
Second, the protocol of the larger study allowed participants to decline having the interview

recorded, transcribed, or quoted in project reports and publications such as this one. Two Airdrie

planners declined having their interviews recorded and project members, therefore, took detailed
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notes during the interview process. While this study used these interviews in the analysis, in the

absence of a verbatim transcript it could not quote directly from them.

4.0 Case Studies

The Township of Langley and the City of Airdrie were chosen as the two case studies. They
were selected based on various factors. First, both are located on the periphery of large urban
centres (Greater Vancouver and Calgary respectively). While they differ in terms of population,
Langley has more than double the population of Airdrie, both municipalities function in large
part as bedroom communities in their larger metropolitan regions. Comparable locations and
functions in two distinct regions of Canada provide a useful opportunity to address the central
research question. Second, both municipalities are experiencing rapid growth. With a population
growth of 41.9% between 2001 and 2006 (Statistics Canada, 2006), Airdrie is one of the
country’s fastest growing cities. Langley grew 7.9% from 2001 to 2006 (Statistics Canada, 2006)
and faces unique geographic constraints from natural features and agricultural reserve land.
Third, both cities have incorporated sustainability principles into their municipal planning
documents making them useful cases for better understanding local sustainability initiatives.
Finally, specific research questions for this study were incorporated into the question schedule of
both these communities prior to interviewing. This increased the likelihood that respondents

would discuss their perspectives on sustainability in the interviews.

While the two case studies are similar in many ways, they have several important differences.
First, with respect to growth, Airdrie is capable of accommodating growth by annexing land from
the neighbouring Municipal District of Rockyview. The Township of Langley, on the other hand,
is severely limited in the extent it can accommodate outward growth. It faces extreme
development pressure due to geography, political boundaries, proximity to the US border and the
agricultural land reserve (ALR). Second, development in Airdrie generally occurs in a contiguous
manner outward as farmland 1s converted to urban uses. In Langley, however, growth occurs in

and around urban nodes located throughout the municipal district.
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4.1 Airdrie, AB

Airdrie is among the fastest growing municipalities in Canada. According to the 2010 municipal
census, the population of Airdrie is 39,882 and is forecast to rise to over 47,000 by 2013 (City of
Airdrie, 2010a). Strong economic growth in Alberta and the Calgary Region has driven a rapid
increase in population in recent years that can be seen in the numerous developments occurring
around almost every edge of the city. While most residential development has been low-density
and conventional in form, newer developments are increasingly incorporating varied housing
types and higher densities. Airdrie has adopted a growth strategy that emphasizes sustainability,

smart growth and sustainable development.

AIRDRIE CALGARY

@® Single-detached houses ® Semi-detached houses
@ Row-houses Apartments and duplexes
@ Apartments in buildings less than five storeys @® Other
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4.1.1 Municipal Policy

The primary planning document guiding development in Airdrie is the Airdrie City Plan, its
provincially mandated municipal development plan (MDP). This plan sets out a growth
management strategy that incorporates concepts of sustainability and sustainable development.
Specifically, the growth strategy refers to the “triple-bottom line” of social well-being,
environmental responsibility and fiscal accountability, the three domains of sustainability. It
characterizes its growth management approach as one that “responds to the needs of today’s

generation without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their needs” (City of

Airdrie, 2009: 5).

With respect to residential development, the MDP contains several policies aimed at ensuring

that new developments are “more sustainable”. Those principles of importance are:

*Residential land uses shall achieve a minimum density of 7.0 units per net developable
acre within all new Neighbourhood Structure Plan areas.

*Ensuring a more compact urban form that more efficiently utilizes land and
infrastructure.

*Creating areas of higher residential density to take advantage of alternate modes of
transportation (i.e. walking, cycling, transit, etc.) and thus reducing the reliance on the
private automobile. (City of Airdrie, 2009: 2-1.1)
In addition to these policies, the MDP encourages high-density development to locate in

proximity to commercial uses, institutions, parks and open space (2-1.15).

Overall, the Airdrie MDP expresses a vision for the municipality that clearly associates higher-
density urban form with sustainability. Policies such as minimum density targets are important
land use tools that the municipality is using to achieve sustainable development and ultimately,

from its understanding, a more sustainable urban form.
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4.2 Township of Langley

Located 40km east of Vancouver, the Township of Langley is one of Metro Vancouver’s fastest
growing municipalities. It had a population of 93,726 in 2006 and an estimated population of
104,000 in 2010 (Township of Langley, 2010a). This represents growth of approximately 11% in

this four-year period.

Development in the Township is focused in urban nodes that are surrounded by large areas of
agricultural land. Established in the 1970s in order to protect important agricultural land from
development, the agricultural land reserve (ALR) is a special land use zone that restricts non-
agricultural land uses. Approximately 75% of the total land base in the Township is ALR leaving
the remaining 25% of land for urban development. In light of a limited land base and high-
growth, the municipality has adopted principles of smart growth promoting high-densities,

mixed-use nodes and varied housing types.

TOWNSHIP OF LANGLEY SURREY

@ Single-detached houses ® Semi-detached houses
@ Row-houses Apartments and duplexes
©® Apartments in buildings less than five storeys ® Other
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4.2.1 Municipal Policy

The Township of Langley’s Official Community Plan (OCP) is the primary planning policy
document that guides development in the municipality. This plan conforms to the larger Livable
Region Strategic Plan that, among its priorities, includes strategies for a compact metropolitan
area. Unlike Alberta, which only recently moved toward regional planning, British Columbia has
a longer history of regional districts. The Lower Mainland is divided into two such districts with
the Township of Langley being part of the Greater Vancouver Regional District (GVRD). The
OCP, therefore, includes specific policies that are aimed to meet broader regional goals. Among
the OCP’s cited principles 1s that new communities should include a mix of housing types (single
detached, duplex, townhouse, apartment) and a variety of densities (Township of Langley, 2010b:
4.2).

In addition to providing a range of housing mix and densities, the OCP states that higher density
housing should be located near commercial, recreational and education facilities. It recognizes
that providing high-density development contributes to municipal goals of creating more

sustainable communities. Specifically, it states:

It is recognized that the provision of high density development:

is consistent with overall Township objectives of creating a sustainable community;

[...]

better utilizes municipal infrastructure and resources by building at more efficient and
sustainable higher densities. (Township of Langley, 2010b: 4.2.1)

In 2008 Langley’s council adopted the city’s Sustainability Charter that is meant to provide a
broad policy framework to guide decision making in the Township. The charter uses strong
sustainability language and “presents a vision of the community that meets the social, cultural,
economic, and environmental needs of current residents while ensuring that those needs can
continue to be met for future residents” (Township of Langley, 2008: 2). Among the economic
goals is that the Township develop livable and vibrant communities. One objective focuses on

creating compact urban form and mixed neighbourhoods (Township of Langley, 2008: 5).

18



Taken together, high-level policy in the Township of Langley demonstrates a commitment to
becoming a more sustainable community by implementing policy objectives that include high
density urban form. While the GVRD sets larger regional goals through the Livable Region
Strategic Plan, adopting the Sustainability Charter highlights the municipality’s desire to take a

proactive position toward enacting change.
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5.0 Interview Results

Through data analysis, five major themes relating to sustainability and residential density
emerged. Some themes were expected while others were not. Each revealed insights into trends,
similarities, and differences in the sample. The following section looks at these themes. It begins
by discussing how the various practitioners understand sustainability generally in the target
communities. It then discusses the relationship of density to sustainability initiatives and the
efliciency of service provision and housing mix. This is followed by a discussion of livability and

densities with a focus on Langley.

5.1 Conceptualizing Sustainability

As several interview questions were structured specifically to address the research focus,
respondents frequently made reference to the concept of sustainability. Their responses
reinforced the idea of sustainability as a contested term (Connolly, 2007; Hopwood et al., 2005)

and one that is not uniformly defined amongst practitioners or municipalities and organizations.

Of the three categories of practitioners examined here, elected officials and planners generally
emphasized a holistic definition of sustainability and the need to balance its three domains

(environment, social and economy). As an elected official from Airdrie indicated:

“Sustainability is not interchangeable with environmental. It has got to be fully
sustainable. [...] So it's sustainable on the level of the human factors, on the
environment, and certainly on the fiscal side. That is what is really important with

b3

us.

Achieving a balance between the three aspects of sustainability was particularly important
among planners and elected officials. In discussing Langley’s Sustainability Charter, for example,

one Langley planner stated that:

“The Charter is also one way of demonstrating how balanced we are in terms of the
three aspects of sustainability. Because sometimes we put a lot of focus on the
economic side and then we are not putting as much attention to the other side.”

20



This planner went on to further explain:

“But I think the most important thing about sustainability is this balance of the three
aspects. From the developer’s perspective, obviously, the most important perspective 1is
the economic. But we want to develop a list where developers can actually see things
from the three aspects, and try to balance the three aspects.”

These statements indicate the importance the concept of ‘balance’ plays in framing sustainability
discourse for elected officials and planners. Achieving the proper balance between the three
aspects of sustainability was a goal that the two categories of respondents shared in both
communities. Encapsulated in the concept of ‘balance’ was the idea of trade-offs between
sustainability’s various aspects. An emphasis on economic sustainability, for example, adversely
affected the environmental and social domains. This suggests a “zero-sum” understanding of

sustainability on the part of these practitioners.

Unsurprisingly, developers were concerned with the profitability of new developments and
defined sustainability as such. One Airdrie developer, for example, stated that is was the “end

user” who defined sustainability thus emphasizing commercial viability as most important:

“We've done sustainable development in Calgary for the last 15 years. That's what we
do. This is what people want. So we deliver what people want. Not what the
theoretical planners downtown want. We deliver what the customers want, the
homeowners want. And so that is what we do. And that has been sustainable for the
last 100 years and going. [...] So that is our definition of sustainable. Not some
theory about units per acre or densities or those types of things.”

This particular developer suggests a gap between planning theory and development reality.
Developers continuously adjust their business models to meet consumers’ preferences and
described their frustration with theory-based regulations that often require new developments
meet specific density targets or other planning objectives. In many cases, developers argued that
the market conditions would not support the kinds of development that planning theory
demands. One developer from Airdrie, referring to development in Calgary, characterized it like

this:

“...with the City of Calgary, the planning department is so focused on densities and
their Plan It initiatives and some of their other planning goals and vision that they are
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focused on that today when today really can't address some of those needs. And
Calgary will grow into some of those initiatives but they want it in 2010. And 2010 is
not producing a market that will accept that. And that is where Airdrie hasn't gotten
out of control that way. But others would say they are not nearly as aggressive with
some of those policies and concepts.”

This developer accepted conventional planning understandings of sustainability but noted that
implementation strategies such as smart growth or new urbanism required the “right market and
the right circumstances”. They cited concerns that developers couldn’t be expected to, “plough

[those ideas] into Airdrie and make it work.”

Echoing policy outlined in the planning documents from both municipalities, planners and
elected officials emphasized increasing densities in order to achieve more sustainable urban form.
This view was more pronounced in Airdrie than in Langley. For example, one elected official in
Airdrie stated: “One of the things is that we recognize in order to be sustainable, we have to

increase densities. We have to start driving much higher densities in this community.”

While the policy framework in Langley cites increasing densities as consistent with creating
sustainable communities (Township of Langley, 2010b: 4.2.1), planners described challenges to
higher density development. In particular, they indicated that high density could compromise
amenity provision and, as will be discussed, livability. A planner in Langley characterized it in the

following way:

“So there has been this trend or shift to a more compact community but I'm not
sure if we are getting the elements such as increased open space or amenity space to
support that. So I think that is a challenge for us. And through legislation we are
limited as to what we can require for open space. But there are other mechanisms
such as bonus density or what have you to try to achieve more open space or more
amenities in lieu of this increased density.”

5.2 Affordability

Whereas planners and elected officials emphasized the need for municipal policies to push for
higher densities, developers cited affordability as the primary factor influencing increasing

densities. Developers discussed hitting the consumer ‘price point’ as a key concern and objective
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in residential development and one of the reasons that many developers have moved toward
smaller lot sizes and higher density development. In line with an emphasis on the economic
aspect of sustainability, developers saw affordability as an important element of sustainability. As

one Airdrie developer indicated when asked about their view toward sustainability:

“Well, the lowest hanging answer for me of that is trying to find a way to keep it
affordable. Because costs are rising, and there’s upward price pressure on
everything. Cost increases. And you will reach a point where the single family
option has just become unaffordable for the average Joe worker.”

In both Airdrie and Langley, development charges, levies, requirements for open/amenity space,
and infrastructure standards (roads, pipes etc.) were viewed as negatively affecting affordability,
and by extension sustainability. Describing municipalities’ effectiveness in providing affordable

housing options, the same developer stated:

“But if a part of sustainability is affordability, they really give lip service to really
being seriously interested in providing any sort of affordable housing. [...]

They have symposiums set up and think tanks and all kinds of people getting
together. This is a ludicrous example. I sat in on a council meeting in the City of
Kelowna where they debated affordable housing and all the initiatives they could
do, and how they can tag multi-family developments with a certain percentage of
the units had to be at this price level. They must have spent an hour and a half
debating affordable housing. The next item on the agenda was their DCCs. And
they talked about it for about four seconds, and raised their development cost
charges by $15,000 a door. Like go figure. It's just lip service to try to provide
affordable housing. Would you allow manufactured housing to come in? Would the
City of Airdrie allow you to zone a quarter section to bring in manufactured
housing so you could do a rental trailer park? Are you kidding? The people of
Airdrie would revolt. You can't have that. And yet that might very well be a very
true affordable, sustainable opportunity.”

In Langley, developers expressed similar concerns regarding their ability to meet municipal

requirements and regulations while at the same time providing an affordable product:

“Let’s just say that this municipality is now focusing on affordable and accessible
housing as their new objective. We’ve gone through parks and open space, riparian
areas, storm and silt management, detention, child friendly play areas. The stack of
objectives we are trying to meet on each project is incredible. And there has never
been a reconciliation of all those values against delivering affordable product.”
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One planner in Langley highlighted some of the challenges the municipality is facing in creating

more sustainable and livable communities while keeping house prices low:

“So how do we attract people to get into these units, to have enough amenities for
people? We will have more public space, greenways, small parkettes, squares and
things like that. So that is the other side of balancing the equation. We have to up
the urban amenities. So who is going to pay for them? The developers. But
eventually who 1is going to pay for them? The buyers. And in this region here we are
struggling with the concept of affordability. So we are jamming more people here
and they will be paying for all these amenities, but can they afford it?

Developers saw the need to provide an affordable product and increasing development costs as
the primary factor pushing higher densities in the communities. One Airdrie developer, for

example, stated:

“I think the density will grow out in Airdrie as affordability is lost. So in time, you'll
see more higher density projects out there which is a long way from where Airdrie
was even five years ago.”

Similarly, in response to the high cost of land in the lower mainland, one Langley developer

indicated:

“There is a lot of single family, and right now we can’t compete with the single
family that 1s available up there. Price points are high in Murrayville, but our land
costs are so high that we couldn’t deliver a single family home, even with new, you
know, the quality of buying new, we don’t think that is really going to make the
difference. The lots out there are large, the houses are small, and people can get
themselves into a home pretty reasonably. If $600,000 is reasonable. So we’re doing
a townhome product there in part because there haven’t been townhomes in the
marketplace for a long time. We think there probably is demand for ground-
oriented, affordable program.”

Developers’ emphasis on affordability as the primary influence on increasing densities suggests
that land economics plays a larger role than many planners or elected officials believe. Developer
discourse surrounding affordability and density indicates that municipalities play a large role in
influencing the final cost of housing and thus what kinds of housing are produced. Simply put, in
order to create reasonably priced market housing, developers are focusing on product that is

smaller and more dense.
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5.3 Housing Mix

In both communities respondents discussed the relationship between residential density and
housing mix. Planners and developers from both Airdrie and Langley responded similarly within
their category of practitioner One elected official from Airdrie discussed housing mix but elected

officials in Langley did not.

Planners in both municipalities associated higher densities with greater housing mix. By requiring
developers to develop at higher densities, planners believed that new communities would have a

more diverse urban form. A planner from Langley discussed the relationship in this way:

“[...] we always look at trying to create a variety of different housing types. We
always look at that. Whether it's single family, look at the densities. We don't have
any assisted type of housing. None of that yet. Who knows, it may come. One step
at a time. But we certainly do attempt to get a variety of housing types and a
variety of densities because the densities are going to dictate what those types are
going to be. Whether it's single level or 3-storey walk-up. Townhouses are very
popular as a 3-storey walk-up right now.”

Planners suggested that increasing density requirements would force developers to create higher
density housing such as multi-family to make up for lower density single-family. This was true of
planners in both municipalities. A planner from Airdrie described townhouse, apartment/condo

developments as “picking up [the] density” and “allowing the single family large lot homes”.

Although they understood a positive relationship between density and housing mix, planners
from the two communities discussed it in slightly different ways due to different policy contexts.
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