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tain itself ecologically with an ever-larger popula-
tion using more and more natural resources. Each
region’s natural systems can withstand only a
certain level of human intervention and abuse
without one or more parts collapsing. The Golden
Horseshoe – that huge regional city curving
around the western end of Lake Ontario and fan-
ning inland – is rapidly reaching its ecological
limits to growth. Some may say it has already
exceeded it. The strains are being felt already in
reduced greenspaces, traffic gridlock, unhealthy
air quality from motor vehicle and industrial
emissions, and polluted beaches from overloaded
sewage systems.

To adapt to the changes and choices in our
society that come with population growth,

We must keep a distinct boundary between
urban and rural areas to maintain the health of
both, since each depends on the other.We all need
the food that farmers grow, while farmers need the
farm equipment and other goods that are manu-
factured in cities and towns. Wherever we live, we
all benefit from the “green services” – clean air,
clean water, woodlands and wetlands – that both
urban and rural natural areas provide. If we are to
have any natural areas and farmlands left for the
future, then we simply must grow smarter.

This community guide is about solutions to
the loss of natural areas caused by rampant
urban sprawl. When Ontario’s cities and
towns grow in the future, they must grow
smarter. If we don’t do enough to protect
nature, what will the experience of Ontario’s
natural world be like for our great-grandchil-
dren and those who come after them?

We need to plan our urban areas in the
smartest possible ways through urban intensifi-
cation and compact urban design, while still leav-
ing room for protecting nature within our towns
and cities. If we do not plan smarter, there will
come a time when our environment cannot sus-

FOREWORD

Ninety-one percent of Ontarians – that’s 9.1 million people – live in urban

areas, defined by Statistics Canada as communities with populations of at least

10,000. The urban numbers will increase further as the population of Ontario rises by

about 2.5 million over the next 20 years to reach 13.9 million.

ONTARIO
POPULATION
(2001 census)
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millions
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Ontarians need to be sufficiently prepared with
information and options, not only by the work of
organizations such as Ontario Nature, but also by
governments. This is a role for all levels of gov-
ernment – to educate and engage the public on
issues of community planning and development.
Since smart communities depend on the partici-
pation of residents, governments have a respon-
sibility to ensure that the public are well informed
and have ample opportunity to provide input into
how their communities will grow smarter.

Creating a smart future for Ontario to protect
nature is all about the choices that we make as a
society. It’s about changing our way of thinking
about our communities – what shape they take,
how we travel around in them, and how we inter-
act with people and with nature in them. The
authors of the groundbreaking book, The Limits
to Growth, published 30 years ago, put it well:
“As soon as society recognizes that it cannot
maximize everything for everyone, it must begin

to make choices. Should there be more people or
more wealth, more wilderness or more automo-
biles, more food for the poor or more services for
the rich?  Establishing the societal answers to
questions like these and translating those
answers into policy is the essence of the political
process.” In the end, a sustainable society will
need to balance a clean and healthy environment
with a strong economy for today’s vibrant com-
munities and for future generations. This will
mean more compact urban areas and a greener
countryside.

Ontario Nature - Federation of Ontario
Naturalists hopes this community guide will
help you grapple with the choices that need to be
made to create a healthy, ecologically sustainable
future for your community. The book is packed
with practical information for you to use and
share with others about how to protect nature
and curb urban sprawl. Let’s work together to
create a smarter future for Ontario!
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Ontario Nature - Federation of Ontario Naturalists has a
proud, 74-year history of putting nature first as we work for a

better Ontario. Key to our work in nature conservation has been
our involvement in pressing for land-use planning legislation and
policies that better protect Ontario’s woodlands, wetlands, other
precious natural features, and wildlife. This smart community
guide is key to our work in planning for nature protection.
Ontarians can help nature best when we plan our cities and towns
smarter so that we protect nature within urban areas and do not
allow sprawl into the countryside to jeopardize Ontario’s rural nat-
ural areas.

This community guide provides information, ideas, tools and strategies
for anyone interested in working to protect nature and curb urban sprawl
in Ontario. Although the guide is Ontario-specific in terms of understand-
ing and participating in a smarter future, much of the information here
may be useful in other parts of Canada and beyond. 

The guide is written with the typical Ontario community group and resi-
dent in mind. Community groups differ in their levels of experience and
skills in organizing and advocacy. This guide is meant to fill in the gaps by
walking the reader through the A to Z of becoming an effective advocate
for nature and smart communities. Although no single guidebook can
cover all the available information and ideas on smart growth, we have
done our best to make ours as comprehensive as possible and to provide
ample references for further reading.

Each chapter can be read on its own or in sequence as part of the whole
book. If, for example, you are already familiar with urban sprawl
(Chapter 1) and the features of smart growth (Chapter 2), you may want
to jump right to Ontario Nature’s vision for a smarter Ontario (Chapter 3),
our smart community toolbox (Chapter 4), and our action timeline for a
smarter Ontario (Chapter 5). If, on the other hand, you are already a well-
organized community group that is taking on smart growth as a new com-
munity project, you may not need to read about community organizing
(Chapter 6).

For those wishing to do more research, most of the references supplied
at the back of the book are available on the Internet. However, other
information sources are provided, which may be available in libraries and
bookstores. 

Here’s how this community guide works:

• Chapter 1 outlines the problem of urban sprawl and its
social, environmental and economic consequences. This and
subsequent chapters have sprawl-related statistics that may
be useful to advocates for smart communities. 

• Chapter 2 describes the smart-growth solution to urban
sprawl, including definitions of smart growth, a set of smart-
growth principles, and case examples.

• Chapter 3 presents Ontario Nature’s vision for a smarter
Ontario.

• Chapter 4 is our smart-growth toolbox, giving the reader 32
practical ways to make smart communities happen, from
using the land-use planning system to forming a land trust
to seeking reform of tax laws. 

• Chapter 5 contains Ontario Nature’s recommendations for a
smarter Ontario action timeline.

• Chapter 6 is about organizing your community for smart
growth, from collecting the information you need to writing
a news release and holding a news conference, to fostering
good relationships with elected officials and the business
community.

• Chapter 7 concludes with inspiration, urging you to use the
information in the guide to become smart-growth advocates
in your own communities as well as at the provincial level. 

• Glossary: Here you will find definitions of words used in the
text and a few more you may encounter elsewhere in your
reading.

• References and Resources: Here we list sources of informa-
tion on urban sprawl and smart growth, as well as contact
information for resource groups and agencies. Wherever we
refer in this guide to a specific report or book, you will find
it listed in the references section.

HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE



Ask anyone who grew up at the edge of an Ontario city or town
what it used to look like 20 years ago – and what it looks like

now. Places where children used to ride bikes beside farm fields
or hike in forests or along quiet streams are now paved over with
highways, malls, industries and housing. We can’t grow on like
this! There are smarter ways to grow – better for nature and bet-
ter for people.

Ontario’s population is projected to grow by 3.8 million (33.4 percent) to
15.4 million over the next 30 years. The fastest-growing region will be the
Greater Toronto Area (GTA), expected to grow to 7.5 million in 30 years,
or 49 percent of the entire provincial population. Those parts of south-
central Ontario fanning out from the GTA – Niagara and Waterloo
Regions, Hamilton, Guelph, Barrie – will experience above-average pop-
ulation growth.

Where will all the people go and still leave room for nature and for farms?
The status quo – rampant urban sprawl – is simply not an option.  All
Ontarians’ quality of life –  rural and urban – will suffer unless we grow
smarter. We must maintain and even enhance the quality of life in our
cities, towns and villages because it’s essential for attracting the global
investment and therefore retaining the international competitiveness that
will drive Ontario’s economic growth in the twenty-first century.  

But what exactly do we mean by sprawl, and what problems does it bring?

DEFINING URBAN SPRAWL

The Canadian Urban Institute provides one definition: “Urban sprawl
refers to new development consuming land at a faster rate than the rate
at which the population is growing.”  In other words, sprawl occurs
when more urban land is being used per person, combined with the
fact that the population itself is steadily increasing in cities and towns.
The Green Door Alliance, a community environmental group in the
Toronto area, offers a more descriptive definition: “Urban sprawl is
low-density development ... which separates where people live from
where they shop, work and recreate – thus requiring cars to travel
between zones.” Both these definitions are correct  – and complemen-

tary. These are but two of many definitions of sprawl.
Typically, sprawl is characterized by detached homes, low-density indus-
trial parks, big-box stores and shopping malls spilling beyond existing
urban borders onto farmland and into natural areas such as woodlands
and wetlands, and supported by expansive road networks. Population
density in sprawl areas is usually too low to support public transit, and
homes are so far from stores and other services that people use their cars
more and more for daily chores – the car is king.   Sprawl reduces the
quality of life in cities and towns. It is a high quality of life that keeps our
urban areas vibrant and globally competitive.  

Ontario Nature characterizes sprawl as a loss of natural areas and pro-
ductive farmland to urban development instead of using land and re-using
buildings within existing cities, towns and villages to meet growth needs.

Read Ontario Nature’s 2001 colour four-pager on urban sprawl
and smart growth and our 2003 colour Get Smart! broadsheet 
to learn how you can seek reform of policies that encourage
sprawl. You will find them on our website at
www.ontarionature.org.

Over the past five years, Ontario Nature’s community canvass team has
engaged thousands of people throughout south-central Ontario in a dia-
logue at their doorsteps about urban sprawl. We have given out thousands
of copies of our sprawl publications and encouraged people to write their
governments in support of smarter laws and policies. Too often, we have
heard a lament for a favourite old woodlot or creek, now lost to a subdi-
vision, industrial park or shopping mall.

For many Ontarians, urban sprawl has become a highly charged and crit-
ical issue, as the enormous loss of valuable and irreplaceable natural
areas and agricultural land to urbanization in many parts of the province
becomes increasingly evident. The threats that sprawl causes to air and
water quality as well as to biodiversity are emerging and very real. As is
the case in the United States, a major public backlash against sprawl has
begun in much of southern Canada over the past five years. More and
more communities, governments, urban designers, land-use planners and
developers are promoting smart growth. 
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A BIT OF HISTORY

Let’s look back at how we got to where we are today. It may come as a sur-
prise to North American urbanites to learn that sprawl is a relatively
recent phenomenon. It began after World War II, with the advent of mass-
produced, affordable cars and a burgeoning middle class seeking securi-
ty and social status. With the transportation freedom offered by the auto-
mobile, the United States middle class began abandoning their inner cities
in the early 1950s in favour of rapidly expanding suburbs. At the same
time, U.S. car manufacturers began actively to purchase and then dis-
mantle many existing streetcar and rail operations, all the while lobbying
for more road-building in their place. In the United States particularly,
class and racial factors played a large role: the sprawling suburbs
appealed to white, middle-class Americans seeking a change from the cul-
turally diverse city centres. As a result of middle-class flight to the sub-
urbs, downtowns deteriorated and investment in infrastructure was large-
ly diverted to the rapidly growing urban edges. 

In Canada, by contrast, the cores of our large cities have remained vibrant
centres where people live, work and play. They have not suffered the hol-
lowed-out “doughnut effect” of many major U.S. cities.  Still, some medi-
um-sized and small communities in Ontario have seen their downtowns
decline because of sprawling retail and residential development at the
urban fringe. In addition, dwindling federal and provincial transfer pay-
ments to municipalities over the past decade have led to deteriorating
urban infrastructure, particularly in the areas of affordable housing and
public transit. 

Canadians are now realizing that our cities have lost ground in their qual-
ity of life and environmental health, particularly in comparison to some
rapidly improving U.S. cities. There is a growing consensus amongst busi-
ness and community leaders that our urban areas are deteriorating
because of insufficient government commitment to combatting sprawl and
promoting urban renewal. Senior levels of government – Ottawa and
Queen’s Park – do not seem to fully appreciate the fact that 91 percent of
Ontarians live in urban areas and that the urgent needs of urban areas
must be met. (At press time in early 2005, there are signs that both the

9

Urban Sprawl Costs Us All

Since the 1950s, our communities have been built more for moving
cars and trucks around than for moving people. At present, up to half
the land in urban areas is used for transportation (mostly cars) and
parking. The number of automobiles on Canadian roads has more than
doubled in the past 20 years and continues to grow. The Canadian
Urban Transit Association notes that road capacity increased about 7
percent during the same period, leading inevitably to increased traffic
congestion. The average number of vehicle-kilometres travelled per
person has been growing since the 1940s and shows no signs of slow-
ing. 

Over the next ten years, the Ontario government will commit bil-
lions to renew and expand the highway system. Only in 2005 will some
provincial tax revenue start to flow to Ontario municipalities for public
transit. Calgary, Edmonton, Montreal and Vancouver use these rev-
enues to help pay for transit and roads. Toronto is the only major North
American city that funds almost 80 percent of its pub-
lic transit operating costs out of the fare box. With the
federal government’s February 2005 announcement of
the details for making federal gas tax revenue
available to municipalities for environmentally 
sustainable infrastructure such as transit, the overall
transit picture may brighten.

For a reality check, let’s look at Europe: In
Stockholm, Sweden, 70 percent of peak-hour trips
are on public transit. In Helsinki, Finland, 55 
percent of all trips are made by transit, walking or
bicycling. In Copenhagen, Denmark, 34 percent of
commuters ride bicycles.

Too Many Cars, Not Enough Transit

According to
Statistics Canada,
vehicles consum-
ing fossil fuels
produce approxi-
mately 27 percent
of all greenhouse
gases emitted in
Canada.
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federal and Ontario governments are prepared to participate more fully in
the urban agenda, particularly with much-needed funding for urban serv-
ices.)

Sprawl is very expensive for taxpayers because of the extra kilometres of
concrete and asphalt that are poured for new roads and the pipelines that
must be laid for new sewer and water services. Ontario was well on its way
to planning for smart growth with the early 1990s work of the provincial-
ly appointed Commission on Planning and Development Reform in
Ontario (known also as the Sewell Commission). The commission made
sweeping and progressive recommendations that found their way into a
significantly improved Planning Act and accompanying set of provincial
planning policies. However, the new laws and policies resulting from the
commission’s groundbreaking work disappeared in 1996.

WHY DOES SPRAWL CONTINUE?

Sprawl at the edges of Ontario cities and towns is influenced by high
downtown housing prices and a lack of affordable alternatives (owner-
occupied, rental, cooperative, and public housing) within existing urban
borders. This forces many home-seekers into the outer suburbs where
homes are often much cheaper. Others are attracted to the suburbs
because of the larger homes with larger yards. A very real and pressing
lack of housing choices contradicts the assertion of many in the develop-
ment industry that they are simply satisfying market demand which, they
say, is largely for detached housing at the urban edge. At the same time,
there are some forward-thinking developers building compact, smart
housing that finds a ready market.  In some communities, a “not in my
backyard” (NIMBY) attitude on the part of residents has blocked much-
needed affordable housing, further worsening the housing crunch.

Most developers love sprawl! With low farm-commodity prices on inter-
national markets, farmers often feel they have no option but to sell their
land and lease it back from speculators/developers. Building on farmland
and other previously undeveloped rural  greenspace –  called “green-
field” development – is highly convenient and profitable. 

Greenfield development is attractive to developers not only because of
how cheap and easy it is but also because of the difficulties and expense
associated with infill development and “brownfield” redevelopment with-
in cities. Developers wishing to build within existing communities often
encounter resistance from residents concerned about higher densities
and about taller buildings blocking their access to the sun. In Toronto the
controversy over a developer’s infill application for two condominium
towers at the Yonge-Eglinton transit node, approved by the Ontario
Municipal Board (OMB), is one example. The drawback to brownfield
redevelopment has been the high cost of cleaning up decades of toxic
chemical accumulations that have permeated the soils on former urban
industrial lands, as well as the potential for future liability. Given these

problems with urban sites, many builders find it cheaper and faster to buy
land at the urban edge at speculative prices and pay for the required new
infrastructure and services.

MUNICIPAL APPROACHES TO SPRAWL

Ontario municipalities show great diversity in their approaches to manag-
ing urban growth. While some cities and towns are eager to control
sprawl, others suggest that sprawl, by attracting more property-taxpaying
residents and businesses, is necessary to maintain their economic viabil-
ity, since they have been starved of other revenues by the downloading of
responsibilities in recent years by the provincial and federal governments.
Other municipalities complain that their powers to control sprawl have
been severely limited by provincial government policies and by the OMB.
The OMB is a Cabinet-appointed hearing panel that rules on appeals of
municipal land-use planning decisions. Critics charge that from its origins
as a forum for residents’ appeals of usually small-scale land-use planning
matters, the OMB has evolved into a developer-friendly board where the
expenses involved and the court-like adversarial approach put residents’
groups and, in some cases, municipal councils at a serious disadvantage.

Municipal councils are often hesitant to reject developers’ applications
for fear that the developer will appeal a negative decision to the OMB,
causing great expense to the municipality. The provincial government has
also been criticized for sprawl-inducing land-use planning policies (see
Tool 2, Chapter 4) and financing strategies that promote and even subsi-
dize urban sprawl. 

In addition, the general lack of inter-regional planning in Ontario has hurt
our capacity to grow in a sensible and environmentally sustainable man-
ner. Planning decisions are often made on a municipality-by-municipality
basis with no view to broad, ecosystem-based planning (see Tool 9,
Chapter 4) that would conserve greenspace and prime farmland, and
direct growth to existing urban areas. Without a regional basis for plan-
ning, it is difficult for a single municipality to implement higher housing
densities, for example, since that might put it at a competitive disadvan-
tage compared to a neighbouring municipality. Regional planning is
equally critical for the building of more cost-effective and efficient infra-
structure (roads, sewers, water lines) and for the establishment of effec-
tive transportation and greenlands systems, all of which cross municipal
boundaries. 

Coordination of urban developments at the regional level would be far
more cost-effective. Current land-use planning in Ontario has been
likened to building a house on a room-by-room basis, each room planned
independently, with its own electricity system, its own water system, its
own heating system. Clearly this is not a smart or efficient way to build a
house – or a region. 

10
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THE COSTS OF SPRAWL

The costs to communities of urban sprawl far outweigh any perceived
benefits.

• Wildlife Habitat and Greenspace Loss: The reach of urban sprawl
into rural natural areas such as woodlands and wetlands
ranks as one of the primary forms of wildlife habitat loss.
With the blessing of some municipal councils, some develop-
ers bulldoze and fill wetlands, cut down forests, and pave
over farmland, prairies and grasslands. In the process they
destroy habitat for numerous species of plants and animals.
Some of these are species that are species at risk (i.e.,rare,
vulnerable, threatened or endangered). Loss of habitat leads
to the decline of a species’ abundance, which reduces the
genetic diversity within that species. 

In southern Ontario, less than 30 percent of the total area of
woodlands that existed before European settlement remains
today, and almost all of that has been disturbed by human
activity in some way. Only 0.07 percent  of southern Ontario’s
original “old-growth” forest – those stands of trees over 120
years old – still exists. Of the total area of southern Ontario’s
pre-settlement wetlands, only 30 percent remains today. For
many of the woodlands and wetlands that still exist, the pri-
mary threat is urban sprawl. Over 80 percent of threatened or
endangered plant species are at risk primarily through habi-

tat destruction from human activity such as the cutting of
woodlands and draining of wetlands to expand urban areas. 

Woodlands, wetlands and other natural areas (green infra-
structure) are critical to human and environmental well-
being. They provide oxygen, reduce global warming, filter
pollutants out of air and water, and enrich Ontario’s biodi-
versity by providing specialized habitats for plants and ani-
mals. There are compelling economic reasons for conserving
natural habitats (see box, next page). 

Rural greenspace provides recreational opportunities not
available in cities and towns and, for many people, represents
an escape from the stresses of modern urban life. Access to
greenspace near urban areas can be a valuable part of a
child’s physical and psychological development and an
adult’s peace of mind. 

• Wildlife Habitat Fragmentation: Roads, power lines, subdivisions
and pipelines often cut through natural areas, thereby frag-
menting wildlife habitat and altering wildlife movement pat-
terns. The fragmentation of a large forest into smaller patch-
es disrupts ecological processes and reduces the availability
of habitat for some species. Some forest fragments are too
small to maintain viable breeding populations of certain
wildlife species, especially bird species that require forest
interior habitat (i.e., nowhere near the forest edge).
Ecological changes resulting from fragmentation include

11
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Industrial Sprawl
Sprawl is not just about houses. Look at the outskirts of almost any Ontario town or city, and you will see hectares and hectares of single-
storey, low-density industrial parks surrounded by large parking lots. This is sprawl every bit as much as low-density housing built on
greenfields. There is no reason why light industrial and commercial land uses cannot grow up instead of out, by adding more storeys
instead of more hectares. Industrial sprawl has happened because land at the urban edge is cheaper. Property taxes further complicate
the picture. Tax incentives are needed to make already-established urban industrial locations more attractive than greenfields.

Canada’s Commitment to Conserving Biodiversity

At the United Nations Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro in 1992,
Canada signed the Convention on Biological Diversity. In 1995,
Ottawa issued Canada’s Response to the Convention on Biological
Diversity. That document includes the following directive: 

“Use a variety of planning and approval mechanisms that pro-
vide for meaningful public and stakeholder participation to pre-
vent or reduce negative impacts on biodiversity that may arise
from human settlement activities.” This federal commitment
means that for a smarter Ontario future, we must use our land-use
planning system and other tools to protect Ontario’s biodiversity.
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introduction of invasive, exotic (non-native) species (e.g.,
dog-strangling vine, garlic mustard) and increased predation
and parasitism. Creating small, isolated forest patches can
also interfere with pollination, seed dispersal, wildlife migra-
tion and breeding. Ultimately, these changes can result in the
local loss of species. 

• Poor Air Quality: Automobile and truck travel increased by an
astounding 30 percent in the Greater Toronto Area between
1986 and 1996. Urban sprawl contributes to poorer air quali-
ty by encouraging more automobile use, thereby adding more
air pollutants such as carbon monoxide, carbon dioxide,
ground-level ozone, sulphur dioxide, nitrogen oxides, volatile
organic carbons (VOCs) and microscopic particles. These
pollutants can inhibit plant growth, create smog and acid
rain, contribute to global warming, and cause serious human
health problems. 

In 2004, southern Ontario suffered through 20 smog advisory
days, which usually occur at high temperatures. Smog is not
necessarily worse within cities and towns, since it is created
from pollutants that can travel hundreds of kilometres. When
smog levels rise, the number of visits to doctors by people
with respiratory problems increases. Hospital admissions of
people in respiratory distress (e.g., from asthma and bron-
chitis) also increase. Air pollution levels much lower than
those currently used by governments to declare smog alerts
can be dangerous to human health. In some Canadian cities,
more than one child in 10 under the age of five suffers from
asthma, an illness that until 30 years ago was considered
rare. The Ontario Medical Association estimates that 1,900
Ontarians die prematurely from air pollution each year. In
addition, it is now well recognized that global warming will

likely have devastating environmental impacts, including
severe storms, droughts, flooding, shifts in forest cover and
forest type, and changes in the viability of farmland.  

• Impacts on Water Quality and Quantity: Sprawl also has serious
impacts on water quality and quantity. With miles of roads,
parking lots and houses having paved over the countryside,
rainwater and snowmelt are unable to soak into the ground
and replenish the groundwater aquifers from which many
Ontarians draw their drinking water.

Instead, the water runs off into storm sewers and ultimately
into rivers and lakes. This extra water can dramatically
increase the rate of flow through wetlands and rivers, strip-
ping vegetation and destroying habitats along riverbanks. It
can also cause damaging floods downstream and lead to an
increase in water pollution from runoff contaminated with
lawn and garden chemicals, motor oil and road salt. These
pollutants can be absorbed by humans when we eat contam-
inated fish from affected water-bodies and when we drink
from contaminated surface water or groundwater sources. 

In addition, heavy rainstorms occurring in cities and towns
with inadequate systems for managing stormwater can cause
untreated human sewage to enter waterways (“combined
sewer overflow”).

Smart planning to protect water quality and quantity can be
achieved when the Ontario government fulfills its promise to
implement all 93 recommendations made by Mr. Justice
Dennis O’Connor in the second part of his Walkerton Inquiry
report, issued in May 2002. In it, Judge O’Connor concludes
that the only way to plan and implement safe drinking-water
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Habitat Loss Worries Ontarians

A July 2002 Environics poll commis-
sioned by the Sustainability Network
for the Federation of Ontario
Naturalists and other conservation
groups found that 74 percent of
Ontarians wanted natural areas to
be protected from urban sprawl
through provincial laws that must
be respected by developers.

Economic Reasons for Conserving Natural Areas

A group of environmental scientists and economists in the United Kingdom and the United
States has studied the economic value of the human benefits that protected natural areas
provide. Ecological “services” provided by wild habitats include not only climate regulation
and soil formation but also the ecologically sustainable harvest of wild species for food, fuel,
fibres and medications. The scientists and economists have found that the total cost of a
global nature reserve program on 15 percent of the land and 30 percent of the oceans is
about $45 billion (U.S.) per year. This global nature reserve network would ensure the deliv-
ery of goods and services with an annual value of between $4,400 billion and $5,200 billion.
In other words, the overall benefit:cost ratio of a global program for the conservation of
remaining wild nature is at least 100:1.

– Science, vol. 297, August 9, 2002, pp. 950-3 / www.sciencemag.org



systems across Ontario is to begin with good watershed plan-
ning, which will protect the sources of our water.

• Farmland Loss: Only 5 percent of Canada’s total land base is
classified as prime agricultural land (Canada Land Inventory
Classes 1–3), and Ontario has 51 percent of it, among the
best in the country. Before Environment Canada’s Lands
Directorate was disbanded in the early 1980s, it reported that
37 percent of all prime farmland in Canada could be seen
from Toronto’s CN Tower on a clear day.  Much of that per-
centage has since been paved over by sprawl, although the
actual numbers are unknown. 

Many Ontario farmers are highly critical of the lack of a fed-
eral agricultural policy. Canada has no comprehensive pack-
age of measures to encourage farmers to stay on the land and
to ensure that their products compete fairly in the global
marketplace.

Provincial tax and land-use policies combine to create finan-
cial pressures that propel farmers to sell land to speculators.
Low farm commodity prices in global markets often mean it
is far more profitable in the long term for farmers to sell their
land than to continue farming it.  In addition, thousands of
relatively small parcels of farmland are being severed off to

create rural residential development. Collectively, these
small lots contribute to the loss of hundreds of hectares of
productive agricultural land per year. 

The loss of agricultural land to urban sprawl means not only
the loss of fresh local food sources but also the loss of habitat
and species diversity, since farms include plant and animal
habitat in woodlots and hedgerows. The presence of farms on
the rural landscape provides benefits such as greenspace,
rural economic stability, and preservation of the traditional
rural way of life. However, farmers are understandably hesi-
tant to conserve natural areas on their farms without ade-
quate compensation of some kind.

• Community Impacts: Travel across most of southern Canada
and throughout the United States is now monotonous, with
cookie-cutter subdivisions and generic strip malls blurring
the distinction between one town and the next. Sprawl tends
to replace the unique features of a community with chain
stores, identical houses, fast-food outlets and big-box stores
with huge parking lots. Local residents are often astonished
about the projected pace of change in their communities,
particularly in southern Ontario, where many small-town
populations are expected to double or even triple over the
next 20-30 years. Residents of growing communities want to
be involved in how their cities and towns grow, and at what
pace. They want to retain the distinct character of their com-
munities.  

The impacts of this kind of hyper-growth on small-town cul-
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Urban Sprawl Costs Us All

The Economic Costs of Toronto-Area Sprawl

In January 1996, the report of the Greater Toronto Area Task Force, commissioned by a previous provincial government and chaired by
Anne Golden, was presented to then-premier Mike Harris. Among its findings were some significant differences in the cost of what it
called “spread” development versus that for “nodal/compact” development (or smart growth. The task force found that if the GTA aban-
doned its sprawling development pattern and moved to more compact, nodal development, the annual savings in building, operating and
maintaining infrastructure (roads, sewers and water networks) as well as savings related to air pollution, health care, policing and other
“external” costs would add up to $1 billion per year.

Ontarians Want Queen’s Park to Act on Sprawl

In a July 2002 Environics poll commissioned by the
Sustainability Network for the Federation of Ontario
Naturalists and other conservation groups, nearly one in two
Ontarians strongly agree that the provincial government is
not doing enough to stop urban sprawl.
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ture and lifestyle can be massive. Big-box stores at the urban
fringe often out-compete existing stores and drain economic
activity from the urban core. Service becomes impersonal-
ized as franchises replace family-run businesses. Residents
may lose their sense of community as their town’s population
swells dramatically. Since sprawl is so car-dependent, walk-
ing or cycling opportunities (and the chances they bring for
social interaction) diminish, while driving distances tend to
lengthen dramatically, along with air pollution. Long com-
mutes to and from work heighten psychological stress and
reduce leisure and family time. 

• Economic Costs: Sprawl may be profitable for developers but
quite the opposite for taxpayers. Property taxes and develop-
ment charges levied on sprawl properties do not begin to
cover all the costs.  Society as a whole bears sprawl costs
such as increased stress from longer commuting distances,
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Ontarians Want to Preserve Their Downtown Cores

In a July 2002 Environics poll commissioned by the
Sustainability Network for the Federation of Ontario Naturalists
and other conservation groups, over one-third of Ontarians were
very concerned that neighbourhoods and businesses in the
downtown cores of cities and towns are being hurt by the
spread of commercial strips and big-box stores in the suburbs.

Sprawl Isn’t Just about Cities

Communities of all sizes, not just cities and large towns, are sus-
ceptible to sprawl. When a small village expands outwards with
large residential lots eating up farmland, that is sprawl too.

impacts of car ownership on personal finances, and so on.

Sprawl also requires more infrastructure, since it takes more
roads, pipes, cables and wires to service these low-density
areas compared to more compact developments with the
same number of households. Other services such as waste
and recyclables collection, mail delivery and street cleaning
are more costly in low-density developments, while public
transit is impractical because the rider density needed to
support a transit service is just not there. More cars on the
roads driving greater distances is a recipe for traffic gridlock,
increasingly a problem in and near southern Ontario cities
and towns. The Toronto Board of Trade has estimated that
gridlock costs the Greater Toronto Area about $2 billion per
year in truck and delivery vehicle delays, a matter of great
concern in this era of global competition among city-regions. 
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By the 1970s the negative impacts of urban
sprawl in the United States had become apparent
to the public as well as to many elected officials,
thus setting the stage for the smart-growth solu-
tion. The state of Oregon is considered by many to
be the birthplace of smart growth, where the state
government had the foresight to establish the
country’s first urban growth boundaries in the mid
1970s. Fixed boundaries separating town and
country, urban growth boundaries forced Oregon
municipalities to protect surrounding farmland
and greenspace and to grow more efficiently,
making better use of land within their existing
borders. As an indication of the effectiveness of
urban growth boundaries in achieving smart
growth, the population of Portland increased by
31 percent between 1990 and 2000, while the
area within the urban growth boundary increased
in size by only 3 percent.

The Greater Portland Region has adopted a growth plan to the
year 2040 that promotes minimal expansion of the existing

urban growth boundary (although variances to the urban growth
boundary may be considered under state law); increased densities
in the city centre and along transit corridors; multi-modal trans-
portation options; and protection of neighbourhoods, parks and
other greenspaces. Today Portland is considered one of the most
livable U.S. cities, due to its vibrant city centre, clean environment,
and easy access to nearby natural areas.

FOR ONTARIO

CHAPTER 2

Curbing Sprawl with Smart Growth

Some Principles of Smart Growth

1.  Preserve greenspace, environmentally sensi-
tive areas, natural beauty and farmland.

2.  Undertake broad-scale planning for cities and
towns in adjacent regions and counties in a
way that integrates land-use and transporta-
tion planning for the entire area.

3.  Make full use of existing urban land and
infrastructure.

4.  Mix land uses (combining homes, stores,
offices and services in the same neighbour-
hood).

5.  Provide a variety of transportation choices,
with a major focus on public transit.

6.  Take advantage of innovative and compact
building design.

7.  Create a range of housing opportunities and
choices.

8.  Create neighbourhoods that invite walking
and bicycling.

9.  Foster distinctive, attractive communities
with a strong sense of place.

10. Direct urban development towards existing
communities, and ensure that all such devel-
opment is compact.

11.  Make development decisions predictable,
fair and cost effective.

12.  Encourage community collaboration in
development decisions.
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What a Smart Community Looks Like

Here are some basic principles for creating sustainable communities:

• Design and Scale: The basic planning unit of any community,
small or large, is still the neighbourhood. Even the largest
cities have to be planned on a human scale, which includes
social interaction, ease of mobility, access to goods and serv-
ices including transit, and a sense of community. A neigh-
bourhood can be defined as a five-minute walking distance
from a well-defined edge to a well-defined centre. This
amounts roughly to an area of 1.3 square kilometres (half a
square mile).

• Connectivity: Neighbourhoods should be connected to other
neighbourhoods and parts of neighbourhoods connected to
other each other through corridors and districts. Corridors
include streams, ravines, parks, natural areas, streets, rail-
road lines and footpaths. Districts are made up of several
streets with a specific theme or activity in common, such as
entertainment or business. It could be a neighbourhood ded-
icated to entertainment (theatres, cinemas, concert venues)
in which housing, shops and offices are also integrated. 

• Diversity: Similar to natural ecosystems, social systems
depend on diversity to ensure their overall health. In neigh-
bourhoods, a mix of uses and activities is essential to the
area’s economic and social well-being. This includes a mix of
stores and services near homes, with office space and public
services (schools, library, post office) nearby.  There is diver-
sity of housing types as well, with apartments, single-family
homes, duplexes and townhouses within a neighbourhood. 

• Attractiveness: Buildings should respect the aesthetics of pub-
lic space, namely the street and its shade trees.
Architectural design should match or improve the look of the
area, and architectural guidelines could suggest appropriate
exterior design features. Heritage buildings should be pre-
served wherever possible. 

• Networks: Streets are designed on a grid pattern to provide
the greatest number of travel routes from one part of the
neighbourhood to the other. This pattern improves overall
traffic flow and reduces stresses on main streets. The grid
should be modified by parks, squares, diagonals, T-intersec-
tions, roundabouts and other innovative designs. Cul-de-sacs
and other roads disconnected from the whole are strongly
discouraged. Preference should be given to civic buildings
(town halls, schools, libraries) on prime building sites with
high visibility and good access. 

– adapted from James Howard Kunstler, Home from Nowhere
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Other states jumped on board, each experimenting with its own mix of
smart-growth policies and programs. Beginning in 1993-94, the state of
Maryland (see box, page 20) took a notably different tack than Oregon,
using state funds for programs that would encourage but not require
smart growth. Some critics argue that these programs are too permis-
sive. A review of smart-growth practice in the U.S. would seem to indi-
cate that a mix of the mandatory, legislated approach and the incentive-
based approach is most successful. Urban growth boundaries can curb
sprawl, but additional support is required through other policies that
promote the same goals (see Chapter 4).  Smart-growth programs as
practised by Maryland can promote smarter growth, but legislated pro-
grams will ensure that municipalities grow smarter.

While it is necessary to accept the fact that the Ontario population will
grow, growth does not need to mean sprawl. The Federation of Ontario
Naturalists takes the position that smarter planning in Ontario, as we
describe it in this community guide, can help foster environmentally sus-
tainable communities and a healthy environment.

Smart growth has evolved into a broad mix of strategies to protect nature,
curb sprawl, and foster more livable communities. These strategies are
designed to protect the countryside by channelling new growth into exist-
ing cities and towns and by improving the quality of life there through
building communities rather than just subdivisions.  According to the
U.S.-based Smart Growth Network,  “The features that distinguish smart
growth in a community vary from place to place. In general, smart growth
invests time, attention, and resources in restoring community and vitality

to center cities and older suburbs. New smart growth is more town-cen-
tered, is transit and pedestrian-oriented, and has a greater mix of hous-
ing, commercial and retail uses. It also preserves open space and many
other environmental amenities.” 

Smart growth requires us to think regionally, going beyond the bound-
aries of individual municipalities, large and small. Smart growth inte-
grates the land-use and transportation priorities of city-regions. Smart
growth preserves the natural areas and farmlands that are the foundation
of Canada’s rich rural and natural heritage. 

Smart growth means that we do not locate various land uses – homes,
schools, workplaces, shopping areas, recreational lands, sports facilities
– at great distances from each other. We can often place these uses with-
in walking distance of each other. We can design attractive communities
that have a sense of their own identity and place. We can build the main
streets of yesteryear and encourage human interaction and recreation. 

FEATURES OF SMART GROWTH

Natural Areas Protection

With increased population growth and development pressures, more nat-
ural areas are under threat in Ontario. We need to protect urban green-
spaces as well as the countryside, since urbanites without ready access to
rural areas have a right to benefit from natural areas close to where they
live. Currently, the land-use planning system in Ontario is heavily weight-
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ed towards economic development, with far less emphasis placed on pro-
tecting natural areas and farmlands. In addition to not sprawling out into
the countryside, communities must find ways to integrate ecological fea-
tures and functions (such as streams with naturally vegetated buffers on
either side) into urban development.

Ecosystem-based planning means that before urban development plans
are made, local governments – with input from the community – first
identify, map, prioritize and plan the protection, restoration or enhance-
ment of key environmental features such as woodlands and green corri-
dors connecting them. Only once these natural core and corridor areas
are identified and protected in municipal official plans should develop-
ment planning begin. Equally important, smart planning should set rea-
sonable targets for sustainability, and ensure that municipalities under-
take comprehensive, long-term environmental monitoring of the impacts
of development projects. 

Ecosystem-based planning ensures the protection of not just a few isolat-
ed natural areas (“islands of green”) but rather a greenlands system that
connects core natural areas and corridors, thereby preserving the larger
natural ecosystem and maintaining biodiversity. In Ontario, the Niagara
Escarpment Plan and the Oak Ridges Moraine Conservation Plan are two
examples of large-scale, ecosystem-based planning. 

Ecosystem-based planning should provide for:

• long-term planning at the bio-regional, watershed, or land-
scape level; 

• well-defined and permanently protected environmentally
sensitive areas and hazard lands (e.g., flood plains), green-
ways, ecological core areas, and corridors to connect them;

• a high percentage of vegetated areas, to allow rainwater and
snowmelt to filter into the ground;

• an abundant supply of greenspace for low-impact recreation-
al uses; and 

• water and sewage systems that respect and work within the
environmental sensitivities and constraints of the watershed.

A primary boundary for ecosystem-based planning can be the water-
shed. A good watershed management plan will provide watershed-wide
policy and direction for the protection of valley systems; the protection
of greenlands systems (forested cores and the corridors linking them);
the identification of greenspaces for public access;  the protection and
natural management of groundwater and surface water quantity and
quality; fisheries and wildlife management; and habitat creation, rehabil-
itation and enhancement programs.

Other ecosystem-based planning could cover a geological landform such
as a moraine (as noted above) or a large area of forest cover.

Not only does protected greenspace improve the quality of life of both
urbanites and rural dwellers but it also has significant economic value.
Property values are higher in areas near or adjacent to greenspaces.

Farmland Protection

Preservation of farmland is critical to the future well-being of Ontario.
With some of the best farmland in the country, southern Ontario benefits
from food production near major urban centres. This helps promote our
food self-sufficiency, an increasingly important issue as global warming is
forecast to have significant impacts on food-growing regions everywhere.
Ontario needs to reduce its reliance on imported food. In addition, truck-
ing or airlifting food great distances adds significantly to air pollution.
Farmlands also provide important wildlife habitat and allow rainwater and
snowmelt to percolate into the ground, recharging groundwater supplies
and preventing downstream flooding. One method of allowing farmland to
remain productive is to permit small-scale, on-farm businesses related to
the agricultural operation. One example is a winery.

Transportation Options

Ontarians have identified air pollution as one of their top environmental
concerns. This is why enhanced public transit is so critical to Ontario’s
environmental sustainability. Accessible, affordable, convenient public
transit is essential to improved air quality, to the smart growth of city-
regions, and to neighbourhood revitalization. As former Maryland
Governor Parris Glendening has said, “We cannot fool ourselves – or the
public – any longer: we can no longer build our way out of our highway
congestion problems. It is not an environmentally or financially feasible
solution.” 

Building more highways does not and cannot relieve traffic congestion in
the long term. If new roads and highways are built, cars will fill them!
Road planning must be carried out as an integral part of smart municipal
planning, and transportation networks need to be planned at a regional
scale. We cannot afford to repeat past and even current practices of build-
ing new highways to allow vehicles to reach their destinations more
quickly, and then letting new, sprawling communities sprout up all along
the new highways.

Development can and should be planned around key transit nodes such
as bus terminals, train stations and subway stations. Moderate- and high-
density housing with offices, retail stores and nearby services should be
concentrated at strategic points along regional transit systems. This devel-
opment pattern ensures a higher degree of transit use and less car use
than would be the case in sprawl areas.
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Urban Renewal 

There is a growing realization in Canada that our cities, as the engines of
the national economy, deserve far more attention and investment by the
provincial and federal governments than that provided to date. The
Greater Toronto Area alone contributes 50 percent of Ontario’s gross
domestic product and 25 percent of Canada’s gross national product.
Equally important, we need to reinvest in the physical infrastructure of
existing communities (roads, public transit, water pipes, sewers, elec-
tronic communications) so as to maintain a high quality of life.

We can restore historic buildings and put obsolete buildings to new uses
(for example, turning an old hospital into a seniors’ residence). As well,
we can redevelop abandoned industrial lands (brownfields) within exist-
ing urban borders, which can greatly reduce development pressures in
the countryside and reduce new infrastructure costs. Rehabilitating exist-
ing buildings can help boost the local economy and civic pride. Cities
across Ontario have hundreds of acres of formerly industrial, now-dis-
used lands that are unproductive and unattractive and detract from the tax
base. By cleaning up these sites and developing them for housing and
other uses, we can reduce pressures to develop rural areas and lower
development and servicing costs as well. 

Housing Options

Ontario is undergoing social changes that affect living arrangements. The
traditional nuclear-family model is increasingly giving way to more cou-
ples without children, empty-nesters, single-parent households and sin-
gle-person households. In response, smart growth gives people more
options about where and how they live in the community of their choice.
We can better meet the needs of households as they evolve through the
stages of life from childless couple to growing family to empty-nester by
building a mixed and adaptable housing stock. It is true that many people
prefer detached homes, but that preference often arises from a lack of
attractive alternatives. Municipalities can encourage the construction of
small bungalows for retirees and can permit basement apartments and
“granny flats” through the strategic use of zoning, thereby creating more
compact and adaptable communities. 

Affordable housing is vital to ensure that urban areas remain vibrant and
that people can live close to their workplaces. Housing is generally con-
sidered “affordable” if it costs less than 30 percent of a household’s net
income. It can include owner-occupied homes, not-for-profit housing,
rental units, co-housing or cooperative housing. Most importantly, each
community needs to provide a range of housing options for different
incomes, ages and family needs. Also included should be crisis shelters,
housing for low-income singles, second-stage housing (additional rooms
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added to existing homes to accommodate growing families), and student
housing in college and university towns. 

Community Involvement

Community participation is critical to the successful revitalization of
urban neighbourhoods and the creation of smart new developments with-
in existing urban borders. Smart-growth advocates have long called for a
bottom-up approach that involves local residents right at the start of the
visioning and planning process. This process can help educate and
engage the public at the same time that planners and urban consultants
learn what the community’s needs are. Consensus has a chance to be
forged when all concerned parties are part of the process of community
development, and when the consequences of a particular development
decision (such as a new, higher-density development) are fully brought
forward and discussed. 

Provincial and municipal governments have a responsibility to promote
public education and participation in smart growth. Local governments
can promote public involvement in designing and planning their commu-
nities by sponsoring open houses/public meetings, information sessions,
workshops, community mapping exercises, community design charrettes
and more (see Chapter 6). These sessions may be facilitated by munici-
pal councillors or planning staff, or by residents themselves. 

However, all the above will come to naught if citizens lack confidence in
the fairness of the development process. Municipalities must ensure fair-
ness, openness, efficiency and transparency throughout all phases of
smart land-use planning. This will go a long way towards dispelling much
of the cynicism and frustration that many Ontario residents currently feel
about the planning process. Many Ontarians are concerned about the
excessive power that some developers evidently wield over some munici-
pal councils and the power held by the Ontario Municipal Board.
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Smart Growth in Maryland, U.S.A.    

Known as the "Oregon of the east" for its efforts to curb sprawl, the state of Maryland, under the administration of former
Governor Parris Glendening, was on a smart-growth fast-track, starting in 1997, with a roster of creative programs. Maryland had
chosen a path distinctly different from Oregon’s mandated urban growth boundaries. But what a difference a change in state gov-
ernment can make: Governor Robert Ehrlich Jr., beginning in January 2003, weakened the Smart Growth Act and rolled back
many of Glendening’s progressive initiatives. 

Glendening opted for an incentive-based approach to smart growth by subsidizing economic development only in state-approved
"Smart Growth Areas." Success depended on the cooperation of local governments. They had the final say on where growth would
be, but the state did not put up its share of infrastructure funding unless its smart-growth criteria were met. The state used the
power of its budget as a financial incentive for smart growth and as a disincentive to sprawl.

The state’s Rural Legacy Program aims to protect agricultural lands and natural areas by financing property purchases and con-
servation easements in a strategic manner. However, the new state government severely cut funding for open space preservation
programs including Rural Legacy and government land preservation efforts have virtually ground to a halt. More positively, the
state encourages the re-development of abandoned industrial lands through its Brownfield Voluntary Cleanup Program; the new
government has strengthened this program. However, the government has abolished the state share of the Live Near Your Work
Program, which provides cash incentives for people to purchase homes near places of employment, with only local funding still
available in some areas. The Job Creation Tax Credit encourages small and mid-sized businesses to invest in what are now called
"Priority Places" (Glendening’s "Smart Growth Areas"). This program encourages small-business development and job growth
close to available labour, leading to more efficient use of the state’s existing infrastructure.

The Oregon and Maryland approaches to smart growth are very different. The incentive-based (non-regulatory) approach, coupled
with a lack of commitment by the current administration, have clearly hampered Maryland in achieving smart growth. A smart-
growth group, 1000 Friends of Maryland, has charged that many municipalities are unwilling or ill-equipped to undertake smart
planning. Some towns lack planning expertise, while others prefer the business-as-usual approach in an attempt, misguided
though it may be, to attract growth and taxes to their areas.
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Smart Growth in Waterloo Region, Ontario 

The City of Waterloo and the Regional Municipality of Waterloo have been recognized as leaders in environmental planning in
Ontario since the 1970s. In 1976, the Region was the first to establish environmentally sensitive policy areas (ESPAs) in its region-
al plan, while the City of Waterloo attempted to preserve greenspace through watershed planning and environmentally friendly
subdivision design.  

Since the adoption of environment-first philosophies and strategies in 1989, the City of Waterloo has made a concerted effort to
ensure that environmental matters are assessed at the outset of all of its municipal activities. In partnership with developers, the
city has mapped and classified local subwatershed systems. Recommendations for the protection of subwatersheds that arose from
these studies have been implemented through district plan and zoning provisions, such as setting maximum impervious surface
areas. 

In an effort to capture community members’ ideas and aspirations for the future, the City of Waterloo initiated a community
visioning process called “Imagine! Waterloo” in the spring of 2000. Public input was solicited through surveys and a series of 30
public hearings that yielded almost 2,000 responses. Local businesses sponsored a photo contest that saw the city hand out thou-
sands of cameras to residents and challenge them to submit photos of what they liked best in Waterloo. In addition, the city
approached schools, businesses and public recreation facilities to engage the public in dialogue about where they wanted their
community to be in 20 years. 

The city also struck a residents’ task force to recommend how to increase the amount of affordable housing. As a result of the
task-force recommendations, the city altered its development charges to favour affordable housing. The results of the visioning
process identified air and water quality and protection of natural areas as the three top quality-of-life indicators. To that end, the
concept of an Environmental Strategic Plan emerged. Six major natural environmental directions were identified in the Imagine!
Waterloo process:

• Minimize air, water and soil pollution.
• Ensure that the environment is considered during planning, growth and operation of the City of Waterloo.
• Maintain, protect and enhance water resources.
• Improve air quality.
• Use resources and energy efficiently.
• Increase environmental awareness.

Central to the Environmental Strategic Plan is the concept of community capacity-building, whereby implementation of strategic
actions is best accomplished with increased communication, participation and sharing of resources throughout the community.

The city’s Growth Management Strategy was established in the early 1990s to ensure that growth contributes to the community in
a positive way. The Environmental Lands Acquisition Program has been used to acquire 336 hectares (830 acres) of environmen-
tally sensitive land within the city. The Uptown Core Community Improvement Plan identifies activities to improve the core from
economic, aesthetic, social and ecological perspectives. 

For its part, the Region of Waterloo’s official plan ensures a clear line between urban areas and rural settlement areas. Its draft 40-year
Growth Management Strategy discourages greenfield development by identifying suitable development areas that have low environ-
mental value and good transit accessibility. Along with the Ministry of Natural Resources and the Grand River Conservation Authority,
the region carried out extensive subwatershed studies to help define those areas to be designated off-limits to development due to
their environmental sensitivity. The region also recently introduced a Water Resource Protection Strategy that directs new non-resi-
dential development to areas of the region with limited potential to affect the quality of municipal groundwater supplies. 

21

Curbing Sprawl with Smart Growth



In addition, the region has been far-sighted in implementing a Natural Habitat Network that identifies watercourses, woodlands,
provincially significant wetlands, and environmentally sensitive areas in a connected greenlands system. Finally, the
Transportation Master Plan emphasizes transportation demand management tools and proposes a $250-million light rail transit
(LRT) system through the central transit corridor of Waterloo. By May 2004, the federal and provincial governments had agreed to
fund 50 percent of the cost of technical studies and environmental assessments, with the expected total cost being $2.5 million.
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Ways to Approach and Measure Environmental Sustainability

Before we jump into the specifics of creating smarter communities, it may be useful for advocates of sustainability to learn about
a couple of creative ways to assess environmental sustainability – of our own personal way of life and of our communities.

The ecological footprint, first developed at the University of British Columbia, is an accounting tool that measures the environ-
mental impact of human activities by working with the supply of and demand for natural resources. The ecological footprint is the
area of land and water needed to supply the resources and assimilate the wastes generated by a certain population using existing
technology. A preliminary study by the City of Toronto found that the average ecological footprint of a resident of that city was 5.3
hectares (13.1 acres). If one considers the city’s population and geographic size, the amount of land that its residents “use” is 201
times its geographic size. 

Learn more about ecological footprints from:
Redefining Progress

www.rprogress.org/programs/sustainability/ef
Caledon Countryside Alliance

www.caledoncountryside.org
City of Toronto

www.toronto.ca/energy/footprint.htm

The Natural Step (TNS) is an international, non-profit organization that uses a science-based framework to help organizations,
communities and individuals take steps toward sustainability. TNS seeks to make meaningful initiatives easier to implement. Its
framework is based on systems thinking – recognizing that what happens in one part of a system affects every other part. It pro-
vides a compass that directs individuals and organizations towards environmental, social and economic sustainability.

Learn more about The Natural Step at  www.naturalstep.ca.
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CHAPTER 3

A Vision for a Smarter, Nature-First Ontario 

As the opening chapter on urban sprawl made clear, we can’t grow on like this! For environmental, social
and economic sustainability, Ontario needs to grow smarter. You have read about the features of smart
growth in Chapter 2. Now let’s look ahead to Ontario’s future and envision a smarter Ontario where
nature thrives, an Ontario where greenways of natural core areas connected by natural corridors are the
underpinning of all municipal land-use planning. Ontario Nature has an even bolder, broader vision for an
integrated Southern Ontario Greenway.

Ontario Nature’s vision for a smarter Ontario is premised on this province being an environmentally
sustainable society. No other facet of sustainability – social or economic – is achievable without a
healthy environment. Ontario must live within its ecological limits to growth.  Before we open the
smart-growth toolbox in the next chapter, let’s be visionary and picture what a smarter Ontario
should be like over the long term.
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Ontario Nature’s Vision for a Smarter,
Nature-First Ontario 

Ontario Nature’s vision is for an environmentally sustainable society that
puts nature first. It will be an Ontario where:

• We enjoy clean air, clean water, clean and fertile soil and abundant
natural habitats, all of which benefit both wildlife and people.

• A high priority is placed on protection of healthy ecosystems
and watersheds, with well-functioning woodlands, wetlands,
waterways and  populations of native plant and animal
species.

• In settled parts of Ontario (largely the south), an ecosystem-
based web of core natural areas is fully connected by natural
corridors and protected for the long term through municipal
land-use plans and land stewardship programs and incen-
tives, coordinated at the regional and inter-regional level.

• An integrated transportation network – public transit, roads,
and provision of bicycling and walking opportunities – allows
people choices for travelling seamlessly both within and
between urban centres.

• Residents of all urban areas (towns and cities with more than
10,000 people) have access to convenient, affordable public
transit, so that automobile use is dramatically reduced and
air quality improves significantly.

• Inter-regional transportation, while still relying on highways
as one component, involves a revival of rail, both for passen-
ger travel and to haul freight. Towns and cities across Ontario

are linked by light rail and bus rapid transit connections
which allow travel that does not necessarily pass through
downtown cores. An inter-regional transportation authority
is established to oversee and implement the system.

• Communities are walkable and bikeable, with most daily
needs for moving around the community met within a short
distance from home, regardless of transportation mode used.

• Every resident of an Ontario community has access, by either
public or private transportation, to a natural areas within a
short distance in the community, to learn about and enjoy
wild nature.

• Communities are planned so that there is attractive, com-
pact, affordable housing available to all.

• Firm urban boundaries are established and may be revised no
sooner than 10 years after first being set, with boundary
changes after that point permitted only in exceptional and
unusual circumstances.

• Farmers and their farms thrive, protected from urban
encroachment through firm urban boundaries, and with
provincial and federal farm policies that encourage and pro-
mote environmentally sustainable agricultural enterprise.

• Cultural heritage is fully respected through the restoration
and reuse of historic buildings.

• Residents have ongoing opportunities to participate fully and
meaningfully in the planning of land use, transportation and
public services in their communities.
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Ontario Nature’s Vision for a Southern Ontario Greenway

A Southern Ontario Greenway is needed linking natural core areas (such as major woodlands and wetlands) and natural corridors
(river valleys, forest patches) before any consideration is given to expanding cities and towns.

To create the Greenway, we need new legislation, a land use plan passed under that legislation, a trust fund for land securement
and land stewardship, and a council to monitor implementation of the Greenway plan.

Read Ontario Nature’s Southern Ontario Greenway Strategy at www.ontarionature.org.
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underpinning of all municipal land-use planning. Ontario Nature has an even bolder, broader vision for an
integrated Southern Ontario Greenway.
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sustainable society. No other facet of sustainability – social or economic – is achievable without a
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Ontario Nature’s Vision for a Smarter,
Nature-First Ontario 

Ontario Nature’s vision is for an environmentally sustainable society that
puts nature first. It will be an Ontario where:

• We enjoy clean air, clean water, clean and fertile soil and abundant
natural habitats, all of which benefit both wildlife and people.

• A high priority is placed on protection of healthy ecosystems
and watersheds, with well-functioning woodlands, wetlands,
waterways and  populations of native plant and animal
species.

• In settled parts of Ontario (largely the south), an ecosystem-
based web of core natural areas is fully connected by natural
corridors and protected for the long term through municipal
land-use plans and land stewardship programs and incen-
tives, coordinated at the regional and inter-regional level.

• An integrated transportation network – public transit, roads,
and provision of bicycling and walking opportunities – allows
people choices for travelling seamlessly both within and
between urban centres.

• Residents of all urban areas (towns and cities with more than
10,000 people) have access to convenient, affordable public
transit, so that automobile use is dramatically reduced and
air quality improves significantly.

• Inter-regional transportation, while still relying on highways
as one component, involves a revival of rail, both for passen-
ger travel and to haul freight. Towns and cities across Ontario

are linked by light rail and bus rapid transit connections
which allow travel that does not necessarily pass through
downtown cores. An inter-regional transportation authority
is established to oversee and implement the system.

• Communities are walkable and bikeable, with most daily
needs for moving around the community met within a short
distance from home, regardless of transportation mode used.

• Every resident of an Ontario community has access, by either
public or private transportation, to a natural areas within a
short distance in the community, to learn about and enjoy
wild nature.

• Communities are planned so that there is attractive, com-
pact, affordable housing available to all.

• Firm urban boundaries are established and may be revised no
sooner than 10 years after first being set, with boundary
changes after that point permitted only in exceptional and
unusual circumstances.

• Farmers and their farms thrive, protected from urban
encroachment through firm urban boundaries, and with
provincial and federal farm policies that encourage and pro-
mote environmentally sustainable agricultural enterprise.

• Cultural heritage is fully respected through the restoration
and reuse of historic buildings.

• Residents have ongoing opportunities to participate fully and
meaningfully in the planning of land use, transportation and
public services in their communities.
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Ontario Nature’s Vision for a Southern Ontario Greenway

A Southern Ontario Greenway is needed linking natural core areas (such as major woodlands and wetlands) and natural corridors
(river valleys, forest patches) before any consideration is given to expanding cities and towns.

To create the Greenway, we need new legislation, a land use plan passed under that legislation, a trust fund for land securement
and land stewardship, and a council to monitor implementation of the Greenway plan.

Read Ontario Nature’s Southern Ontario Greenway Strategy at www.ontarionature.org.
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CHAPTER 4

The Smart-Growth Toolbox: 
32 Ways to a Smarter, Nature-Friendly 

Future for Ontario

• We need strong leadership and commitment from all levels of
government – federal, provincial and municipal – as well as
from community organizations and from the business com-
munity. Solid gains cannot be achieved if any of the three
levels of government shirks its responsibility to create a
smarter Ontario. Our federal government has thus far been
one of the weakest links in the smart-growth chain in terms
of financing, especially in recent years. Federal infrastruc-
ture funding has been meagre; there has been no federal
housing policy since the 1980s; and federal gasoline taxes are
not being returned to Ontario to help the needs of our cities
and towns [although, now 2005, they are coming soon]. 

• We need cooperation among municipal governments at the
regional and bio-regional (ecosystem-based) level. Many
southern Ontario metropolitan communities or “regional
cities” are made up of several adjacent individual municipal-
ities. We cannot grow smart if we cannot protect natural fea-
tures (such as river valleys) that cross municipal borders, or
if we do not coordinate transit services so that users can
commute to work seamlessly. 

• We need improved provincial legislation especially in the
areas of growth management and land-use planning, to curb
urban sprawl but also to allow the provincial tax system to
work smarter. Firmer provincial leadership would lead to
stronger local and regional official plans with clear urban-
growth boundaries and other environment-first policies to
reshape our major cities for the challenges of the new mil-
lennium.

• We need adequate funding and financial incentives to be

made available through all levels of government to ensure
our cities’ future as economic powerhouses. For example, all
of the affordable rental housing built in the 1960s and 1970s
was through tax incentives, which stopped in the early 1980s.
Some Ontario municipalities have made early experiments
with a form of “tax increment financing” using powers avail-
able under the Planning Act to jump-start urban core rede-
velopment with private-sector partners, but a more compre-
hensive package of funding and incentives is required.

What are the specific tools we need to create a
smarter Ontario future? This chapter is the toolbox
– the nuts-and-bolts part of the community guide.
We need to learn more about the tools and how to
use them. 

The tools need to be considered together in the toolbox – using one
affects another which affects another. It’s like smart growth itself, which is
a break from the past in that it involves big-picture planning on a broad
geographic scale, not just planning town by town, city by city. It must
encompass several municipal jurisdictions at once. It must also coordi-
nate into a cohesive package government programs at all levels that have
often proceeded quite separately from each other – natural areas protec-
tion, farm policy, housing, land-use planning and transportation. 

Smart growth can include both mandatory and voluntary approaches: 

• Mandatory programs can arise from new legislation, regula-
tions and bylaws at different levels of government.

• Voluntary programs can be based on financial incentives offered by
Ottawa and the provincial government that municipalities, business-
es and individuals can choose whether or not to take advantage of.

In a 2001 report the Canadian Urban Institute
noted that we can learn four overarching lessons
from the U.S. experience with smart growth, lessons
that we can apply in Canada: Li
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Ontario Nature recommends implementing a mix of mandatory and vol-
untary tools as the most effective and appropriate path to a smarter
Ontario.

Now let’s open the smart growth toolbox and see what it has to offer
us for protecting nature, curbing sprawl and creating livable com-
munities.  We have divided the tools into those you can use to:

• influence land-use planning
• preserve natural areas and agricultural lands in and near

cities and towns in the long term, whether you own the land
yourself or know people who want to preserve their land

• influence transportation planning, which needs to be carried
out as an integral part of land-use planning

• influence the tax policies of our federal, provincial and
municipal governments

• explore new financial arrangements for helping make smart
growth happen

Your community group may know of additional smart-growth tools.
Please tell us about them (see our contact information on the back
cover), so that others can benefit from your experience and knowledge!
Contact the Ontario Smart Growth Network and the Ontario Healthy
Communities Coalition (see Resources, page 70) for listserv and discus-
sion forum opportunities.  

In the following toolbox, points where citizens can get involved in help-
ing bring about change for a smarter Ontario future are shown as What
You Can Do, in green type at the end of each tool. 

SMART LAND-USE PLANNING FOR
NATURE PROTECTION AND HEALTHY
COMMUNITIES

Virtually all aspects of land-use planning in Canada are a provincial
responsibility, with most day-to-day decisions for non-Crown land passed
on to municipalities through provincial legislation. If you expect your
smart-growth work to focus on land-use planning reform, you will want a
more detailed overview of how land-use planning works in Ontario.
Please go to Ontario Nature’s website at www.ontarionature.org and click
on “Nature Reserves” then “Land Trusts” to read the land-use planning
portion of the Ontario Nature Trust Alliance’s Land Securement Manual.
We have interspersed within this guide some key information from the
manual that you will need to have. Smart land-use planning creates com-
pact urban communities and avoids the destruction of natural areas such
as woodlands and wetlands.

Before we launch into specific land-use planning tools, readers wanting a
general understanding of how municipal governments in Ontario work
may wish to read parts of Communities and Local Governments:
Working Together. This publication of the Ontario Healthy Communities
Coalition can be printed from their website. Go to:

www.healthycommunities.on.ca/publications/index.html.

Tool #1: Planning Act

To view and/or print specific Ontario laws (statutes), go to
www.e-laws.gov.on.ca, where statutes are listed alphabetically.

Ontario's Planning Act provides the legal basis for the exercise of various
land-use powers by the Ontario government and by municipalities. The act
is intended to produce an efficient planning system grounded in provin-
cial policy. It is largely implemented through the actions of municipalities.
Provincial policy on land use is established by the listing of the province's
interests in land use (in section 2 of the act), by the Provincial Policy
Statement (see Tool 2), and by provincial approval of upper-tier (coun-
ty and regional) official plans.

The Planning Act requires substantial reform for it to be considered
smart-growth legislation. The current government has recently taken
some positive action through Bill 26, which consists of a few amendments
to the act passed in late 2004:
• Prior to the Bill 26 amendments, in carrying out planning

activities such as drafting official plans, municipalities had
to merely "have regard to" policy statements issued by the
Province under the Planning Act. While some flexibility for
municipalities is often desirable (for example, some may
wish to go further than the act requires in protecting natural
areas), "have regard to" was open to misinterpretation.
Applauded by environmental organizations, Bill 26 provides
that the planning decisions of municipalities and the Ontario
Municipal Board (OMB) "shall be consistent with" provincial
policies – better, tighter language, as was used in a previous
version of the act in 1995-96. The new language will not come
into effect until a revised and (we hope) smarter Provincial
Policy Statement is approved.

• Expansions of urban boundaries will be allowed only if
agreed to by municipal governments, regardless of develop-
ers' interests.

• The amount of time for municipalities both to consider pro-
posed amendments to their official plans and to consider
subdivisions before appeals would be allowed (by developers
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and others) to the OMB has been increased to 180 days from
the previous 90 days. This time extension will allow munici-
palities and community groups more opportunity to review
developers' applications and accompanying environmental
and other studies. The extra time may also allow for discus-
sions that could reduce the number of issues to take to an
OMB hearing, or even avoid a hearing through a negotiated
settlement of the issues (see Tool 4). Once council makes a
decision on a development application after the time limits,
it too is appealable. Too many development proposals end up
at expensive and time-consuming OMB hearings – proposals
that, with a strong Provincial Policy Statement and the
"shall be consistent with" language in the act, could be decid-
ed at the municipal level.

What You Can Do
Write to the Minister of Municipal Affairs and Housing, 777
Bay Street, 17th Floor, Toronto, Ontario, M5G 2E5, or e-mail the
minister at mininfo@mah.gov.on.ca. Applaud the Planning Act
amendments of Bill 26 and ask the minister to initiate a com-
prehensive program to "green" the act, starting with the ideas
for reform of the act that the government released in June 2004
(available at www.mah.gov.on.ca under Land Use Planning). 

Tool #2: 
Provincial Policy Statement (PPS)

The Provincial Policy Statement (PPS) describes those matters of
provincial interest that municipalities and the OMB are to consider in
exercising their planning powers.

In implementing the natural heritage protection policies of the PPS, it
is important to differentiate between provincial and municipal respon-
sibilities. The Ministry of Natural Resources (MNR) typically identifies
provincially significant wetlands (or you, as the landowner, may have to
pay a consulting biologist to do the wetlands evaluation and then get it
approved by MNR). The ministry also identifies the habitats of endan-
gered and threatened species and areas of natural and scientific inter-
est (ANSIs). Municipalities are responsible for identifying other impor-
tant natural areas (for example, significant woodlands, regionally or
locally significant wetlands) and for developing policies to protect both
provincially and municipally identified natural areas through their offi-
cial plans (see Tool 3).

The Ontario government reviewed the PPS after its first five years in
operation (1996-2001). For sprawl-watchers, the review came none
too soon, for many PPS policies encourage sprawl rather than curb it.

The PPS is currently the only provincial policy issued under the
Planning Act to guide municipalities and the OMB in their planning
decisions.

To read the existing PPS on the website of the Ministry of
Municipal Affairs and Housing, the direct link is
www.mah.gov.on.ca/userfiles/HTML/nts_1_133_l.html
The  PPS is a short (11-page) must-read for all smart-growth
advocates. To read the draft new PPS released in June 2004, go to
www.mah.gov.on.ca/userfiles/HTML/nts_1_3035_l.html

For Ontario Nature's critique of the draft new PPS, read our
August 2004 PPS submission at www.ontarionature.org/envi-
roandcons/issues/PPS.html 

The provincial government released a draft new PPS for public comment
in June 2004. At the time, Ontario Nature stated that "it is a major
improvement over existing policy in better curbing urban sprawl, but is
disappointing in not better protecting natural habitats. In particular, we
had hoped for and expected improved policies to save southern Ontario's
woodlands. We welcome the improvements to the policy statement that
direct new urban development to take place within existing urban bound-
aries through urban intensification, and infill and brownfield re-develop-
ment. These changes that are intended to rein in sprawl should translate
into better protection of natural habitats in the countryside.

"However, we are disappointed that the government is not proposing
much change to the natural heritage protection policies other than wel-
come improvements to the protection of wetlands from development. On
average, in Southern Ontario, we have remaining only 20 percent of the
original forest cover, with some areas having less than five percent left. We
need better tools to protect our southern woodlands from development
and highway expansions."

Ontario Nature provided a detailed critique of the natural heritage poli-
cies of the draft new PPS in our August 2004 submission noted above.
Compared to major improvements in most other parts of the PPS to plan
for smarter communities, the natural heritage section remains virtually
and surprisingly unchanged. This inattention to nature protection through
the PPS is out of keeping with many of the generally environmentally pro-
gressive initiatives of the current government.

The new draft PPS does a good job of better protecting farmland, requir-
ing firm urban boundaries that be altered only at the time of an official
plan review, and strongly promoting urban intensification and urban re-
development. The Pembina Institute for Appropriate Development has
provided the most thorough analysis of, and recommendations for



improving, the sprawl-fighting policies in the new draft PPS at www.pem-
bina.org –  which Ontario Nature endorses.

At press time in early 2005, approval of a new PPS is expected within
weeks or at most a few months – the sooner, the better, as long as its poli-
cies for nature protection have been strengthened. Watch the Ministry of
Municipal Affairs and Housing website for a new PPS.

What You Can Do

• Write to the Minister of Municipal Affairs and Housing, 777
Bay Street, 17th Floor, Toronto, Ontario, M5G 2E5, or e-mail the
minister at mininfo@mah.gov.on.ca. Ask the minister to
improve the natural heritage policies in the draft new PPS as
recommended by Ontario Nature, especially regarding signifi-
cant woodlands. Ask the minister to ensure that this new PPS
with better nature protection is approved as soon as possible.

Tool #3: 
Your Municipality’s Official Plan (OP)

The purpose of a municipality’s official plan (OP) is to establish the
municipality’s policies for the future use of land, often for periods of up
to 20 years. The OP sets the vision for how and where the community will

grow over the long term while meeting community needs.

During the process of preparing an OP, the Planning Act requires that
a municipality hold at least one public meeting and give at least 20
days’ notice of the meeting, although municipalities often have further
meetings and with more generous notice. A copy of the proposed OP
must be made available to the public. Residents attending the public
meeting must be allowed to make presentations; alternatively, residents
can send in written comments before the OP is approved. It is impor-
tant to make your voice heard, since you can launch an appeal of the
OP to the OMB only if you have had prior input in one or both of the
above ways.

Your municipality’s official plan is perhaps the single most important
tool for smart growth in your community. For example, whether
directed by provincial policy or not, the policy framework for pro-
tection of urban natural areas, for alternative development standards
leading to more compact neighbourhoods, and for transit-friendly
urban structure can be found in your municipal official plan, and in
the more detailed secondary plans for particular parts of your munic-
ipality. With stronger provincial commitments to smart growth using
Tools 1, 2, and 4 to 6, your municipality’s OP can be even smarter.

While the official plan sets out what your community will look like for the
next 20 years, the OP is supposed to be reviewed every five years, since it
is not intended to be a static document. The Planning Act requires coun-
cil to hold a public meeting to determine the need for a five-year OP
review. (Some municipalities do not hold this meeting and there is little
provincial enforcement. Therefore, five-year reviews of OPs sometimes do
not happen.  Residents can help the process by reminding council of its
obligations.)

It is critically important that smart-growth advocates be proactive, both
when the first OP is being drafted and when a five-year review is about
to begin.  It is much more productive to press for smart planning on a
broad scale than to have to repeatedly challenge specific development
proposals as they arise, such as a sprawling subdivision or a suburban
big-box store. 

What You Can Do:
• Contact your mayor, municipal councillor and/or municipal

clerk’s office (consult the blue pages of your telephone directo-
ry) and find out the status of OP drafting or of the five-year OP
review.

• Join or form a community group to become involved in the
drafting of your municipality’s OP or the five-year review of an
existing OP.
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Tool #4: 
Ontario Municipal Board (OMB) Reform

Many planning decisions, actions or inactions by municipalities under the
Planning Act can be appealed to the OMB, an administrative tribunal with
members appointed by the Ontario Cabinet. The OMB’s decisions are
final, although points of law can sometimes be appealed through the
courts. By training, board members may be lawyers, planners, architects,
surveyors and so on. A hearing panel usually has one member, although
a more complex case may involve two. An OMB hearing is formal, very
similar to court proceedings. In recent years the OMB has made use of
pre-hearing meetings, mediation and other alternative dispute-resolution
techniques to help reduce the number and length of hearings.

Community groups are tired of fighting land-use battles at the OMB. So are
many municipalities. Why are these groups and municipalities fed up?  

• Community groups’ financial resources to pay the lawyers
and expert witnesses needed at OMB hearings cannot possi-
bly match developers’ deep pockets. Hearings are a financial
strain on municipalities too, especially smaller ones.

• Provincial policy direction on smart growth through the
Provincial Policy Statement under the Planning Act is weak,
leaving OMB members with imprecise guidance for the deci-
sions they must make. In addition, Queen’s Park rarely seeks
to be a party to an OMB hearing to defend provincial inter-
ests.

• Many developers will automatically appeal to the OMB any
municipal decision not to their liking. This may intimidate
council into taking a developer-friendly approach in its land-
use planning, to avoid costly OMB hearings.

• OMB decisions are specific to a particular development, with
no big-picture, ecosystem-based perspective. Nor do the deci-
sions consider the cumulative environmental impacts of
developments.

What is to be done?  In recent years there has been a groundswell of pub-
lic opinion that the OMB should be abolished. Ontario Nature, however,
takes the position that major reform of the OMB process could meet the
concerns raised by community groups and others.  The current govern-
ment is planning to reform the OMB. Some needed reforms include:

• strengthening of the Provincial Policy Statement with air-
tight smart-growth policies and a Planning Act requirement
that municipalities and the OMB make decisions that “are
consistent with” the PPS. Such changes are coming soon.

• appointment by the Ontario Cabinet of OMB members with
land-use planning experience and knowledge of environ-
mental issues.

• longer terms for OMB members – at least six years rather
than the current three – so that members are not tempted to
write politically motivated decisions in order to win reap-
pointment.

• permission for appeal only of a municipal decision on a devel-
opment application, not of the municipality’s lack of a deci-
sion. (The Planning Act allows a developer to appeal a non-
decision.)

• setting up a “leave to appeal” process, similar to that in the
appeal courts, whereby a developer would need to make a
case before the OMB as to why the appeal should be allowed
to proceed; community groups and municipal councils would
be allowed to argue otherwise. At present, a developer (or an
individual or a community group) has an automatic right to
appeal.

• provision of intervenor funding for community groups wish-
ing to take part in OMB hearings.

What You Can Do
Read about the OMB’s track record on nature protection, ways
to reform the OMB, and tips for success under the current OMB
rules, all at
www.ontarionature.org/enviroandcons/issues/omb.html

Tool #5:  
Alternative Development Standards (ADS)

Development standards are the rules that municipalities set for the design
and construction of communities. Alternate Development Standards
(ADS) have emerged as a smarter way of designing communities and
curbing sprawl. As noted by the Vancouver-based coalition
SmartGrowthBC, ADS “are simply different ways of designing and devel-
oping. They cost less, are less wasteful [of land] and are more environ-
mentally and culturally friendly.  Communities that are designed with ADS
tend to be more compact. They have a variety of land uses, mix uses in
single buildings and integrate a variety of housing types. These communi-
ties are friendly to pedestrians, bicycles and transit. They also use fewer
materials for municipal infrastructure such as pipes, roads, parking lots,
etc.... In contrast to sprawl, ADS lead to community designs that do not
exceed ecological constraints.”

One ecological function that ADS can help support is the recharge of
groundwater aquifers –  getting water back into the ground and the
watershed that it came from. A typical sprawling subdivision may con-
tain up to 55-60 percent paved, impervious surfaces (including the
houses themselves), from which snowmelt and rainwater run off into
storm sewers instead of filtering back into the ground. ADS increase
site permeability by clustering houses together, leaving a larger, com-



mon greenspace nearby; by reducing the amount of impervious drive-
way surfaces; and by using partially permeable construction materials
for some roads and parking lots.

Another example of ADS relates to the width of streets. Traditionally, the
single standard for local streets (not arterial roads) has been a 20-metre
(66-foot) right-of-way, which includes the road itself plus space for side-
walks and utilities. This width severely limits the ability to create distinc-
tive and compact local communities, in addition to being a waste of non-
renewable road-building materials. The Ontario government’s 1995 ADS
manual (now out of print) proposes a hierarchy of urban street widths
from a “mews” with a 12.5 metre right-of-way to a minor street at 16.5
metres to a major street at 20 metres and a main street at 26 metres.
Clearly, communities must be designed to allow for transit vehicles, on-
street parking, snow removal, and collection of recyclables and garbage
– but not all streets need to be as wide as was required in the past.

Since development standards have evolved over decades of use, an atti-
tude shift amongst urban planners and engineers may be needed for ADS
to gain acceptance. It may encourage these municipal officials if they can
see ADS in operation in smartly designed new developments (see boxes
on pages 33-34 for Ontario examples).

One point to keep in mind when considering developments that have used
alternative development standards is that they may not be thoroughly
smart developments. When they are single-use greenfield residential
developments, built at the fringe of a city or town, they are often poorly
integrated with the larger community in terms of services such as transit,
schools and shopping. This is true in the case of Montgomery Village and
the Cornell community to a great extent.  On the other hand, Oakville’s

mixed-use Oak Park has existing, mixed-use urban development adjacent
to much of it.

What You Can Do 
• Invite your municipal council on a field trip to see ADS already

implemented in some Ontario communities, and encourage
councillors  to use these smart standards when considering
approval of new developments.

• Ask Queen’s Park to approve its 1995 ADS manual as a regula-
tion under new smart-growth legislation or incorporate it as a
technical manual to accompany a newer and stronger PPS.
Write to the Minister of Municipal Affairs and Housing, 777
Bay Street, 17th Floor, Toronto, Ontario, M5G 2E5, or e-mail the
minister at mininfo@mah.gov.on.ca.

Tool #6: 
Transit-Supportive Land-Use 
Planning Guidelines

In 1992 the transportation and municipal affairs ministries jointly issued
land-use guidelines designed to promote more public transit. The guide-
lines are meant to provide ideas to municipal planners, politicians, trans-
portation engineers, developers and transit operators, in both large and
smaller urban centres, on practices that support the provision and use of
public transit in both newly developing and existing urban areas. These
include development patterns that can create less circuitous transit routes,
and make transit more economical, efficient and attractive to the rider. The
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Putting Alternative Development Standards to Work in Ontario 

Cornell Community, Markham
Designed by urban design pioneers Andres Duany and Elizabeth Plater-Zyberk, this 50-hectare (124-acre) site in the Town of
Markham (York Region) will accommodate approximately 650 single detached, semi-detached and townhouse units, with opportu-
nities for accessory apartments and a neighbourhood commercial centre. As owner of the property, the Province of Ontario
entered into an agreement with the town to design Cornell as a compact urban community that provides a range of housing types. 

The alternative development standards used at Cornell include:

• narrower streets and locating buildings closer to the streets.
• use of lanes for garage access, which helps improve streetscape design by allowing more space for sidewalks, trees and buildings
• a range of housing types, including garden suite apartments over garages to allow for increased densities
• measures to promote walking, cycling and social interaction among residents, such as appropriate sidewalk size and location, adequate light-

ing, traffic-calming measures, and mixed land uses.  

Montgomery Village,
Orangeville

This development in the Town of
Orangeville (Dufferin County) con-
tains approximately 700 single
detached, semi-detached, townhouse
and ground-level apartment units on
101 hectares (250 acres). It is one of
the first examples in Ontario of a
community-scale development incor-
porating alternative development
standards. At the outset of the devel-
opment process, the developer and
the town identified the need for natu-
ral features including a creek,
hedgerows and woodlots to be protect-
ed and incorporated into the urban
design wherever possible. 

The alternative development stan-
dards used in Montgomery Village
include:

• a pedestrian-scaled community with an emphasis on building design and streetscape quality (through reduced right-of-way, front porches
and balconies, street lighting, tree placement, and rear-lane garages

• improved public safety by bringing houses closer to the street, providing porches and balconies to allow “eyes on the street”
• reduced automobile use through increased opportunities for bicycling, transit and walking
• approximately 28 percent of the site maintained in its original natural state
• flexibility in lot sizes and unit types to meet the various needs of the community.
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Oak Park / Uptown Core, Oakville
The objective of planning for the uptown core of the Town of Oakville (Halton Region) has been to create a mixed residential
community and business centre in north Oakville that is pedestrian-friendly and well integrated with the surrounding community
of residential and commercial land uses. Oak Park is the first phase of the uptown core development and is close to completion.
The 100-hectare (247-acre) site will ultimately house about 8,000 people in up to 4,600 detached, semi-detached, townhouse and
apartment units.

The alternative development standards used at Oak Park include:

• public laneways at the rear of houses (one of the first Ontario ADS developments to propose rear laneway access and rear garages)
• minor residential streets that are narrower than traditionally required
• lots with reduced frontage and a reduced setback from the street
• a radial grid street pattern with sidewalks on both sides, creating an interconnected pedestrian system that is integrated with the adjacent

neighbourhoods.
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The Smart-Growth Toolbox

basic idea is to plan compact residential and commercial development
around high-use transit nodes and corridors. For that reason, it is best to
design a new area to be transit-supportive from the outset, since it is diffi-
cult and expensive to transform a car-oriented urban area to a transit-sup-
portive one after the buildings and roads have been constructed.

To read Ontario’s transit-supportive land-use planning guidelines,
go to:
www.mah.gov.on.ca/userfiles/HTML/nts_1_3173_1.html

Urban structure is the foundation for a transit-friendly environment.
Higher residential and employment densities are a prerequisite for high-
er levels of transit use. Urban areas must be compact to permit cost-effec-
tive and convenient transit service. Some of the features of transit-sup-
portive urban design include:

• A grid network: Roads laid out on a grid (instead of winding
loops and cul-de-sacs) allow better transit accessibility and
movement, as well as dispersing car traffic,  reducing con-

gestion, and lessening the need for wide arterial roads. 
• Street-oriented uses along arterial roads: Reduced traffic on arte-

rial roads (noted  above) allows more opportunity to build
homes and stores along streetfronts, instead of the “reverse-
frontage” of homes (i.e., those that front onto interior roads)
and commercial strips with large parking lots fronting onto
the road. This urban design creates a more attractive and
safe environment for pedestrians and transit-users. 

• A mix of higher-density uses along arterial roads: A mix of retail,
residential, employment, entertainment and institutional
land uses encourages transit use by reducing travelling dis-
tances. This design is similar to the commercial main streets
that developed in urban areas prior to mass automobile use. 

• Improved access between arterials and the interior of blocks:
Designing subdivisions that permit a larger number of local
roads to intersect directly with the arterial network will
allow better pedestrian mobility and transit access. More fre-
quent intersections along arterial roads, coupled with a grid
system of roads, will allow buses to offer better coverage, and
provide more direct pedestrian access to the transit service. 
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What You Can Do
• Write to the Minister of Municipal Affairs and Housing, 777

Bay Street, 17th Floor, Toronto, Ontario, M5G 2E5, or e-mail the
minister at mininfo@mah.gov.on.ca. Ask the minister to
approve the transit-supportive land-use planning manual as a
regulation under new smart-growth legislation or incorporate it
as a technical manual to accompany a newer and stronger PPS.

• Encourage your municipal councils and regional transit
authorities to work together to plan new residential and com-
mercial redevelopments in a way that will be compatible with
high transit use.

Tool #7:  
Environmental Advisory Committees

Several municipal councils in Ontario have established Environmental
Advisory Committees (EACs) made up of volunteer local residents with
environmental and/or community expertise who advise councils on mat-
ters related to environmental protection and planning. These can include
assisting in drafting woodland protection bylaws, contributing to commu-
nity design of new neighbourhoods, and commenting on specific devel-
opment proposals. EACs are active advising councils in all sizes of munic-
ipalities from small rural townships to major regional municipalities to
large Ontario cities. There are now 36 EACs in Ontario, with half a dozen
more in the process of formation.  

What You Can Do
• For a copy of FON’s booklet on Ontario EACs (including contact

information for all EACs), call (416) 444-8419 or toll-free
within Ontario 1-800-440-2366, or e-mail 
info@ontarionature.org. Some of the information in the 
booklet is on our website at www.ontarionature.org

(click on “Conservation”).
• Talk with your municipal councillor about having your council

establish an EAC for your municipality.

Tool #8:  
Urban Growth Boundaries (UGBs)
Some people might argue that Ontario municipalities which are not
already entirely urbanized have urban growth boundaries because
their official plans show lines separating urban and rural areas.
However, these are not urban growth boundaries in the rigorous, leg-
islated way in which the state of Oregon, for example, has created
UGBs. After all, an Ontario municipal official plan is subject to review
every five years – a recurrent invitation to developers to extract a
commitment from council for more rural land to be set aside for new
greenfield urban development. As well, a developer may bring an offi-
cial plan amendment application to expand urban boundaries to
council at any time.

Just ask the Preservation of Agricultural Lands Society (PALS) about
their continuing, quarter-century-long battle against urban boundary
expansions onto tender fruit and grape lands in the Niagara peninsula.
As PALS has explained to FON, the urban boundary in Niagara Region
is supposed to be permanent when adjoining unique grape and tender
fruit (peaches, plums, cherries, etc.) lands. This principle, found in an
appendix to the Niagara Regional Official Plan, was disregarded in the
year 2000 by the Ontario Municipal Board, when it approved a 243-
hectare (600-acre) urban expansion onto such fruit-growing lands in
the Town of Pelham.

The Oak Ridges Moraine Conservation Plan has effectively created
urban growth boundaries at the limits of currently approved urban
development on the moraine.  Although this UGB has only a 10-year
lifespan and is open to very limited amendment, it is a marked
improvement on how urban boundaries are set – and changed – in
much of the rest of Ontario.

An effective urban growth boundary will protect farmlands and natural
areas from development by managing urban growth in more compact
ways. UGBs discourage land speculation at the urban edge because they
hold firm for periods of 20 years or more. Other benefits of urban growth
boundaries are that they:

• maintain community separation, thereby retaining distinct commu-
nity identities

• promote urban and suburban revitalization by putting a firm outer
limit on urban expansion

• save taxpayers’ dollars by making full use of public infrastruc-
ture (water supply, sewers, roads) and public amenities
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(libraries, parks)
• facilitate protection of and access to nearby natural areas for low-

impact recreational activities (hiking, bird-watching)
• provide certainty to the community, discouraging land speculation.

Municipal councils are often tempted to expand their urban bound-
aries to accommodate more growth. If we truly want to curb sprawl, we
need a much tougher Provincial Policy Statement or provincially leg-
islated UGBs, or both. While Oregon’s UGBs are not etched in stone,
they come close to it. To amend its UGB, an Oregon city must comply
with state-wide planning goals and standards for establishing a UGB. In
the five years from 1992 to 1996, for example, 75 proposals to expand
UGBs were approved in Oregon, adding a total of only 2,089 hectares
(5,152 acres) of urban land. That’s an impressively small increase in
urban land for the entire state, which has 240 cities; much of the
increase in urban area went to the city of Portland. In addition, UGBs
need to be supported by new provincial policies – in the Provincial
Policy Statement and in any new smart-growth legislation – that attract
and support smart, compact development inside the UGB and discour-
age all urban development outside it.

For more information on Oregon’s urban growth boundaries, visit
http://egov.oregon.gov/LCD.

What You Can Do
• Write to the Minister of Municipal Affairs and Housing, 777 Bay

Street, 17th Floor, Toronto, Ontario, M5G 2E5, or e-mail the minis-
ter at mininfo@mah.gov.on.ca.  Ask the minister to use either the
Planning Act or new smart-growth legislation to establish firm
urban growth boundaries for municipalities throughout Ontario.

• Talk with your municipal councillor about establishing as firm an
urban boundary for your town or city as is permitted by existing
provincial laws.

Tool #9:  
Green Planning through Connecting
Major Natural Core Areas and Natural
Corridors Across Ontario

We have much to learn from the Niagara Escarpment Plan, first
approved by the Ontario Cabinet in 1985; and the Oak Ridges
Moraine Conservation Plan, approved by the Ontario Minister of
Municipal Affairs and Housing in 2002.  Both are ecosystem-based
land-use plans in that the environmentally significant areas were
identified and designated  first, as the top priority, and only after that
were other areas designated where limited urban and other develop-
ment can take place. This reverses the traditional order of urban

planning in Ontario, where towns and cities have been planned first,
and then blocks of land left after urban designation have simply been
called “rural.” 

Green or ecosystem-based planning ensures the protection of not just iso-
lated natural areas but also the corridors connecting them, thereby pro-
tecting the larger ecosystem and biodiversity. Such planning is also about
protecting greenspace within existing urban boundaries; many of these
urban natural areas are part of the broader regional network of connect-
ed greenspaces.

To find out more about the Niagara Escarpment Plan, visit:
Coalition on the Niagara Escarpment:
www.niagaraescarpment.org
Niagara Escarpment Commission: www.escarpment.org

To find out more about the Oak Ridges Moraine Conservation
Plan, visit:
Save the Oak Ridges Moraine (STORM) Coalition:
www.stormco.org
Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Housing:
www.mah.gov.on.ca

We need to identify natural core areas and the natural corridors that
connect them, for all of southern Ontario and for those parts of
northern Ontario organized into municipalities. The first edition of
geographic information systems (GIS) work has now been largely
completed by Ontario’s Ministry of Natural Resources and its many
non-government conservation partners (including Ontario Nature) to
identify these major cores and corridors for southern Ontario. The
project is called “The Big Picture 2002.” While some municipalities
have been creating their own “greenlands systems,” the provincial
mapping will provide comprehensive information and save other
municipalities from having to do that work themselves. It will provide
the bio-regional context and the natural corridors not necessarily
contained within individual municipal official plans.

Read about Ontario Nature’s Southern Ontario Greenway Strategy
– a proposal for green planning throughout the south – at
www.ontarionature.org.

The Hamilton Naturalists Club is helping residents of Hamilton and
Halton to use GIS to inventory and map natural areas, then recom-
mend Environmentally Sensitive Area (ESA) designations to their
municipal councils for their official plans. Other groups could
become involved in similar projects in their own communities.



What You Can Do
Ask your municipal council to use “Big Picture” mapping of
natural core areas and connecting natural corridors produced
by the Ministry of Natural Resources to establish the necessary
system of cores and corridors for your official plan.

Tool #10: 
Agricultural Land Reserves

A complement to a system of urban growth boundaries is a clearly delin-
eated area that is reserved for agriculture in the long term. The most
enduring Canadian experience is with the Agricultural Land Reserve
(ALR) in British Columbia. The ALR was legislated to provide a permanent
land base for farming and to protect the highest-quality agricultural land.
In many communities the ALR boundaries are now serving as de facto
urban growth boundaries.

Agriculture Thrives, Farmland Shrinks in the Greater
Toronto Area

Between 1976 and 1996, the Greater Toronto Area lost
about 60,000 hectares (about 148,000 acres) of farmland – most
of it classed as prime agricultural land (Classes 1-3, Canada Land
Inventory) – to urbanization. This is an area roughly the size of
the amalgamated City of Toronto.

Between 2000 and 2031, if present urbanization trends con-
tinue, about 1,069 square kilometres of non-urban land will be
consumed for urban development – nearly twice the area of the
City of Toronto (634 sq. km.). About 92 percent of this land (about
987 sq. km.) is classed as prime agricultural land.

– Neptis Foundation

Farming is a highly successful enterprise in the urban shadow of
Toronto. Even while pressure to convert Greater Toronto Area
farmland to urban use is intense, agriculture in the GTA generates
an estimated $1.3 billion in annual gross sales. GTA farms have a
higher total sales per acre – an average of $770 per acre – when
compared to the provincial average. The higher productivity in
the GTA is a result of good land, higher production of value-
added items and good market access.

– Greater Toronto Area Agricultural 
Economic Impact Study, commissioned by 
the GTA Federations of Agriculture,
November 1999

The majority of land in B.C.’s Agricultural Land Reserve was designated
between 1974 and 1976, following passage of the legislation in 1973.
There are over 4.7 million hectares (11.6 million acres) of land in B.C.’s
ALR. The preservation of farmland in B.C.’s ALR has significantly

decreased the rate of conversion of farmland to urban uses. According to
West Coast Environmental Law, before ALR creation, up to 6,000 hectares
(about 15,000 acres) per year of prime farmland was being urbanized;
today, the loss is only about 300 hectares (740 acres) per year. All told,
the ALR has lost only 2.4 percent of its land base.

The ALR now faces pressures that could erode B.C.’s agricultural land
base, undermine the farming economy, and compromise one of North
America’s most effective tools for protecting farmland and curbing sprawl.
A new structure and service plan aim to make the Agricultural Land
Commission more regionally responsive and sensitive to community
needs. But these changes have been accompanied by a stark increase in
applications from local governments and private interests to subdivide
farmland, establish non-farm uses, and exclude land from the ALR. There
is also a lack of commitment to the ALR’s future by the current provincial
government as partially evidenced by the enormous cuts to the commis-
sion's budget.

To find out more about B.C.’s ALR, visit the Agricultural Land
Commission: www.landcommission.gov.bc.ca.

What You Can Do
Write to the Premier, Legislative Building, Queen’s Park,
Toronto, Ontario, M7A 1A1, or e-mail him at
webprem@gov.on.ca. Ask the premier to work with the Minister
of Agriculture and Food and the Minister of Municipal Affairs
and Housing to create tougher legislation for protecting
Ontario’s agricultural lands.

Tool #11:  
Urban Redevelopment I – Brownfields

Brownfields – abandoned urban industrial lands that typically have con-
taminated soils – present special challenges for urban renewal.  Someone
must bear the cost of cleaning up these lands, and no one wants the lia-
bility associated with inadequate clean-up. But brownfields have many
advantages, since they are usually located near existing roads and transit,
have community facilities such as schools and parks nearby, and are close
to or in downtown cores. 

Redevelopment of urban brownfields and “greyfields” (Tool 12) can
greatly reduce development pressures in the countryside and reduce the
costs for new infrastructure, since these lands are close to existing serv-
ices such as water and sewer lines. Ontario cities have thousands of acres
of formerly industrial, now disused lands that are unproductive and unat-
tractive and do not contribute to the tax base. The main barrier to rede-
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veloping brownfields is the concern about environmental liability. In spite
of the great potential of these sites, both developers and financial institu-
tions have been somewhat leery of investing in brownfields because of
their environmental legacy.

In November 2001 the Ontario Legislature passed the Brownfield Statute
Law Amendment Act. The legislation sets out rules for limiting future
environmental liability, with checks and balances to ensure that environ-
mental standards are met and public health is protected. The act does not
alter the Ministry of the Environment’s powers to address environmental
emergencies or to take other strong action if these properties are pollut-
ing. The act also provides liability protection from future environmental
orders for municipalities, secured creditors, receivers, owners and devel-
opers involved in brownfield properties. Further, it streamlines planning
processes to expedite brownfield projects and assists municipalities in
finding financial support for clean-up costs.

The new legislation allows municipalities and lending institutions five
years to resolve financial concerns. In addition, Queen’s Park will provide

matching financial support for clean-up costs through freezing or can-
celling both the education and municipal portions of property taxes on an
eligible property. The brownfields law narrows the net in terms of who
can be caught and held liable for contamination and clean-up. The nar-
rower the net, the more “orphan” brownfield sites there will be – sites
where no person or institution is liable.  The big question remains where
the funding will come from to clean up these orphan sites, since costs
would likely exceed the economic value of development.

What You Can Do
• Find out more about brownfield success stories.  Read the

Brownfield Showcase by obtaining a copy through the Ministry
of Municipal Affairs and Housing at (416) 585-7041 or toll-
free 1-866-220-2290 or download it at
www.mah.gov.on.ca/userfiles/HTML/nts_1_3095_1.html.

• Encourage your municipal council to undertake a full 
inventory of brownfield sites that have development potential,
and ask council to explore with owners of these lands possible
plans and timelines for redevelopment.

King West Village, Toronto  

In 1998, residents started moving into King
West Village. The closing of the Massey-
Ferguson farm machinery plant in 1986 and
then the nearby Inglis stove plant had left
the site abandoned for a decade. Now it has a
population of almost 5,000,  and is only steps
from the King Street streetcar line west of
downtown. The project includes restoration
of the 120-year-old former Massey-Harris
headquarters, an attractive heritage building,
to create condominiums. The new housing is
a mix of low-rise condos and townhouses.
Many units have been priced within the
means of both younger buyers and retirees.
To many long-time area residents, the new
development is a welcome change, and
already a strong community feeling has
emerged both within King West Village and
the surrounding neighbourhood.
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Tool #12:  
Urban Redevelopment II – Greyfields 

Suburban “greyfields” are low-density commercial zones such as strip
malls characterized by single-storey buildings and large surface-parking
lots. Some are commercial strips or small individual parcels that line arte-
rial roads.  The prevalence of concrete and asphalt gives them their name.
These areas, often developed 30-40 years ago and now underused or
abandoned, are ripe for redevelopment.

Through rezoning that may result from an official plan review, grey-
fields can become new town centres, with a more complete mix of
retail, housing and offices. As Peter Calthorpe and William Fulton write
in The Regional City, “The goal is a type of infill and redevelopment
that creates a greater range of housing and services in the area. Adding
jobs, civic facilities, and multifamily and senior housing to an area of
single-family homes is a way to balance the neighborhood and create
more choice – in housing and community patterns. Adding a pedestri-
an-friendly focus to an existing auto-oriented environment is another
important opportunity.”

Toronto’s new official plan (currently at the OMB) makes some important
moves towards redeveloping suburban greyfields. For example, the OP
identifies certain arterial corridors outside the downtown core as
“avenues.” The OP encourages growth on avenues through improved
transit, more intensive housing (perhaps up to eight storeys) and work-
places, and pedestrian-friendly measures. The idea, over time, is to trans-
form aging, one-storey strip malls into mixed-use neighbourhoods. 

What You Can Do
Work with your municipal council to identify or have your
community group itself identify potential areas for greyfield
redevelopment.

Tool #13: 
Using Environmental Assessment
Processes

Ontarians have two environmental assessment (EA) tools – provincial and
federal – that may be used to challenge public infrastructure projects
which could be built smarter or perhaps should not be built at all. Of
interest to those advocating smarter communities, Ontario’s
Environmental Assessment Act applies to the planning of highways,
municipal roads, and water and sewer servicing, among other public-sec-
tor projects. The Canadian Environmental Assessment Act comes into
the picture if an infrastructure project affects areas of federal jurisdiction
such as the destruction of fish habitats.

The basis of the EA process is to start at square one and establish the need
for the project.   Only once the need is firmly established – if, indeed, it
can be established – can there be consideration of alternatives to the proj-
ect (for example, rail travel instead of a new highway) and alternative
ways of carrying out the project (for example, different routes for a new
highway to avoid wetlands). Questioning the need for certain new public
infrastructure projects is fundamental to planning smarter communities
and city-regions. Smart-growth advocates have used both federal and
provincial EA processes to challenge the need for and alternatives to the
proposed Red Hill Creek Expressway in Hamilton and the proposed Mid-
Peninsula Highway that would run along the middle of the Niagara
Peninsula and around Hamilton to link up with highways in the Greater
Toronto Area.

Land-use planning, transportation and environmental assessment are
closely linked.  For both smarter communities and smarter regions, we
need to make full use of the provincial and federal EA processes.

What You Can Do
• Determine, by contacting your municipal planning depart-

ment, whether provincial or federal EA processes – or both –
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Breathing New Life into Cornwall’s Waterfront 

Cornwall’s long-abandoned cotton mills sit on the shore of the St. Lawrence River.  Constructed in the 1950s, the high ceilings,
huge windows and exposed brick of these buildings make them well-suited to redevelopment as offices and apartments. The
Renaissance Group, a consortium of Cornwall business leaders, community leaders and residents, plan to breathe new life into the
area of the cotton mills and the entire Cornwall waterfront. Queen’s Park has contributed $100,000 to their planning work, with
the city and waterfront landowners matching that amount. Renaissance will use the money for environmental studies and to build
a model housing unit. The goal is a mix of 150 loft apartments and condominiums specifically tailored to local demands, which
could include student housing and units modified for people with disabilities. The buildings would also attract retail outlets
appealing to both residents and tourists.
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may apply to a proposed road, highway, or sewer or water serv-
icing project in your community or region.

• Learn more about the relevant EA processes for your situation
and how you can get involved in them:
Canadian Environmental Law Association
www.cela.ca
Canadian Environmental Assessment Agency
www.ceaa.gc.ca
Ontario Ministry of the Environment
www.ene.gov.on.ca

NATURAL AREAS AND FARMLAND 
CONSERVATION TOOLS

Several land securement tools are available to landowners,
municipalities and conservation organizations that can serve to

curb urban sprawl over the long term.

Tool #14: 
Conservation Easements

If you own land with natural features and/or farmland, you can ensure
that it stays the way it is now for – yes – 999 years! That is the typical
term for a conservation easement. Registering a conservation easement
on your land’s title guarantees that longer-term protection. In such an
easement agreement, which you enter into with an organization such as
the Federation of Ontario Naturalists, the Nature Conservancy of
Canada, the Ontario Heritage Foundation, or a locally based land trust,
you and the organization mutually agree to certain limits on land use.
The limitations can include no land severances, no subdivisions, no
golf courses, no tree-cutting and no new roads. With an easement, you
can still own the land, restrict public access to it, and sell, give or pass
it on to whomever you wish. Since the easement is registered on title,
it binds all owners of the land over the easement’s term. So if you do
sell, you have the assurance that your limits on the use of the land will
be honoured. Hundreds of hectares of lands near Ontario’s urban areas
are protected through conservation easements, and the potential for
more easements is tremendous.  

Find out more about conservation easements
• Ontario Nature

www.ontarionature.org/reserves/land_trust_options.html

• Ontario Land Trust Alliance
www.ontariolandtrustalliance.org

What You Can Do
• Contact Ontario Nature or a land trust near you to learn about

conservation easement activity in your area and to discuss
placing an easement on your own property.

• Set up a land trust that would allow landowners in your area
to enter into conservation easement agreements (see Tool 15).

Tool #15: 
Setting Up a Land Trust

A land trust saves natural areas and/or farmland by acquiring land
through donation or purchase or by holding limited interests in land such
as conservation easements. Ontario now has 35 land trusts that work
locally and come together through the Ontario Land Trust Alliance, origi-
nally spearheaded by the Federation of Ontario Naturalists as the Ontario
Nature Trust Alliance. Most Ontario land trusts focus on securing land
through donations and easements, since land in southern Ontario is usu-
ally too expensive for a conservation organization to buy.  For landowners
who wish to donate their land to a land trust, there are considerable
income tax advantages.

The recently founded Ontario Farmland Conservation Forum is look-
ing at innovative ways to preserve prime farmland in the province.
One option is to establish an agricultural land trust to secure ease-
ments on prime lands for the purposes of conservation. Other tools
used by land trusts include land stewardship programs as well as
income tax and property tax incentives.

What You Can Do:
To find out about forming a land trust, contact the Ontario
Land Trust Alliance at www.ontariolandtrustalliance.org or
Ontario Nature at
www.ontarionature.org/reserves/land_trusts.html

Tool # 16 : 
Working with Your Stewardship Council

There are 40 community stewardship councils in southern Ontario.
They are voluntary groups of landowners (both farmers and non-farm
rural residents) and other groups with an interest in good land stew-
ardship who determine the environmental and conservation priorities
for a given area, typically a county or regional municipality. Each coun-
cil has one Ministry of Natural Resources (MNR) staff person – the
stewardship coordinator –  dedicated full-time to working with the
council. The councils have some funding from MNR but seek addition-
al grants from other sources. Projects that stewardship councils under-
take include landowner workshops on woodlot and wetland manage-



ment, stream restoration projects, tree-planting, conservation of the
habitats  of rare species  and so on.  All stewardship council work has
ecological sustainability as its basis.

What You Can Do:
Connect up with the stewardship council for your area to
explore ways to collaborate for a smarter future:
Ontario Stewardship    www.ontariostewardship.org

SMART TRANSPORTATION

In 2001 there were one million more vehicles than drivers in
Ontario.

Too often in the past, Ontario and its municipalities have
put the transportation cart before the land-use planning

horse, building 400-series highways and major municipal
roads separately from and prior to planning for communi-
ties. Unfortunately, building more highways before complet-
ing long-term community growth plans has fuelled car-
dependent, sprawling suburban development. To grow
smarter and curb sprawl, we need to plan where and how
large our communities are to be and what form they will
take.  Transportation planning must be an integral part of
community planning.

Tool #17: 
Inter-Regional Transit

Tool 6 spoke to the need for transit-supportive land-use planning with-
in a municipality.  However, since many Ontarians cross municipal
boundaries daily to get to work or take part in leisure or other pur-
suits, it is critically important that inter-regional transit systems be cre-
ated that make it easy for people to travel about within and between
regions. Well-coordinated transit systems, with fares and services that
are “seamless” as the transit-rider travels between regions, not only
create faster rides and fewer headaches for riders but are also better
uses of transit dollars.  Ridership increases when a coordinated transit
service is easy to use.

Queen’s Park needs to coordinate planning for inter-regional transit
services. One of the top priorities should be to ensure that abandoned
rail rights-of-way are not sold off piecemeal but retained (for exam-
ple, by municipal or provincial purchase) for possible future use.

What You Can Do:
Work with your municipal council and community groups in

your area to develop a set of recommendations for a smart
inter-regional transit system in your part of Ontario. Ask
council to seek Queen’s Park’s assistance in making it happen
(see also Tool #21).

Tool #18:  
Transportation Demand 
Management (TDM)

Just as not idling your car is a form of energy conservation, TDM is,
in effect, “transportation conservation.” It reduces the overall need,
or demand, for as many people to get as many places in as many vehi-
cles. No matter how many new roads or road widenings are built,
without enough transit alternatives traffic gridlock is inevitable, as a
growing population puts more cars on the increasing number of
roads.

TDM provides alternatives to the traditional approach of fighting traffic
congestion. TDM either increases the range of transportation choices or
reduces the need to make a trip at all.

Here are some TDM practices, as outlined by SmartGrowthBC:

• transportation planning at the regional level
• promotion of walking and bicycling (sidewalks, bike lanes, bike

racks)
• enhancing pedestrian safety (road crosswalks, overpasses)
• giving priority to transit vehicles (“smart” traffic signals, High

Occupancy Vehicle or HOV lanes)
• increasing transit supply and service
• reducing parking supply in downtown cores and increasing it at out-

lying transit nodes
• employer-provided transit benefits that are a better financial deal

than employer-provided on-site parking
• encouraging carpooling via HOV lanes
• higher tolls on toll roads at peak periods, to trim rush-hour traffic
• trip reduction programs (schools, employers)
• flexible work hours
• telecommuting (to eliminate trips entirely)
• smarter communities built with alternative urban designs, with

shopping and transit within a short walk.

Eighty percent of car commuters receive subsidized parking from
their employers, but virtually no employees receive transit bene-
fits.

– Canadian Urban Transit Association
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Here are some examples of TDM that are already happening in Ontario:

• In Ottawa, the ECOPASS project allows federal civil servants to pay
for transit passes at a reduced rate through automatic payroll
deductions.  

• The City of Hamilton recently began offering its employees a 50-per-
cent subsidy towards the cost of a transit pass, provided those with
a parking pass first relinquished it.

• Traffic signal priority for transit vehicles can help move transit more
quickly. The Toronto Transit Commission (TTC has the ability to
manipulate traffic lights to their advantage at intersections on sever-
al bus and streetcar routes. Since traffic signal priority provides fast
service at lower operating costs, the TTC would like to expand the
program to many more routes.

What You Can Do
• Encourage your employer, if feasible for your type of work, to

create opportunities for workers to work from home at least
some of the time (for example, through access to e-mail and
voicemail) and to offer subsidized transit passes.

• Encourage your municipal council to adopt transportation
demand management practices such as HOV lanes, better facil-
ities for bicyclists and pedestrians, etc.

• Encourage your employer to work with adjacent employers and
form a sustainable transportation system for workers (involv-
ing dedicated bus routes, carpooling, etc).

Tool #19:  
New, Lowest-Cost Transit Solutions

Although highly popular with commuters, inter-city passenger rail such as
GO Transit and VIA Rail are expensive to expand. GO Transit has exciting
expansion plans, although they are currently being held back by lack of
funding, and VIA Rail is restoring some abandoned services. We must
ensure that abandoned rail rights-of-way are not sold off piecemeal,
keeping open the option to bring them back to life in the future.

One 40-foot bus carries as many passengers as 50 (usually single-
occupancy) cars.

– Canadian Urban Transit Association

In the near term, the type of transit that holds the most promise, especially
in the so-called Golden Horseshoe around the western portion of Lake
Ontario, is bus rapid transit (BRT). Unlike regular city buses, BRT would
operate in a separate corridor (such as the Highway 407 median), in
reserve lanes such as HOVs, in signal-priority situations, or even on exist-
ing highway shoulders. BRT could deliver fast, reliable “train-like” serv-
ice along outer-suburban corridors, with linkages to existing urban serv-
ices such as the Toronto subway.

York Region has announced a public-private partnership to deliver   new
rapid transit along the Highway 7 corridor, using BRT, light rail transit
(LRT), or a combination of the two.  
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Bus Rapid Transit in Ottawa

Ontario’s second-largest transit system, the OC Transpo
Transitway in Ottawa, is a highly successful BRT system that runs
largely on its own right-of-way, except in the downtown core. The
busiest Transitway bus route carries 60,000 passengers a day. That
amounts to about 14,000 more riders than GO Transit carries on
its Greater Toronto Area Lakeshore trains, its busiest line. In
downtown Ottawa, buses take advantage of bus-only lanes and
priority traffic lights. Ottawa’s BRT system has been inexpensive,
too. The 31-kilometre Transitway cost about $450 million to build,
whereas the Toronto Transit Commission’s new 6.4-kilometre-long
Sheppard subway line, opened in November 2002, has cost $930
million.

Another new low-cost transit service is an express route to one or more
major employers. For example, governments and local chambers of com-
merce provide financial support to the Smart Commute Association of
Black Creek. This association has helped employers such as Bombardier
Aerospace, Knoll, the Ontario government and the Toronto and Region
Conservation Authority to launch commuter programs that incorporate
more transit use and carpooling. Other such programs are cropping up
around southern Ontario.

Finally, one of the easiest and cheapest ways to boost transit ridership is
to provide more park-and-ride lots in outlying areas.

Golden Horseshoe Traffic Gridlock

Effective, low-cost transit improvements that can be implemented
within six to 12 months were recommended to the Ontario 
government in August 2002, at the government’s request, by the
former Central Ontario Smart Growth Panel. No longer available
on-line, call the Ontario Growth Secretariat at (416) 585-6746 or
toll-free 1-866-479-9781 to access a copy.

Tool #20:  
Moratorium on 400-Series Highways,
Extensions and Expansions

It is essential that if we are to fully integrate transportation planning with
land-use planning, there be at the very least a temporary moratorium on
planning and building of any new 400-series highways and widenings of
or extensions to existing 400-series highways and municipal roadways of
equivalent size. The moratorium must last until a comprehensive Ontario
smart-growth strategy, including a smart transportation network, is com-
pleted.

This action should include a freeze on the Mid-Peninsula Highway
(intended to create an entirely new right-of-way from Fort Erie to the
Greater Toronto Area), the Red Hill Creek Expressway in Hamilton, the
northerly extension of Highway 427 (across the Oak Ridges Moraine and
beyond), and the easterly extension of Highway 407 to Highways 35/115.
It can be difficult to grow smarter if highways that fuel sprawl have already
been built. Aggressive transportation demand management (see Tool 18
above) will get more and more cars off existing highways, leaving more
capacity for goods movement by truck.

What You Can Do
• Write to the Premier, Legislative Building, Queen’s Park,

Toronto, Ontari,o M7A 1A1, or e-mail him at
webprem@gov.on.ca and ask for an immediate moratorium
on planning for and construction of new 400-series highways,
widenings and extensions.

• Write to your mayor and municipal councillors (get contact
information from the blue pages of your telephone directory)
and ask for an immediate moratorium on planning for and
construction of additional divided, four-lane (or more)
municipal roads.
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SMARTER TAXATION TO FOSTER
SMARTER COMMUNITIES

While many of the planning principles of smart growth are well
known, smart financing techniques need more public expo-

sure. Smart financing is essential to fund infrastructure and urban
redevelopment and to attract more people and jobs into urban
cores.  Municipalities on their own are in no position to reinvest in
aging infrastructure and other smart development needs, since the
pace and extent of downloading of responsibilities from the provin-
cial and federal governments has not been matched by the funds that
municipalities need to do the work. This section of the toolbox is
about changing taxes to fund smart growth – a mandatory approach.
The following section includes some voluntary approaches.

In an April 2002 report about Canada’s cities, the TD Bank Financial
Group reported that between 1995 and 2001 Canadian local govern-
ments’ revenues edged up by only 14 percent, compared to 38 percent at
the federal level and 30 percent at the provincial level. U.S. and European
cities have been able to revitalize in recent years largely because they have
had much more help from senior levels of government and have been
more successful at enlisting private-sector support.

As the Toronto Star wrote in its major campaign called A New Deal for
Cities, “Across Canada, it has become clear that provincial tax cuts and
Ottawa’s much-vaunted surplus have been achieved at the cost of our
cities.” For example, notes the Star, Torontonians pay out $4 billion more
in taxes every year to Queen’s Park and Ottawa than the two senior levels of
government put back into investing in Toronto’s needs. Twenty-one billion
dollars leave Toronto, but only $17 billion return in funding for services. 

It is clear that creative new ways to fund smart urban projects are essen-
tial, in addition to a re-engagement by both Ottawa and Queen’s Park in
helping fund smart urban growth.  Redevelopment and revitalization of
this country’s economic engines – the cities – is rightly a responsibility of
all three levels of government.

What follows are just some of the many financial tools for smart growth.
This is not a comprehensive package.  As you find out more, share those
ideas with your community and with us!

Tool #21:  
Gasoline Tax Dedication to Fund Public Transit

Ontario Majority Wants Gas Taxes for Transit

A July 2002 Environics poll commissioned by the Sustainability
Network for the Federation of Ontario Naturalists and other conser-

vation groups found that 53 percent of Ontarians (and 57 percent of
Québecers) would be very willing to support dedicating a portion of
the tax already charged on gasoline to improving public transit. 

Per capita gasoline consumption in European cities is one-quarter
to one-fifth of that in North American cities.

– West Coast Environmental Law

Municipalities pursuing smarter planning will have to look beyond prop-
erty taxes, which are ill-suited to funding cities’ long-term needs. Yet any
additional revenue-generating programs must be approved through
provincial legislation. Cities in at least three provinces have the authority
to divert part of the provincial gasoline tax to fund either transportation
infrastructure or public transit specifically:

• TransLink, Vancouver’s transit authority, is partially funded by an
11-cent-per-litre gas tax, a rate set by the B.C. government.

• Calgary and Edmonton receive a five-cent-a-litre dedication from
Alberta’s fuel tax for transportation projects, although the provincial
government will review the tax share in 2006.

• Montreal’s Agence Métropolitaine de Transport is partially funded
by a 1.5-cent-per-litre gas tax and a $30-per-car registration fee.

The Ontario government is now committing one cent per litre of the
provincial gas tax for municipal transit, rising to 1.5 cents in October
2005 and two cents in October 2006.

UNDERSTANDING GASOLINE PRICES
2001 Canadian Average Pump Price

Taxes 44%

Crude Costs 36%

Refining &
Sales

Costs 18%
Profit 2%

Source: M.J. Ervin & Associates,
Petro-Canada Refining & Marketing
Profit-Audited Financials



Let’s consider the federal gasoline tax as well. Since Canada’s economy is
fuelled by its cities, Ottawa can, and is planning to, help make cities run bet-
ter by using the federal gas tax to invest in urban transit across the country.

What You Can Do:
• Write to Ontario’s Minister of Finance, 7th Floor, Frost Building

South, 7 Queen’s Park Crescent, Toronto, Ontario, M7A 1Y7, or e-
mail the minister at gsorbara.mpp@liberal.ola.org. Applaud the
government’s initial moves on the provincial gas tax for transit,
and ask the minister to raise it higher than two cents per litre.

• Write to the Minister of State for Infrastructure and
Communities, 6th. floor, 90 Sparks Street, Ottawa Ontario, 
K1P 5B4 or e-mail the minister at 
MinisterofState@infrastructure.gc.ca. Applaud the February
2005 announcement of federal gas tax funds for environmen-
tally sustainable municipal infrastructure and ask how those
funds will reach your community.

Tool #22:  
Scrapping the Provincial Rebate on
Purchase of Newly Constructed Homes
and Using the Funds for Affordable
Urban Infill Housing

The 1996 Ontario budget started a rebate of $2,000 to first-time home-
buyers who choose a newly constructed home. Although some new con-
struction has taken place as part of urban redevelopment, most new
Ontario homes are in suburban sprawl areas. The rebate should be
scrapped. The provincial funds saved should go towards building afford-
able housing (see Tool 23 also) and towards providing rebates for urban
redevelopment involving housing of all types.

What You Can Do
Write to Ontario’s Minister of Finance, 7th Floor, Frost Building
South, 7 Queen’s Park Crescent, Toronto, Ontari,o M7A 1Y7, or
e-mail the minister at gsorbara.mpp@liberal.ola.org and ask
that this rebate be scrapped, in favour of  provincial reinvest-
ment in affordable housing.

Tool #23:  
Using Part of the Land Transfer Tax for
Conservation and Affordable Housing

Whenever you buy a home in Ontario, you pay a provincial land trans-
fer tax. For newly constructed homes, the buyer must also pay the fed-
eral goods and services tax. Just as some provinces (see Tool 21) ear-
mark some of their gasoline tax revenue for transit in order to ease

pollution and traffic gridlock, it makes sense for those who can afford
to buy a home to help out those who cannot.

In the 2003-2004 fiscal year, Queen’s Park collected $1 billion in land
transfer taxes. Some of those funds could finance a lot of affordable hous-
ing and nature conservation. Therefore, a portion of the land transfer tax
should be transferred to municipalities, with the requirement that it be
spent to increase the affordable housing supply and to fund conservation
efforts (e.g., conservation easements, natural areas acquisition, and
watershed planning). There are other ways too: Québec and Nova Scotia
allow municipalities to impose their own land transfer tax.

What You Can Do
Write to Ontario’s Minister of Finance, 7th Floor, Frost Building
South, 7 Queen’s Park Crescent, Toronto, Ontario, M7A 1Y7, or
e-mail the minister at gsorbara.mpp@liberal.ola.org and ask
that provincial legislation require that a significant portion –
at least 50 percent – be transferred to municipalities for
affordable housing projects.

Tool #24:  
Using Canada Mortgage and Housing
Corporation as a Funding Source to
Build Affordable Housing

As federal, provincial and municipal politicians jockey for position on the
appropriate role for Ottawa to assume in making our cities work better
and grow smarter, there are a number of relatively simple moves that
could be taken right now (such as that shown in Tool 21), if the will
exists. Here is one that could curb sprawl by promoting construction of
new affordable housing within the current borders of cities and towns.  

The Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation (CMHC), owned by the
federal government, makes an annual profit of $565 million. Instead of
disappearing into Ottawa’s general revenues, these profits could be rein-
vested in new affordable housing in urban redevelopment projects. This
would hardly be a new role for CMHC. In the 1960s and 1970s it was a
leader in urban renewal, building low-rent apartments, cooperative hous-
ing, and large, subsidized developments.  In the 1980s CMHC stopped
building housing; Ottawa decided that residential construction was the job
of the private sector, and so CMHC branched out into other businesses
such as mortgage loan insurance.  

Using CMHC’s $565 million in annual profits to build affordable housing
is triple what Ottawa is spending on it now and less than one-third of what
housing advocates are seeking. Waiting for the private sector to build low-
cost housing has not worked thus far. It’s time for the federal government
make a much larger commitment.
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What You Can Do
Write to Canada’s Minister of Transport, Tower C, Place de
Ville, 29th Floor, 330 Sparks Street, Ottawa, Ontario, K1A 0N5,
or e-mail the minister at mintc@tc.gc.ca. Ask for CMHC profits
to be used for building affordable housing to curb urban
sprawl.

Tool #25:  
Charging a Development Surtax on
Greenfield Development

Most developers love building homes and industrial parks on greenfields
because it is cheaper than urban intensification or brownfield redevelop-
ment. But why make it so cheap to destroy natural areas and farmlands?
The Ontario government should place a surtax on all urban development
on greenfields in order to discourage the practice and encourage urban
redevelopment and renewal. The surtaxes could be used to assist land
trusts in the securement of both natural areas and farmlands, and in var-
ious farm assistance programs. These financial incentives may go some
distance towards addressing some farmers’ concerns about the cost of
protecting natural areas on their farms. The surtaxes could also be chan-
neled into incentives for brownfield redevelopment (Tool 11).

What You Can Do
Write to Ontario’s Minister of Financ,e 7th Floor, Frost Building
South, 7 Queen’s Park Crescent, Toronto, Ontario, M7A 1Y7, or
e-mail the minister at gsorbara.mpp@liberal.ola.org and ask
that a surtax be placed on all residential, commercial and
industrial greenfield development.

Tool #26:  
Reform of Property Tax Structures 
to Discourage Sprawl

Perhaps the most complex factor affecting the creation of smarter com-
munities is the property tax system. Each municipality wants more com-
mercial/industrial assessment on which to levy taxes so that the residen-
tial tax rate can be kept down. What we need is a property tax system that
does not artificially distort our land-use planning system.

In February 2002 the C.D. Howe Institute issued a report indicating that
while Canada’s cities and towns are adept at using planning tools to influ-
ence the location and density of development, they should not ignore the
significant impact of property taxes and development charges. The study
shows that property taxes sometimes encourage sprawl.

Property tax reform to create smarter communities is a book in itself.

Here we simply offer some key excerpts from the C.D. Howe report:

“The instruments cities use to raise revenues affect the nature and loca-
tion of development. In some cases, municipal financial tools work in tan-
dem with planning tools, but in other cases the two have opposite effects.
For example, the application of some kinds of financial tools has the effect
of increasing urban sprawl while planning tools are attempting to curb it.
Yet relatively little has been written about how municipal revenue regimes
can change the profitability of different types of development and influ-
ence the way in which a region develops....

“The density of the development and its location influence the cost of pro-
viding services.... Higher development densities result in lower costs
because much of the needed infrastructure – for example, sidewalks,
roads, and water and sewer mains – is linearly related. The denser the
neighbourhood, the smaller the increment of development costs that
these services represent.... Canadian studies find that compact urban
development results in lower infrastructure costs (especially for water
and sewers) and lower operating costs....

“The impact [of municipal financial tools] on urban growth patterns is
significant and should not be ignored. If a municipality is interested in
pursuing compact urban form, it must design its revenue-raising tools so
that, at the very least, they do not discourage this form of development....

“Property taxes should, at the very least, be neutral with respect to land-use
decisions. Neutrality can generally be achieved by relating the tax more
closely to the benefits received from municipal services by type of property
and by location. Cities need to eliminate specific distortions in the current
property tax system, such as the overtaxation of apartments and commer-
cial and industrial properties relative to single-family homes.”

What You Can Do
Engage in discussion with members of your municipal council
about realigning your municipality’s property tax structure to
prevent urban sprawl and promote compact urban development.

Tool #27:  
Reform of Development Charges

Building on the work of the C.D. Howe Institute noted above (Tool 26),
we need to recognize that smart communities cannot be fully achieved in
Ontario without a major change in governments’ commitment to ensure
that more affordable housing is built –  housing that curbs sprawl. For
example, commercial and industrial development is sprawling in the
“905” belt of south-central Ontario. But where will all the workers live,
since virtually no new affordable apartments are being built there? The
high development charges that “905” municipalities levy for new apart-



ments keep many proposed rental developments from ever being built.
Development charges help pay for city infrastructure and services. 

Look at the differences in development charges on apartments: According
to the Greater Toronto Homebuilders Association, the City of Toronto’s
development charge in 2002 on a one-bedroom apartment was $1,692
while the City of Mississauga’s was $4,726 and the Town of Richmond Hill’s
was $7,556. Municipalities have the tools to get developers interested in
affordable housing, such as waiving, reducing or delaying development
charges, but they are not using these tools.  Until they do, the housing cri-
sis in some parts of southern Ontario will deepen. Urban municipal coun-
cillors may be sympathetic to a bias by homeowners against renters, and
homeowners vote in municipal elections in much greater numbers than do
tenants. But municipalities should not have to shoulder the entire burden.
It’s time for Queen’s Park to step in with an affordable housing policy and
requirements for affordable housing construction, under a tougher
Provincial Policy Statement or through new smart-growth legislation.

What You Can Do
• Ask your municipal council to reduce development charges 

on rental housing to ease the housing crisis and curb 
urban sprawl.

• Write to Ontario’s Minister of Municipal Affairs and Housing,
777 Bay Street, 17th Floor, Toronto, Ontario M5G 2E5, or e-mail
the minister at mininfo@mah.gov.on.ca and ask what action
Queen’s Park is prepared to take – in both planning and
financing legislation – to dramatically improve the supply of
affordable housing.

Tool #28:  
New Funding Structures for 
Cities and Towns

Municipalities need ways to close the large infrastructure gap that has
opened up in recent years as Queen’s Park has downloaded responsi-
bilities without granting cities a parallel increase in revenue-raising
capabilities. In its April 2002 report on Canadian cities, the TD Bank
Financial Group assessed a number of options and concluded that the
best one would allow municipalities to piggyback off an existing federal
or provincial tax. Municipalities would have the same tax base, have the
tax collected by an existing entity (such as the Canada Customs and
Revenue Agency), and be able to set the tax rate unilaterally. To make
this work, the federal and provincial governments need to commit to
reducing their own taxes to create the required room for municipalities.
In effect, this would be a tax point transfer from Ottawa and Queen’s
Park to municipalities. The senior governments, having downloaded
responsibilities, would be doing less with less, while municipalities
would be doing more with more. What is needed is the political good-

will on the part of all three levels of government to make this happen.

What You Can Do
• Write to or meet with your MP and/or your MPP to discuss the

need for added financial support for urban needs from the fed-
eral and provincial governments.

• Raise municipal funding to curb sprawl in letters to the editor
of your local newspaper.

VOLUNTARY TOOLS FOR 
FINANCING SMART GROWTH

Tool #29:  
Priority Funding Areas

The state of Maryland has used incentive-based tools rather than regulatory
mechanisms to spur smart growth. One Maryland tool is the Priority Places
program. These areas of the state are chosen for their suitability for urban
development (including sprawl-curbing measures) and for their low envi-
ronmental significance. State legislation established the initial priority fund-
ing areas, and counties are allowed to designate additional areas if they
meet specified requirements for water and sewer service and residential
density. (For an update on smart growth in Maryland, see box on page 20.)

Learn more about the Maryland approach.
Visit the State of Maryland’s Office of Smart Growth at
www.smartgrowth.state.md.us

What You Can Do
Write to the Premier, Legislative Building, Queen’s Park,
Toronto, Ontario M7A 1A1, or e-mail him at
webprem@gov.on.ca. Ask him whether the government will
consider trying to direct urban development to certain 
parts of Ontario using financial incentives. 

Tool #30:  
Live Near Your Work

Maryland’s Live Near Your Work program provides financial incentives to
employees of businesses and institutions to buy homes near their work-
places.  The purpose is to reduce transportation demand and to stabilize
neighbourhoods surrounding the state’s major employers. (See also
update in box on page 20.)

What You Can Do
Write to Ontario’s Minister of Finance 7th Floor, Frost Building
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South, 7 Queen’s Park Crescent, Toronto, Ontario, M7A 1Y7, or
e-mail the minister at gsorbara.mpp@liberal.ola.org. Ask the
minister to provide Ontarians with financial incentives to buy
homes near their workplaces.

Tool #31:  
Location-Efficient Mortgages (LEFs)

LEF programs focus on encouraging home ownership close to transit
lines. In the United States, a group of non-profit organizations teamed up
with a prominent national mortgage agency to offer location-efficient
mortgages (LEFs). Smart Growth America has noted that people who buy
homes in convenient, transit-rich neighbourhoods tend to own fewer
automobiles and drive less. Program sponsors estimate that prospective
homebuyers can apply those savings to finance mortgages that are
$15,000 to $50,000 (U.S.) larger than what they would normally qualify
for, making home ownership possible for more low-income families.

Already, LEFs are available in Chicago, Seattle and some California cities.
The Canadian Urban Institute reports that Edmonton is experimenting
with a form of LEF through a $3,000-per-unit grant for housing construc-
tion in the city core.

What You Can Do
Ask your financial institution (bank, credit union, etc.) what
it is doing about considering location-efficient mortgages.

IT’S ALSO UP TO YOU!

Tool #32:  
Setting a Good Example 
in Your Own Daily Life

Personal actions make a difference!  Your own lifestyle choices can affect
the credibility of your work on advocating for smarter communities.

• Support local natural areas protection initiatives through volunteer-
ing and/or donations. 

• Join a community group or conservation organization.
• Determine your ecological footprint (see Chapter 2) and take steps

to reduce it.
• Ride a bicycle, walk or use public transit wherever possible.
• Attend and participate in municipal planning meetings.
• Support farmland preservation efforts through volunteering and/or

donations.
• Live as near as possible to your workplace.
• Live in as small a home as possible for the number of people in your

household.
• Get to know the natural areas near where you live – expose a child

to nature!
• Support locally owned businesses.
• Shop at farmers’ markets, buy local, seasonal food whenever possi-

ble, and encourage everyone you know to do the same.  Farmers
can be terrific allies in promoting smart communities when we
promote eating the food they produce.

• Start a community vegetable garden or your own backyard or
rooftop garden to reduce your dependence on imported foods.

• Vote for smart-community candidates in municipal, provincial and
federal elections.
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FOR ONTARIO

CHAPTER 5

A Smarter Ontario Action Timeline

This community guide shows that there is much that can be done
now at the community level to protect nature, curb sprawl, and

grow smarter. But so much more must be done to reach the
smarter future for Ontario that we so badly need! We must have
strong leadership from Queen’s Park so that a smarter future can
be realized.

THE ONTARIO GOVERNMENT AND
SMART GROWTH

In Ontario, "smart growth" is all the buzz. Under the leadership of former
Premiers Mike Harris and Ernie Eves, provincial protection was secured
for the Oak Ridges Moraine through legislation in late 2001 and, in early
2002, through a land-use plan based largely on smart planning principles.
After a 12-year struggle to gain recognition for this provincially significant,
160-kilometre-long moraine in south-central Ontario, environmental
groups claimed victory with the passage of the land-use plan for this large
landform. Ontario Nature and its conservation partners have since been
extending our smarter communities message to the rest of the province.
We need to convince both provincial and municipal governments to use
the principles and policies of the Oak Ridges Moraine plan in their own
planning processes.

The Harris-Eves government embraced its own brand of smart growth
starting in 2001 with the formation of the Smart Growth Secretariat and
the creation of five regional smart-growth panels covering the entire
province. After public consultations, each multi-stakeholder panel pro-
duced a report with recommendations for action. Ontario Nature was rep-
resented on the Central Ontario panel, but some panels had no seats for
environmental groups at all. Conservation organizations including Ontario
Nature were sometimes critical of the government for using the term
"smart growth" only to foster a strong economy, with much less attention

given to community health, and to nature and farmland protection. 

The current government led by Premier Dalton McGuinty is taking a
decidedly greener approach to smart growth. In its first year in office
beginning in October 2003, the government undertook a flurry of smart
land-use planning reforms:
• passage of the Greenbelt Protection Act, which froze urban

boundary expansions in the Golden Horseshoe until March
2005, to provide time to draft a Greenbelt Plan for the area

• release of a draft Greenbelt Plan covering over one million
acres of farmland and natural areas newly protected from
urban sprawl in the Golden Horseshoe, over and above lands
covered by the Niagara Escarpment Plan and the Oak Ridges
Moraine Conservation Plan

• issuance of Places to Grow, a discussion paper about a
growth plan for the Greater Golden Horseshoe

• passage, as Bill 26, of a small but important set of green
amendments to the Planning Act (see Tool 1, Chapter 4)

• release of a package of planning reforms, including a draft
new Provincial Policy Statement, and discussions papers
about further amendments to the Planning Act and the
Ontario Municipal Board hearing process (see Tools 1, 2 and
4 in Chapter 4)

• creation of a number of initiatives and expert committees
that will lead to watershed-based drinking water source pro-
tection legislation, flowing from the recommendations of the
Walkerton Inquiry

• introduction of the Greenbelt Act under which the Golden
Horseshoe Greenbelt Plan can be approved; and the Places to
Grow Act, under which regional growth plans for various
parts of the province are expected to be passed, starting with
the plan for the Greater Golden Horseshoe
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For smart-growth advocates in Ontario communities, your own municipality – which may lie within a larg-
er "regional city" – is logically where your primary focus will be. But your eyes must always be on Queen’s
Park as well.Why? Because municipalities have no status under Canada’s constitution; they are mere crea-
tures of the provincial government. Any legislative powers of municipalities – to tax, to plan smarter, to
do just about anything – exist only because those powers have been given to them by the Ontario gov-
ernment under various pieces of legislation.
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The McGuinty government's smart-growth work has met with some con-
troversy. There have been many announcements of proposed green initia-
tives, but most are still "works in progress." The government is sending
some mixed signals. For example, in proposing lands to be excluded
from the Greenbelt, it has chosen lands just outside currently approved
urban boundaries – 173,000 acres (70,000 hectares) that are at risk for
more urban sprawl. The Neptis Foundation, a respected research group,
has determined that lands that are already approved for urban uses in the
Golden Horseshoe but are not yet developed can accommodate expected
population growth for 30 years or more.

On transportation, while the government has, to its credit, put the brakes
on some highway extensions such as Highway 427, others are envisaged
as proceeding – the Mid-Peninsula Highway (Fort Erie to the Greater
Toronto Area), a major highway from Kitchener/Waterloo/Guelph to the
GTA (the GTA West Corridor), and the easterly extension of Highway 407
to Highways 35 and 115. The government has not taken up the challenge
led by Ontario Nature for a highways moratorium, first issued in late 2002
(see below). However, Queen’s Park has delivered on its promise to pro-
vide part of the provincial gasoline tax revenue to municipalities for pub-
lic transit, has made major transit capital investments, and is planning for
high-occupancy-vehicle lanes on some highways.

Ontario Government Smart Growth On-Line

Watch for news releases, announcements, new legislation, new
funding at:

Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Housing  www.mah.gov.on.ca
Click on:
• Oak Ridges Moraine
• Greenbelt
• Land Use Planning

Ministry of Public Infrastructure Renewal  www.pir.gov.on.ca 
Click on:
• Places to Grow

AN ACTION TIMELINE

Here we present a number of steps that the Ontario government
could take, starting now, to realize a smarter future for

Ontario. These actions build upon the tools in Chapter 4’s smarter
communities toolbox. You may want to refer back to the toolkit for
more detailed information.

Southern Ontario Greenway:  Implement Ontario Nature's
Southern Ontario Greenway Strategy, thereby protecting in perpetuity
large natural core areas and natural corridors to save them from urban
expansion. Use new legislation, a land-use plan under that legislation, a
trust fund for land stewardship and restoration, and a Greenway council
to monitor progress on plan implementation.
Target start date:  Set up an advisory panel immediately.

Transportation: Use a moratorium on all new, extended or expand-
ed 400-series highways and municipal roads of equivalent scale as the
starting point for integration of transportation planning and urban
planning in southern Ontario. The key issue is the time required to get
more public transit up and running. The moratorium must last until a
comprehensive Ontario smart-growth strategy, including a smart trans-
portation network and Greenway system, is completed. This moratori-
um period should be used to engage in smart, aggressive urban and
transportation planning for moving people and goods such that, by the
end of the period, we will be able to prove by experience that the pro-
posed highways were unnecessary.
Target start date:  Immediately

Land-Use Planning:  Undertake a comprehensive overhaul of the
Planning Act to build on the positive but few amendments approved in
2004 as Bill 26; and approve a new Provincial Policy Statement build-
ing on the generally positive features of the June 2004 draft, but with
much stronger protection for natural features. The PPS also needs to be
stronger on reining in urban boundary expansions, on urban infill, and
on urban brownfield and greyfield re-development.
Target achievement dates:  Spring 2005 for new PPS
Autumn 2005 for a new, greener Planning Act

Ontario Municipal Board:  Undertake a sweeping reform of the
OMB process to make it fairer to Ontario communities. A stronger,
smarter Planning Act and Provincial Policy Statement (noted above)
should help deliver smarter OMB decisions.
Target achievement date:  Autumn 2005 

Gasoline Taxes for Public Transit:  Commit a fixed amount per litre
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Ontario Growth Secretariat

www.pir.gov.on.ca
Ministry of Public Infrastructure Renewal
777 Bay Street, 16th Floor
Toronto, Ontario M5G 2E5
(416) 585-6746 or toll-free 1-866-479-9781

The reports of the five former regional smart growth panels are no
longer available on-line; hard copies may be available by telephoning
the secretariat.



of the provincial gas tax for transit and work with Ottawa to deliver 
the promised portion of the federal gasoline tax to the provinces.
Target achievement date: These actions are in progress. The 
provincial government is directing some gas tax revenues to munic-
ipalities (see Tool 21, pages 45-46), with the formula based 30
percent on the population of a municipality and 70 percent on 
current transit ridership in the municipality. The federal govern-
ment has recently promised to commit five cents per litre, totalling
$5 billion nationally over five years, to environmentally sustainable
municipal infrastructure.

Smarter Provincial Tax Package:  Form a multi-stakeholder panel,
including conservationists, to recommend a comprehensive package of
provincial smart-growth taxes, rebates and incentives.
Target achievement date:  Report by Autumn 2005, announcement
in 2006 spring provincial budget.

The federal government is not off the hook! Ottawa can help foster a
smarter Ontario future primarily with dollars to reinvest in our cities – in
infrastructure, public transit and affordable housing in particular. Also,
federal agricultural policy and funding for green cover on the landscape
could support our proposals for the protection of natural core areas and
natural corridors. As we have seen in the United States, the federal gov-

ernment can be a driving force for nation-wide smart-growth policies and
programs. With federal direction and participation, provinces and munic-
ipalities will have added encouragement to plan smarter for the long term.

There are some signs that cities are beginning to garner more attention at
the federal level. Ontarians are encouraged to contact their Members of
Parliament to push for federal involvement in and funding of smart-
growth initiatives. 

Finally, most changes that take place will have to happen at the community
level, under the authority of municipal governments. That’s why this guide
has shown you the various ways in which you can get involved in your local
land-use planning process with the aim of promoting smarter growth. By
organizing yourselves, as community groups are doing throughout the
province, you will have far greater success in communicating your message
to your intended audience. There are numerous options open to smart-
growth advocates for advancing their goals (see Chapter 6).

As community groups across North America have demonstrated, a well
organized group of citizens can have a powerful influence on shaping the
future of their communities. These groups have organized themselves into
effective coalitions of diverse groups with clear, common goals. Their
united voices have proven articulate and persuasive enough to reach gov-
ernments, demanding and often securing commitments for smarter-com-
munity initiatives.
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What is advocacy? To advocate for smarter communities simply
means to speak or write in support of them. It means spread-

ing the word about the many creative ways of moving towards a
smarter future for Ontario’s nature and Ontario’s communities. It
means forging alliances with sectors of your local community who
will benefit from smarter land-use planning (which is just about
everybody!). It also means understanding and speaking the lan-
guage of those you are working with. Perhaps a municipal coun-
cillor you are trying to convince to support your point of view is
not all that interested in protecting natural areas in their own right.
But trying talking in dollar terms about the heightened property
values for homes near natural areas, and you may get a more pos-
itive reaction! Be sure you clearly and positively define what it is
that you want. Whenever we are writing or making presentations
on urban sprawl and smart growth, we must always make sure we
answer one question before others ask it of us:  If this is what we
are against, what are we for? We may oppose urban sprawl, but
we support smart, environmentally sustainable communities.

Effective advocacy demands a certain level of organizational capacity and
skill. As many community groups throughout Ontario are learning, good
organization is critical to any successful advocacy effort. This chapter
focuses on the steps that community groups can take to improve their
level of organization and their advocacy skills.

Why Should the Public Get Involved in
Planning for Smart Growth?

• Our system of government gives us the right to have a voice
in all matters of public policy.  Some laws (such as
Ontario’s Planning Act) specifically require that we have
that opportunity. 

• The public can provide the information needed to develop,
maintain and carry out an effective smart-growth plan.
Professional planners and local officials need comments
and ideas from those who know the community best – the
people who live and work there. 

• Public involvement creates an informed community, which
in turn leads to better planning. 

• Members of the community feel a sense of ownership of
smart-growth plans. Cooperation between residents and
their government leads to fewer conflicts. 

• Public involvement is an important means of enforcing plan-
ning laws. Having the community informed about smart
growth and giving the community access to planning for
smart growth ensures that the laws are applied properly. 

FOR ONTARIO

CHAPTER 6

Getting Organized to Advocate for Smart Communities

Chapter 4 shows numerous ways in which smart-growth advocates can participate in smart government
decision-making. Smart-growth supporters do not have to wait for a formal planning process such as a
five-year review of a municipal official plan to take place. Your community group may wish to take a more
proactive approach in tackling sprawl and advocating smart growth in your city or town. For that reason,
you will need to have informal strategies in your advocacy toolbox as well. These include self-organizing
techniques, pre-hearing consultations, working with the media, and advocacy.
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GETTING ORGANIZED  

1. Establish a Community Group or Coalition: Often, individuals
contact Ontario Nature wondering what they can do about sprawl in
their community. The answer Ontario Nature generally gives is this:
“Build community support, and get organized!” On their own, indi-
viduals are not nearly as effective in being heard by governments as
are organized groups. In addition, as you will see from the tips below,
effective advocacy is hard work, so you’ll need all the help you can
get! You may want to either start a new smart-growth action commit-
tee, or else join an existing environmental, ratepayer or other group
in your community. 

Visit the “Nature Network” section of Ontario Nature’s website at
www.ontarionature.org to find out about our network of over 135
member groups throughout Ontario. For further information you
may need about a particular group, e-mail info@ontarionature.org.

To get others interested in your group’s smart-growth work, put up
notices in popular public gathering places around your community
(libraries, community centres, churches, supermarkets), post free
public-service announcements (PSAs) in your local newspaper, and
talk, talk, talk with everyone you can. Network with as many people as
possible, and encourage them to get involved and to spread the word.
Family, friends and neighbours are all potential supporters. Public
information meetings and educational materials are excellent ways to
build your membership and to get the word out. Community organiz-
ing takes a lot of effort sustained over a long time to yield results, so
be prepared to go the distance. Your enthusiasm, commitment and
good humour will go far towards sustaining your energy and that of
your group.

Smart-growth supporters also need to build alliances with those
affected by uncontrolled sprawl. Since sprawl hurts us all, communi-
ty groups can achieve far greater success when they unite their ener-
gies and resources in a common interest. In the United States, smart-
growth coalitions have brought together conservationists, farmers,
planners, urban developers, social advocates, neighbourhood associ-
ations and others. So once you have your own group fairly well organ-
ized, look around your community – and beyond – for new allies.
They could be farmers’ federations, ratepayers’ associations or her-
itage preservation committees. Demonstrating widespread support
for your initiatives enhances your credibility and profile, and allows
you to coordinate communications and activities amongst member
groups. A coalition can also acquire the expertise needed to address
the many technical issues that arise in the land-use planning process. 

Dialogue with Developers

It’s important for smart-community groups and developers to sit down
together and find out about each others’ interests and priorities. Here
are some words around which your conversation can progress:
• Balance
• Heritage
• Community
• Neighbourhood
• Greenspace
• Productive farmland

2. Develop Clear Goals, Strategies and Tactics: To be an effec-
tive voice for smart growth in your community, everyone in your
group should have a clear understanding of your common goals.
Are you opposing a particular development, endorsing another
development, or promoting a long-term vision of social and envi-
ronmental sustainability for your community?  Do you plan to be
involved for a few months or for a year or two (or more, if need
be)? Are you interested in working within the planning system or
outside of it, or both? 

Developing a game plan and mutually agreed-upon strategies are
the first steps in getting organized. Many groups choose to draw
up a mission statement that defines their reason for being and
some goals for the short, medium and long term, along with pro-
posed activities. Once you’ve completed your game plan, review it
from the end (activities) right back to your beginning (mission
statement) to ensure there is a clear and logical chain of thought
leading to action.

3. Clearly Outline Roles and Responsibilities: Many community
groups find it productive to divide up tasks amongst their mem-
bers according to skills and interests. A person with good writing
skills can prepare your mission statement, write news releases and
draft brochures. You may have a planner or lawyer in the group
who can help you with planning documents, hearings and other
processes. Members with strong computer skills can help prepare
attractive documents and design and manage your website. 

It is essential to assign one or two spokespersons for your group
who will act as consistent public and media liaison people (see
Working with the Media, below). Your group may also want to
develop a code of conduct that formally outlines roles and respon-
sibilities, decision-making mechanisms (consensus, voting), and
procedures for recording and monitoring decisions. Setting an
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agenda and assigning minute-takers for group meetings are also
highly recommended. 

4. Build Your Skills and Material Resources: To accomplish its
goals, every  community group needs resources – paper supplies,
computers, fax machine, photocopier, etc. Some may be found
amongst your group members (and their families), but others will
have to be found elsewhere. Assess your needs versus your existing
resources, then plan to fill in the gaps. Will you have to do some
fundraising? If so, then who are your likely funders? How will you
approach them? What will they want in return? Do you have
fundraising skills amongst your group members or will they
require training? Are your media spokespeople sufficiently pre-
pared, or is training necessary? Outline your needs and develop a
plan to meet them. 

5. Expand Your Knowledge: As a community advocacy group,
your greatest tool is your credibility. As local residents volunteer-
ing your time to promote smart planning in your community, your
integrity is critical to your success. The quickest way to lose credi-
bility with government, the media and your community is by get-
ting your facts wrong. Therefore, it is essential that your group –
and particularly your spokesperson – has a firm grasp of the
issues and can provide reliable statistical, scientific or other infor-
mation in support of your position. Your group may wish to brain-
storm around questions you may still have, or data that are still
lacking, and then assign qualified group members as researchers.  

This guide will equip you with much of the information you need.
However, there is always a need for more investigation. Talk to
municipal planners and engineers, your municipal councillors,
and the appropriate provincial officials, as well as your local con-
servation authority, your local environmental advisory committee,
and your local naturalist club. Smart-growth supporters often find
themselves becoming very knowledgeable on everything from
roadway design to official plan amendments. Be prepared to
embark on a major learning curve!  

To contact Ontario government ministries, call (416) 326-1234 
or visit www.gov.on.ca/mbs/english/index.html.

6. Identify Supporters and Opponents: As part of your brain-
storming sessions, ask yourselves: Who supports smart growth in
your community? Who do you need to support your goals? Are
there local developers planning to build smarter developments?
Who are the decision-makers on your specific smart-growth issue?
What are their main concerns? Who and what influences them?

What does your opposition look like? What are their main con-
cerns and arguments? Knowing the playing field will vastly improve
your chances of success. 

5

ORGANIZING AND ADVOCACY TOOLS

There are many effective mechanisms for public input on community issues.

Pre-Hearing Consultations

In the case of a dispute that appears headed to a public hearing, such as
a hearing before the Ontario Municipal Board, some municipalities may
encourage developers to consult with community groups in an effort to
resolve conflicts. This can be an effective alternative to expensive and

Using a Cooperative Approach: 
The Belfountain Experience

The Belfountain community (within the Town of Caledon, Peel
Region) has developed a successful, non-confrontational, coop-
erative approach in working with a developer. This developer
had previously planned a residential subdivision in the hamlet
that would have had potentially disastrous impacts on the com-
munity, both environmentally and culturally.  

After several years of confrontation, the residents decided that
a proactive, cooperative approach to the development would
benefit both the developer and the community. The result can
be seen in the innovative plan of subdivision that has on it the
names of both Enterac (the developer) and the Belfountain
Community Planning Organization (the residents).

Enterac and the BCPO have worked together to mutual benefit.
They have shared the same objectives – to protect the resi-
dents’ water resources and to integrate a new subdivision into
an existing, historically significant and environmentally sensi-
tive hamlet.  These objectives will be achieved with as little
negative impact as possible, and, in some respects, with bene-
fits to the community.

– from Protecting the Niagara Escarpment: A Citizen’s Guide,
Coalition on the Niagara Escarpment, Toronto, 1998. Reprinted
with permission.

(2005 update: The BCPO and Enterac continue to work cooper-
atively in trying to plan this subdivision. It would cluster the
homes in part of the property and would need to leave substan-
tial greenspace undeveloped.)



lengthy hearings, provided that both sides are open to dialogue. In certain
cases, such consultations have resulted in significant changes to develop-
ment plans, to bring them more in line with community wishes. Often this
works to the developers’ advantage as well – they save time and money,
and win community support for their project.

Design Charrettes

Charrettes are workshops that bring people together to solve complex
planning issues of social and civic importance in a short time. They are
generally led by architectural, planning and landscape professionals and
involve interested members of the public. A successful charrette provides
an opportunity for people to meet in an informal, friendly atmosphere to
discuss local issues and craft workable solutions. 

There are two main types of charrettes:

Visioning Charrette: Professional designers, aided by technical
experts, students and residents groups, draw up what a community
would look like if it conformed to public policy goals. Product: Lots of
great drawings, but no direct implementation. 

Implementation Charrette: Planning and other experts work cooper-
atively with interested members the public. Professional designers facili-
tate. Product: Lots of rough drawings with a commitment to implement. 

Principles for a Successful Charrette

• Allow sufficient time to complete the process (4-8 days).
• Use professional facilitators.
• Build confidence in the process and the policies that arise from it.
• Involve all relevant people, agencies and organizations (including

affected community groups) early in the process.
• Access necessary technical expertise, including that of 

municipal staff.
• Share information equally.
• Deal with issues efficiently.
• Promote benefits of collaboration. 
• Build in implementation strategies.

Community Mapping

Community mapping is a versatile and flexible tool for community-based
planning and development work. Benefits include:

• public involvement and empowerment in planning 

• strengthened sense of place and community
• clearer picture of local assets. 

At its simplest, community mapping requires a marker, a sheet of paper,
and a group of residents interested in shaping the future of their commu-
nity. The purpose is to visually represent your community, its natural areas
and its civic amenities, and to provide an overall picture of the area. One
person is designated as designer/drawer and another as a facilitator to
ensure everyone has a fair chance at input. Together, the group maps out
the current state of your community, and then envisions and designs what
the future community should look like. A good map can help your group
to get a better “lay of the land,” agree on your group’s goals, help com-
municate your message to the media and public, and help make presen-
tations to your municipal council. 

Rather than responding to a particular development proposal, communi-
ty members can take matters into their own hands, engage their imagina-
tions, consider what their ideal future community would look like, and
debate it with fellow members of the community. It is important to involve
as many different individuals and groups representing as broad a spec-
trum of community interests as possible. For best results, include plan-
ners and decision-makers such as municipal councillors.

Community mapping has been used to map everything from toxic
waste sites needing clean-up, to areas of crime for
Neighbourhood Watch programs, to the best sites for affordable
housing. These maps can be introduced and displayed during the
official plan process, as a way of encouraging others to review
and comment, thus expanding the scope of issues addressed dur-
ing the official plan review.

Visual Preference Study

A visual comparison of different development options for a community
can help achieve consensus around desired models of growth. This
involves showing participants images of various development options
and having them rank the options in order of preference. Scores are
then tallied and all the images are reviewed for their defining charac-
teristics. After discussing and summarizing the results, the comments
can be submitted for official plan purposes. Smart-growth supporters
can then visually demonstrate to planners and developers the key char-
acteristics of urban design, density and development standards desired
by the community. 
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OTHER TIPS

Fact-Finding

• Telephone, write or e-mail staff in the municipal planning and
engineering departments. Make sure you completely understand
the policies and regulations relating to your situation. For a com-
plex situation or one that is heading to a public hearing, you may
need to hire your own land-use planner and/or lawyer.

• Visit the municipality’s website to find minutes of council meetings,
policy and budget information, and more.

• Examine annual and capital budgets of your municipality to see
where and how funds will be invested (infrastructure, environmen-
tal enhancement, public transit spending).

• If it is a specific proposed development project that you are con-
cerned about, scout the area. Walk around to see if there are any
public notifications posted with details of upcoming public meet-
ings. These are also often listed in local newspapers.   

• Get as much information as possible from city staff. They are the
same people who advise council, so they can be valuable
resources to you as well. You can educate them about your
group’s position and the rationale for it.

• Check and double-check your facts.

Addressing the Political Level 

Once you have equipped yourself with all the information you need
(background, policy, budget, alternative solutions), you will want
to convince your municipal council to bring about a change in
policy. Focus your efforts on elected officials.  Know who your
allies are, and line them up as early as possible in your campaign.
Remember that potential allies can sometimes be found in unex-
pected places!

Preparing for Meetings and Presentations

• Make sure your spokesperson is comfortable with your group’s
message.

• Contact the municipal clerk in advance to find the correct process
and meetings to address your issue. Usually, you have a limited
time to make a presentation. 

• Prepare a brief summary of your main points and rationale, and
send it to the municipal clerk to distribute to council in advance.

Making Your Presentation

• Prepare your presentation well in advance, practise delivering it,
and time it carefully.

Ontario Nature Organizes for Nature Protection

Ontario Nature successfully uses many of the techniques for advocating smart communities that are described in this chapter:

• Ontario Nature has engaged residents in one-on-one discussions about smarter communities through a door-to-door canvass,
which operated from 2000 to 2004. In the writing of this community guide, we have greatly benefitted by communicating with
Ontarians right where they live.

• Ontario Nature uses “direct mail” (mailings to tens of thousands of Ontarians) to convey our message about ensuring nature pro-
tection through smarter growth. Our mailings include solid information on conservation issues and an action step that people can
take, such as signing a postcard to the Ontario premier or other cabinet ministers. We have delivered thousands of postcards to
Queen’s Park since 2000. Recent postcard campaigns were on urban sprawl and the Golden Horseshoe Greenbelt.

• Ontario Nature’s website is brimming with information about protecting nature, curbing sprawl and promoting smarter communi-
ties. Our website receives thousands of “hits” per day from around the world.

• Ontario Nature runs the Advocates for Nature program in which we issue “action alerts” by e-mail to the thousands of advocates
who have signed up. An action alert explains an urgent conservation issue, tells who an e-mail message should be sent to, and offers
suggestions for what to write in the e-mail message.

• Ontario Nature issues news releases on hot conservation issues, holds news conferences to release new findings about conservation
matters, and writes letters to newspaper editors to make our nature-first positions known.

• Ontario Nature meets with decision-makers – cabinet ministers, MPs, MPPs, political and ministry staff, municipal leaders, develop-
ers, our partners in other non-government conservation organizations – to share information and work positively together to find
solutions to conservation concerns.

• Ontario Nature publishes ON Nature (formerly Seasons), an award-winning quarterly magazine that informs Ontarians about con-
servation and the environment, as well as many publications on specific conservation issues.



• Be polite and brief.  Thank your audience for their time.
• Stay until the meeting is over, if possible.  This shows your dedica-

tion and may give you an opportunity to interact with the media.
• Be ready to develop a plan of action if your strategy derails.
• Be persistent.  Commit yourself to the long haul in getting your

message across and your goals met.

Being Creative

There should be no limits to your creativity! Activist theatre, costumes and
colourful displays are some of the actions that can be successful at the
right venue with the right audience in mind. You and your group can like-
ly come up with many novel ways to bring attention to your goals. More
conventional but still creative tools include the following:

• Some Ontario groups have invited the media, politicians and pub-
lic on urban-sprawl tours, to show them first hand the effects of
low-density, poorly planned development.

• Ontario Nature has conducted one-day field trips for our members
and supporters to show them important natural areas and how
they are threatened by potential sprawl.

• Some groups have prepared a score card or report card by which
they grade politicians or a government program’s record on a
series of urban planning and growth issues. 

WORKING WITH THE MEDIA  

If you are in the communications game – trying to get a specific
message out to the public, governments  and the business com-

munity – then consider the media as a potentially valuable ally and
indispensable communications vehicle. Whether you wish to air
your grievances on a proposed development or celebrate a smart-
growth success, the media can be very useful. In some cases, using
the media may help to attract new allies. Media coverage sends a
signal to your elected officials that your issue is important!

Your best hopes for regular media coverage are, of course, with your local
newspaper, radio station and cable television station. Regional, provincial
and sometimes national media outlets may be willing to carry your story
if it has broader interest or significance. There are many media profes-
sionals who can help promote smart-growth messages, including news-
paper publishers, radio or television station managers, researchers,
assignment editors, producers, photographers, reporters, camera crews,
copy editors and advertising staff. 

Getting the Word Out 

• Cultivate relationships with reporters who usually cover
issues related to yours. Cultivating contacts with reporters takes
time and needs nurturing, but it is essential. If you are a new
group in town, make sure to introduce yourselves to reporters
covering your issue, send them any materials you have, and invite
them for further discussion. A reporter is looking for a story from
a reliable source that is of interest to readers, so be sure to put
yourself in his/her shoes by asking yourself,  “What does this
reporter need to run a good story?” Make media kits available.
Respect reporters’ deadlines by returning phone calls promptly.

You will need to keep files or a database of media contacts with a
bit of history on their involvement in your (or related) issues. Stay
current by keeping up with newspapers, radio and television and
by maintaining a news-clipping file (always marking the source
and date for future reference). 

Contact the Sustainability Network at (416) 324-2792 or
info@sustain.web.ca for the Ontario edition of A Basic Guide to
the Media and Media Lists.

• Target your efforts to the audience you are trying to
reach. Different television stations and newspapers have different
target audiences. Decide which media will best access your target
audience and shape your message accordingly. For instance, for a
smart-growth story that appears in a big-city newspaper, you will
want to emphasize urban renewal efforts, whereas rural audiences
may be more interested in hearing about greenspace conservation
and farmland.

• Communicate only when you have something to say. Are
you sure you have a newsworthy story? Reporters and editors are
extremely busy, so make sure you use their time wisely. 

• Keep the message simple and clear. Usually you want to
have only one message, so make sure you know what that message
is and the exact wording that will best communicate it. Remember
that broadcast reporters work mainly with “sound bites” and that
most people read at a general high-school level; most newspapers
are targeted at the Grade 12 literacy level.

• Send information updates for their files. Do not expect
reporters always to be on top of the latest news about your issue.
By providing timely updates, you can nourish your media contacts,
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keep your issue prominent in their minds, and establish your
group as a reliable source of information.

Use a range of possible types of communication, including:

• letters to the editor (short and to the point)
• news releases, with telephone follow-up 
• media advisories and media kits  
• guest editorials (“op-eds”) 
• news conferences  
• backgrounders/fact sheets (1-2 pages with key information and

contacts)
• talk shows 
• panel discussions
• media interviews.

News Releases

An effective news release is one of the most common ways of getting media
coverage. In smaller markets such as community newspapers, your
release may command front-page attention and will often be reprinted
almost word-for-word. However, at major news outlets, the same story will
likely have to compete with hundreds of other news releases every day, so
yours has to stand out. 

Community Action Brought Oak Ridges Moraine Protection

The Ontario government passed Oak Ridges Moraine legislation in 2001 and approved the Oak Ridges Moraine Conservation Plan in
2002. These tremendous victories for nature protection and smart planning would not have happened without the dogged pressure
from thousands of Ontarians and the community organizing work of moraine-based residents groups.

Better protection for the Oak Ridges Moraine was not even on the former Progressive Conservative government’s radar screen when it
was elected in 1995. The Save the Oak Ridges Moraine (STORM) Coalition, with 25 member groups in communities across the moraine,
had been organizing and working since 1989 to secure special protective legislation for the moraine. STORM and Ontario Nature joined
forces in the early 1990s when a previous government undertook work to develop a moraine protection strategy.

The two organizations, working in collaboration with other conservation groups, joined up again in 1999, when a number of events
triggered renewed pressure on Queen’s Park for an Oak Ridges Moraine conservation plan. STORM mobilized its member groups, and
Ontario Nature got help not only from over 20 of its member groups that are on the moraine or in its downstream watersheds but also
from people across Ontario. Together, Ontario Nature and STORM used e-mail “action alerts,” postcards, news releases, news confer-
ences, radio advertisements, telephone-your-MPP and telephone-the-premier campaigns, presentations at government-hosted public
meetings, holding of our own public meetings, updates in Ontario Nature’s Seasons magazine (now ON Nature) and on both groups’
websites, and publication of colourful and informative brochures and maps.

Even though the conservation plan has now been approved, our Oak Ridges Moraine work is not finished. STORM and Ontario Nature
continue to collaborate to ensure proper implementation of the plan in municipalities across the moraine.



• Make sure your story is newsworthy (has currency) and has an
interesting “hook.”

• Try to keep your release to one page, but absolutely 
no more than two. 

• Headline the release “For Immediate Release.”
• Include headline, date and location. 
• State your key message in the first paragraph, which should con-

tain no more than two sentences. Start with the heart of the issue;
details and quotes come later.

• Always double-check your facts.
• Answer all the basic questions: who, what, when, where, why, how.
• Use one or two quotes from your spokesperson/people.
• Use short sentences.
• Provide one or two contact names and telephone numbers at the

end. You may even want to provide other contact people relevant
to the issue. 

• Follow up with phone calls to reporters who are especially impor-
tant to your group’s success.

• For additional background information, attach a backgrounder 
(1-2 pages).

• Although far more people have e-mail than home fax machines, it
appears that many reporters prefer to receive news releases by fax.

Media Advisory

This is different from a news release since it is used to give the media
notice of an event one or two days beforehand. Faxing a short description
of the event, including the location and time, to reporters on your media
list/database – without divulging your core news or message –   is an
essential method for getting media coverage of your event. Make the event
sound compelling for reporters to cover. Put yourself in a reporter’s shoes
and ask yourself: Does this event sound timely and newsworthy? Will it be
worth my while to attend? 

Media Kits

A media kit provides reporters with background material for a story. It
is a valuable component of your communications/outreach effort and an
excellent resource for reporters. A successful kit gathers an assortment
of materials portraying your organization and issue in an interesting,
informative and professional manner that inspires reporters to cover
your issue. Be sure to carry a kit with you whenever there may be mem-
bers of the media present. Always provide your spokesperson(s)’
name(s) and contact information in an obvious place in the kit. 

News Conferences

You can hold a news conference for your local media, for example, on

the site of a proposed development or redevelopment. Keep your open-
ing oral remarks – which expand on the printed release you have avail-
able for the media – to absolutely no more than 10 minutes, then leave
an open-ended period for the media to ask you questions.  Remember
that you must issue a media advisory one or two days before the news
conference.

If you have a story that you think will gain broad provincial interest,
consider holding a news conference at Queen’s Park in Toronto. This is
a very competitive and high-pressure venue at which to expose your
news and your group, so use it only for a hot news item. A Queen’s Park
reporter might be covering three or more stories in one day. For that
reason, it’s doubly important that your news release say it all, since the
reporter may take a copy and run, without hearing a word of what you
have to say. Queen’s Park reporters usually have more time when the
Legislature is not in session; your story is therefore more likely to be
picked up by the media between sessions. 

Call your MPP’s office. To find your MPP and his or her contact
information, call the Government of Ontario information line at
(416) 326-1234 or visit www.electionsontario.on.ca, or call the
Inter-Parliamentary and Public Relations Office at (416) 325-7500
to find out when the Ontario Legislature is in session.

A group can book the media studio in the Legislative Building at Queen’s
Park if an MPP will sponsor the news conference. Ask an MPP with
whom you already have a working relationship to book the studio on
your group’s behalf. If your own MPP is a cabinet minister, try a gov-
ernment backbencher or an opposition party member instead, since
ministers don’t sponsor news conferences. The sponsoring MPP need
not agree with everything you have to say, only that you have a right to
state your case.

Media Interviews

• Use your organization’s name, not “I” or “we.”
• Be prepared to summarize your message in one minute or less.
• As spokesperson(s), show your enthusiasm for, interest in, and

full knowledge of the subject.
• Practise by role-playing possible difficult questions and their

answers ahead of time.
• Remind yourself of your target audience.
• Repeatedly state your message in a clear and consistent manner.
• Keep answers short, and give examples where relevant.
• Make positive statements (“We need to preserve this natural 

area for future generations” instead of “We need to stop all 
development”). 

• Avoid defensive or offensive comments; maintain a friendly and
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open manner.
• Avoid acronyms, jargon and technical terms.
• Always tell the truth. If you do not have an answer, get back to the

reporter later.
• Answer the reporter’s question, but always return to your 

main concern.
• Put the issue in context. Explain why it is important from a 

broad perspective.
• Keep to the facts. Maintain your credibility and professionalism,

but do not be afraid to speak with some emotion. 
• Promptly supply additional information or photos requested by the

reporter.

Guest Editorials / Opinion Pieces

“Op-eds” are another valuable means of getting out your message. They
are opinion pieces, usually  from 600 to 800 words in length, that appear
opposite a newspaper’s editorial page (hence op-ed). Contact the news-
paper editor before you begin writing so as to gauge his or her level of
interest. 

Emerging Media Opportunities

In addition to the traditional news media, the public increasingly receives
information on critical issues from other sources:

• Many cities have alternative weekly newspapers that cover
issues of local interest with a perspective or approach different
from the mainstream media. These papers are often free and so
are read by a large audience. In addition to news features, alterna-
tive weeklies often have sections offering brief updates on current
issues.

• From the local to the national level, magazines are multiplying,
offering new outlets for information. Consider submitting a story to
one of the “niche” publications catering to your target audience.
Contact the editor first to determine his/her level of interest and
needs.

• Electronic mail and websites are becoming increasingly
important outlets for information. You can make good use of them
by posting on your website and listservs everything from small
news stories to in-depth analyses related to local conservation and
smart-growth issues.

• Talk radio is an increasingly popular media format.  You can use
this forum to your advantage to challenge some of the views that
may be aired in these discussions. 

PUBLIC EDUCATION

For long-term change, public education on the environment is
essential. It helps create an informed public that is more likely

to care about and act on smart growth. Identify different educa-
tional forums in your community, and investigate their appropri-
ateness to your smart-growth work. From universities and colleges
to zoos, nature camps and community centres, public education
comes in many forms and reaches a wide range of audiences.
Although educators may be cautious about a group with a strong
agenda, they will likely be receptive to ones that can provide an
educational and interactive experience.

Our job as advocates for smart communities is not to take the place of
educators but rather to provide materials and training, link up with local
exhibits, and help teachers to include smart growth in their curricula. You
may be able to work with educators to enhance their level of knowledge,
lead field trips, and so on. Or you may be able to work with a local muse-
um or community centre to develop a display about a local development
issue, the impact it has on the community, and the role you can play.

INFLUENCING THE DECISION-MAKERS

The struggle to protect nature and curb urban sprawl is deeply
rooted in politics. Therefore, smart-growth supporters must

learn the fine art of influencing both politicians and business lead-
ers. You may want to persuade government to finance a project,
adopt a certain policy, or improve or pass new regulations, by-laws
or legislation that will support smart growth. You may also want to
oppose laws or policies that are contrary to smart growth.

But let’s start with the first step. To create smarter, environmentally sus-
tainable communities, we need more and more “green” (environmental-
ly progressive) municipal councillors, MPPs and MPs. Part of your
responsibility as a community organizer is to help find green candidates
for elected office and get them elected.  One of those candidates could be
you!

Ontario Nature is calling for significant policy changes at the provincial
and federal levels to ensure a smarter future for Ontario. Since smart
growth depends on regional planning (see Chapter 4), Queen’s Park has
a critical role to play in supporting better inter-municipal planning and

Keeping in touch with the Ontario Smart Growth Network

Visit the network at www.greenontario.org/smartgrowth and subscribe
to the Get Smart e-newsletter and related listserv at
http://list.web.net/lists/listinfo/getsmart-1



protection of greenspace. In addition, the province can champion the
need for a renewed federal commitment to Canada’s cities and towns. 

Keep in mind that your primary goal is to influence government and busi-
ness decision-makers. It can be a slow process, but if you have ideas
about improving your community, it’s what you need to do. A dialogue
with government or business representatives provides them with reliable
information on your smart-growth concerns and recognition whenever
they act in a way that advances your goals. Remember that positive rein-
forcement is important when it comes to influencing the actions of gov-
ernment and business leaders. Also, the more people your group repre-
sents, the more influence you can bring to the table when meeting with
these leaders.

To reach government and business leaders with your message, you have
several options, ranked below in order of effectiveness:

• Face-to-face meetings:  These provide both parties with an
opportunity for real dialogue. It is an excellent way to present your
message in some detail and build enduring relationships. 

• Letters on behalf of your group:  Individually tailored letters
allow you to craft your group’s thoughts on an issue in some
depth. For a politician, an individualized letter is thought to consti-
tute 100 or more votes on a particular issue.  If you took the time
to write, at least 99 other voters who have not written likely agree
with your group’s position. 

• Form letters: A pre-written advocacy letter or card to which you
affix your signature and address is still useful, but less effective
than an individually tailored letter in terms of demonstrating your
commitment to the issue. 

• Petitions:  Standardized forms available through your MP and
MPP allow a message to which many people affix their signatures
and addresses. Petitions may be useful in large numbers to indi-
cate broad support for a particular issue but are not nearly as
effective as individualized letters. 

Building Relationships with Government and Business Leaders

• Do your homework: Know the leaders’ backgrounds before
approaching them so as to better tailor your message and respond
to their concerns. 

• Network with your contacts: Find out who you know who
knows the leaders you want to contact, and invest time in educat-
ing those individuals. 

• Link your issue with the leaders’ key issues: Find out what
issues are important to them, and make the link to your issue
where possible. For instance, someone who is concerned about
economic development will likely respond more to your concerns
about sprawl draining commercial activity from the downtown
core than they might about sprawl destroying natural areas.

• Provide a service: You can strengthen your relationship with
government and business leaders and promote your smart-growth
goals by offering to provide up-to-date information on specific
issues, to collaborate on public events, and to present solutions.

Tips on Meetings with Government and Business Leaders

• Advise them in advance of who will be attending. One spokesper-
son is recommended, although a second can provide moral sup-
port and additional resources.

• Know and state your issue clearly, and stay on topic.
• Provide a brief written summary of your position (be sure of your

facts), the solutions your are proposing, and the actions you are
requesting. 

• Be positive, professional, polite and thankful for their time.
• Demonstrate public support for your group’s goals (number of

members, letters written, etc.).
• Comment on any positive efforts they have undertaken with regard

to smart growth.
• Follow up the meeting with a thank-you note.

Tips On Meeting Your Member of Provincial Parliament (MPP) 

In addition to the above points:

• Learn all you can about the riding and your MPP’s back-
ground. Review back issues of your local newspapers to give you
a sense of the main issues of concern to fellow constituents and
therefore to your MPP. As well, it may be worthwhile to look at
some Hansard transcripts, which are the official record of the
daily proceedings of the Ontario Legislature. Go to
www.ontla.on.ca. You can read what your MPP has had to say on a
variety of issues. You can also watch a few segments of the
Legislature’s question period on television (although everything
said there is captured in the Hansard transcript). 

• Prepare and prioritize your questions. Remember that
because your MPP is busy, you are likely to get only a half-hour
meeting. Your MPP may ask for a written list of your issues in
advance. 

• Offer solutions. Be sure to present your solutions to the prob-
lems you have raised. Make it clear which smart-growth action you
would like support on. 

• Offer assistance. You can distinguish yourself by offering to
serve as a local resource on your particular issue. This can be in
the form of providing written or oral information and timely
updates. 

• Be flexible on the meeting location. Your MPP may be able to
meet with you at his/her constituency office, but be prepared to
travel to Queen’s Park in Toronto if necessary.

• Be professional, polite and positive. Since you want to build a
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relationship, you do not want your first meeting to be your last. 
• Stay in touch. Before leaving your MPP’s office, leave your con-

tact information or card with the executive assistant. It is impor-
tant to make this contact with the MPP’s “gatekeeper,” the person
who manages the MPP’s schedule. 

The Minister and the Premier
While few community groups are able to secure a meeting with a cabinet
minister, and even fewer a meeting with the premier, telephone calls and
letters on timely smart-growth issues are extremely important. In both the
premier’s and ministers’ offices, the numbers of telephone calls and let-
ters received are an important barometer of the public’s concern on a
given issue. It is likely that the staff taking the calls and receiving the let-
ters will convey those concerns to the premier and ministers. 

Keep telephone messages for the premier or a minister very short – one
sentence is all that a staff person is likely to write down. Try to keep a let-
ter to one page. Always try to offer a practical solution to the problem you
raise. If you are writing to urge the premier or minister to take certain
actions, point out why it is in the public interest to do so. 

While you will almost always get a reply, it may arrive weeks or months
after you sent your letter, since yours must compete for attention with
many others. 

Writing Effective Letters

So you’re upset with the government’s record on protecting woodlands.
Or maybe they’ve just caved in again to yet another sprawling development
proposal. You want to do something to help change their ways, but the
enormity of the task makes success look hopeless. What can you do? 

One of the most effective weapons, readily available and proven by the test
of time, is a letter to the politician most responsible (the mayor and coun-
cil at the municipal level, the chair/warden at the regional/county level,
and the minister at the provincial/federal levels). Such letter-writing can
become a fine art and a valuable advocacy tool, but many of us are unsure
how to begin. 

Do letters really work? Yes! If politicians receive dozens of letters on one
side of an issue, they have a measure of residents’ opinions and a basis
for appropriate action. Often you may want to write to a politician as part
of an organized campaign, to demonstrate the strength of numbers hold-
ing your view. 

Educate yourself and your group members as much as possible about the
issue, but do not let yourself be intimidated into keeping quiet. After all,
an activist’s job is to speak out! If you feel strongly that wildlife habitat
should be preserved or that air quality needs to be improved, feel free to
make your voice heard. The most important role of politicians is to set
government goals, decide their priorities, and then instruct, cajole, pester

and bully the bureaucracy into accomplishing them. To do that, they often
need your help for direction and moral support (and less frequently, for
technical expertise). If you are uncertain about the technical issues, ask
leading questions instead of making statements. In any case, be sure to
include questions so that the recipient will have to respond. 

Although the contents may vary according to the situation, in general your
letters should be relatively short, forceful and to the point. Be as specific
as possible without being tedious, and if you have the talent to be witty, a
little humour never hurts. 

Some other tips include the following:

• Try linking your particular cause to other government actions, pol-
icy statements, etc. 

• Local examples are particularly effective (“Old Uncle Walt’s farm
would not have been sold to developers if only we had had this
legislation in place”).

• Be specific about what you want done. If you are unsure about
exactly what action is needed, you could ask what options the offi-
cial has examined to deal with this problem and what the advan-
tages and disadvantages are to each one.

• Be prepared to wait at least a few weeks, and in some cases
months, for a response.

• Be prepared to write a follow-up letter. Most responses are of
three varieties – affirmative, agreeing with your stance (seldom);
zero, ignoring all your questions and saying absolutely nothing
(tried fairly frequently); and bafflegab, swamping you with techni-
cal details and excuses (would probably be tried more often, but
too much work). 

• For your follow-up letter, go back to your original letter, and pull
out all the questions that were not answered. Point out any incon-
sistencies between information in the response and other sources
of information you may have. Also point out any inconsistencies
that may arise in the reply letter itself. Refute their arguments
where possible and point out the desirability of your goals.

• Be prepared to write a second and even third follow-up letter! The
second reply you receive likely won’t satisfy you either. Persistence
often pays off, so consider this just the starting formality. Take the
opportunity to point out some of the weak arguments that politi-
cians make when they are not paying close attention. Or re-state
your questions in a different way if they still have not been
addressed.

• Copy your letters to other interested parties. Send copies to the
leaders or relevant critics of the provincial opposition parties – it
keeps them informed and provides them with ammunition to pur-
sue your issue in the Legislature. If you are dealing with an issue
of local interest, copy your letter to the local media. And if you are
dealing with an issue of interest to a conservation group, send a
copy to them as well. 

• Always apply the three R’s: Be Right, Reasonable and Repetitive.



In this community guide, we have explained the many and varied
costs of urban sprawl to our society; we have presented smart

growth as the solution to protecting nature and curbing sprawl; we
have given you a toolbox full of ways to help make smart growth
happen; we have made suggestions for organizing residents in
your community into an effective voice for smart community plan-
ning; and we have presented Ontario Nature’s vision for a smarter
future for Ontario.

The smart-growth tools outlined in this guide can go a long way towards
a smarter future for Ontario. However, the task will not be easy. Some
experts estimate that we have less than a decade to turn around the cur-
rent planning trends in Ontario if we are to have a chance of mitigating
past damages to nature from urban sprawl and preventing further sprawl.
This challenging task will require bold action by all levels of government,
with the clear and united support of the Ontario public.

We have explained the many actions our governments need to take to
ensure a smarter Ontario future. Will our municipal, provincial and fed-
eral governments jump into action, or might they need to be pushed?
Never doubt that a gentle nudge – or a not-so-gentle shove – from the
community can make important changes happen.

Together, we can make a difference. But who are we?  We are not only
environmental advocates and conservationists. To ensure a smarter future
for Ontario, we need the talents and expertise of people from many walks
of life: forward-thinking urban planners, environmental engineers, urban
design specialists, farmers and politicians, as well as the urban develop-
ment industry, affordable housing organizations, public transit advocacy
groups and the business community – in short, everyone who has a stake
in a smarter future for Ontario.

We must be realistic too, though. Let’s not kid ourselves that making
Ontario work smarter will be easy. There will be resistance. Some devel-
opers will reject the vision we have outlined in this guide for a smarter
Ontario, since it may cut into their short-term profits or threaten their
land-speculation strategies. To those developers, we say land speculation
is a gamble that they take (hoping that inexpensive farmland today will
become lucrative developments tomorrow), and gambling is a risky ven-
ture. To those developers who see the future in smart growth not as a
threat but as an opportunity, we say, “Welcome aboard!”

Likewise, some urban residents may resent plans for intensification in
designated growth areas (such as transit lines), either because tall build-
ings will block the sunshine they are accustomed to enjoying on their
properties or because they fear that higher densities will lower their qual-
ity of life in some way. In fact, as we have tried to show in this guide, smart
growth benefits us all, by eliminating the costs of sprawl and by revitaliz-
ing urban communities. But other people will still want to own a large
home on a large suburban or rural lot, with no interest in breaking their
addiction to driving their cars everywhere.

Clearly, there is a need to educate the public on the benefits of smarter
communities. Public buy-in for a smarter Ontario future will be the key to
making it happen. Our aim as advocates for smarter communities is to
make these smarter cities and towns as irresistible as possible! Across
North America, there is already tremendous community support for more
creative ways of growing cities and towns that  protect natural areas, pre-
serve farmland, and enhance urban livability. 

The basic ingredient for a smarter future for Ontario will be community-
based smart-growth groups in cities and towns across the province. Not
only can such groups help bring about smarter planning in their own
communities, but they can help build a network of smart-growth groups
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Getting Out There: Making Ontario’s 
Smarter Future Happen!

Smarter land-use planning and smarter government spending to protect nature, curb urban sprawl, and foster vibrant, health communi-
ties are not wild-eyed dreams. They can and must be the ingredients for creating a smarter, more viable and more sustainable future for

Ontario. As shown over the past 30 years, in places such as some U.S. cities and in much of Europe, smarter planning is achievable and can
improve overall quality of life.
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to work together at the provincial level. By promoting the smart-growth
message as widely as possible, community groups can help bring about
the broad change in thinking about our communities that is needed. 

We must move quickly if we are to keep pace with expected population-
growth trends. As the third-fastest-growing region in North America
(behind Los Angeles and Atlanta), the Greater Toronto Area – and Ontario
more broadly – needs to devise a smart-growth strategy for the short (1-
5 years), medium (5-20 years) and long (20-50 years) terms. We hope
that smart planning for 40-50 years or longer into the future will become
the norm in Ontario. 

You have an important role to play. We encourage you to:

• Keep updated on Ontario Nature’s smart-growth activities through
our website at www.ontarionature.org.

• Use this community guide to get the word out about smart growth and
to organize residents to promote smart growth in your community.

• Ask as many people as possible to write the provincial government
to demand smarter policies and programs.

• Host a community workshop about smart growth.
• Network with smart-growth groups from other communities to

share experiences and strategies.
• Help Ontario Nature as we explore ways to promote smart

growth by:

• contacting the Ontario Smart Growth Network and the
Ontario Healthy Communities Coalition (see Resources, page

71) for listserv and discussion forum opportunities;
• joining Ontario Nature’s Advocates for Nature letter-writing

program by registering on our website to become an on-line
advocate; 

• becoming a member of Ontario Nature and thereby helping
strengthen Ontario’s longest-serving conservation organiza-
tion, with 25,000 members and over 135 member groups
across Ontario working for smarter planning to protect
nature;

• joining the Ontario Nature member group nearest to your
community. That group may already be working on smarter-
community initiatives and may want to work with you; and

• encouraging your group to become a member of the Ontario
Smart Growth Network.

Alternatives to the way we grow our communities in Ontario are available
and are crucial to the well-being of the province. Equally important,
Ontarians like you have an important role to play in shaping the future of
our communities and the legacy we leave to future generations. Whether
theirs is a promising future depends very much on the actions we take
today. Together, working for a common vision of a smarter Ontario, we
can make that future a reality.

There is no second chance to create a smarter future for Ontario. We
simply must get it right this time, for no one can create more natural
areas or more farmland once they are destroyed. So go out now into
your community and offer the best you can for a smarter future!  
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GLOSSARY 

ADS: See alternative development standards.

Agricultural Land Reserve: a provincial land-use designation used in
British Columbia to protect agriculture as the priority use and to limit
non-farm uses. 

alternative development standards (ADS): a set of urban design crite-
ria for building communities that are compact, enhance social interac-
tion, are efficient in use of energy and space, and are environmentally
friendly. ADS include grid road systems (instead of winding roads and
cul-de-sacs), narrower roads, smaller lots, use of curbs, sidewalks and
porches, and rear-lane car access.

aquifer: an underground water reservoir found within layers of perme-
able rocks or in sand and gravel layers.

Areas of Natural and Scientific Interest (ANSIs): areas of land and
water recognized by the Ontario government containing natural land-
scapes or features that have been identified as having values related to
natural heritage protection, scientific study or education. ANSIs vary in
their level of significance and their vulnerability to environmental
impacts. They may be classified as either regionally or provincially sig-
nificant. “ANSI” is not a municipal land-use designation but rather an
identification of land as having natural heritage significance that may be
helpful in deciding on municipal official plan designations.

biodiversity: the variety and variability among living things (organisms).
It includes the genetic diversity within one particular species, the species
diversity (the number and variety of species) in a given area or in the
entire globe, and ecosystem diversity (the variety and variability of habi-
tats, biological communities and ecological processes) existing in a
given area.

bio-regional planning: See ecosystem-based planning.

brownfields: abandoned urban industrial sites often harbouring con-
taminated soils from decades of past uses. Brownfields are ripe for
redevelopment after decontamination, thereby reducing development
pressures on greenfields.

bus rapid transit (BRT): streamlined bus services enhanced by special
provisions such as dedicated rights-of-way, HOV lanes and traffic signal
priority.

by-laws: municipal laws that give local governments the power to deal 
with a range of issues including property taxation, local services, plan-
ning, animal control, vehicle idling, etc. 

carrying capacity: the maximum population of a certain species (e.g.,
humans) that can be supported by a given environment.

charrette: a workshop that brings people together to solve complex
planning issues of social and civic importance.

climate change: a climatic shift which is attributed directly or indirectly
to human activity which alters the composition of the global atmosphere
and which is in addition to natural climate variability observed over
comparable time periods.

cluster development: urban development that concentrates housing on
small lots on one part of a larger site in order to preserve greenspace
and natural features on the remainder.

compact community: a land-use pattern of medium- to high-density
urban development that encourages walkable neighbourhoods, mixed
land uses (residential, retail, workplace and institutional, all within one
neighbourhood), proximity to transit, and reduced need for infrastruc-
ture. 

conservation easement: a written agreement between a landowner and
conservation organization (the easement holder) that sets out limits on
land use and management to protect the property over the long term. A
conservation easement is registered on the title of the property and
binds both current and future landowners to the terms of the agreement.
The easement owner has specified rights without actual ownership of the
land. Conservation easements can be used, for example, to protect natu-
ral areas and agricultural land (typically for a 999-year term).

contiguous development: urban development that is adjacent to other
previously developed areas, as opposed to “leap-frog” development. 

demand management: a set of tools and practices used to reduce con-
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sumer demand for a particular product or service, such as transporta-
tion or energy. For example, transportation demand management can be
used to reduce the need for residents to take road trips by building
housing close enough to workplaces to be able to walk or take transit.

density bonus: permission by a municipality to build additional housing
units (more than usually allowed) if the developer meets certain
requirements – e.g., preservation of greenspace, construction of non-
profit housing, provision of local amenities.

development charges: fees applied by municipal governments on new
developments to pay for the infrastructure costs of that development –
e.g., sewers, water lines, roads. 

drainage basin: See watershed.

ecosystem-based planning: planning that identifies and protects natural
core habitats and the natural linkages (corridors) that connect them.
Only once a greenlands system of natural cores and natural linkages has
been completed can planning for urban development proceed. Also
called bio-regional planning.

environmental advisory committee: a voluntary group of local resi-
dents chosen by a municipal council for their environmental expertise
and community experience. They provide advice to council on a range
of environmental matters, from environmental policies for the official
plan to comments on particular developments that may have environ-
mental impacts. 

environmentally based planning: See ecosystem-based planning.

environmentally sensitive area (ESA): a land-use designation in a
municipal official plan that strictly limits or totally excludes development
because of the ecological features of the area (valleyland, woodland,
wetland, etc.). Sometimes also referred to as Environmentally Sensitive
Policy Areas (ESPAs) or Environmentally Significant Areas.

geographic information system (GIS): an integrated, computer-based
system that stores, displays and analyses geographic information in a set
of data layers. Can be effectively used by municipal governments, con-
servation authorities and other agencies to map and protect natural
areas.

greenfield development: development on land where no prior construc-
tion or installation of infrastructure has taken place.

green infrastructure: greenspace in the form of parks, woodlands, wet-
lands, river corridors and other natural areas that together comprise the
“natural capital” of a community.

green planning: See ecosystem-based planning.

greenlands systems: See ecosystem-based planning.

global warming: a weather phenomenon caused by pollution in the
form of greenhouse gases present in quantities that hasten the process
by which the sun’s heat is trapped in the earth’s atmosphere. Scientists
predict severe environmental impacts if global warming continues. (A
form of climate change.)

greenhouse gases (GHGs): gases such as carbon dioxide and methane
that, when emitted into the air in excessive quantities (primarily through
air pollution), create the “greenhouse effect” that is the primary cause
of global warming.

groundwater: water held underground within sand, gravel, soil or per-
meable bedrock. Groundwater is essential to many communities’ and
rural residents’ needs but is vulnerable to overuse and to contamination
by surface water. 

habitat: the natural environment that provides shelter, food and water
for a plant or animal species. 

high occupancy vehicle (HOV) lanes: road and highway lanes designat-
ed for vehicles containing three or more occupants; used to encourage
carpooling and transit use.

HOV lanes: See high occupancy vehicle lanes.

impermeable surfaces: See impervious surfaces.

impervious surfaces: areas of ground where the natural process of
rainwater and snowmelt percolation through the soil is prevented, lead-
ing to the depletion of groundwater supplies as water is funnelled into
sewers. In urban-sprawl areas, paving with asphalt and concrete plus
ground coverage by buildings are the primary impervious surfaces.

infill: the development of unused lands already within urban
boundaries.

infrastructure: large-scale public systems, services and facilities,
including power and water supplies, public transit, roads, highways,
telecommunications, schools and libraries. 

intensification: the redevelopment of urban land at a higher density of
housing, commercial space, etc. than was previously found at that site.

land stewardship: caring for the land in ways that benefit or sustain the
land while enhancing the quality of life of residents. It implies a respon-
sibility as a custodian, to pass the land on in a condition that is equal to
or better than that when it was entrusted to the landowner.

land trust: a local organization directly involved in land-saving activities.
The Ontario Land Trust Alliance (formerly the Ontario Nature Trust
Alliance) is an umbrella group that has over 30 local land trusts as
members.

leap-frog development: urban development that has jumped over rural
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lands to create new urban areas isolated from existing ones.

light rail transit (LRT): an urban electric railway system using
tramways, streetcars and trolley cars, that operates single-car or short-
train transportation systems. 

lot: a parcel of land described in a deed or other document legally
capable of conveying an interest in land, or shown as a lot or block on a
registered plan of subdivision. 

LRT: See light rail transit.

mixed-use zoning: zoning that allows more than one type of use in a
building or on a street; usually refers to mixing of commercial, residen-
tial and retail uses. 

natural core: a large, intact natural area (such as a woodland) that is
not fragmented by roads, utility corridors or other development, and
that serves a wide variety of ecological functions. 

natural corridor: a connecting swath or band of natural habitat that
allows the migration and movement of species between natural core
areas, thereby enhancing the chances of species survival. See also
ecosystem-based planning.

natural heritage: the land, water, air, rocks, fossils, plants, fungi, animals,
microorganisms, habitats and ecosystems found in a particular area.

new urbanism: urban design that is compact, pedestrian-friendly and
transit-supportive and that uses alternative development standards
(ADS).

Niagara Escarpment Plan: the provincially legislated, ecosystem-based
land-use plan for the Niagara Escarpment.

Niagara Escarpment Planning and Development Act: the provincial
legislation that provides the framework for the Niagara Escarpment Plan
and its implementation.

nodal development: the focusing of new development into core areas
with existing infrastructure, especially public transit lines, to create
compact settlements with a variety of land uses. 

Oak Ridges Moraine Conservation Act: the provincial legislation that
provides the framework for the Oak Ridges Moraine Conservation Plan
and its implementation.

Oak Ridges Moraine Conservation Plan: the provincially legislated,
ecosystem-based land-use plan for the Oak Ridges Moraine.

official plan: in Ontario, the document containing objectives and poli-
cies for the land-use planning and physical development of a municipali-
ty, having regard to social, environmental and economic concerns. 

Ontario Municipal Board (OMB): the provincial administrative tribunal
that adjudicates on appeals brought to it under the Planning Act and
other provincial legislation.

permeability: the ability of land to allow rainwater and snowmelt to
percolate below the surface and recharge groundwater supplies. 

Planning Act: the Ontario legislation governing land-use planning in
areas under municipal organization.

Provincial Policy Statement (PPS): the policy statement issued under
the Planning Act that expresses the provincial government’s priorities
for land-use planning. Municipalities and the Ontario Municipal Board
“shall have regard to” the policies in the PPS.

reverse-frontage lots: arterial-road housing lots that front onto an inter-
nal street; backyards face the arterial road.

secondary plan: a land-use plan for a specific area of a municipality
that has been approved as an amendment to the official plan. It is pre-
pared when there is a need for more specific policies to guide future
development in that particular area, in keeping with official plan poli-
cies.

smart growth: urban development that does not sprawl out into the
countryside to consume natural areas and farmlands, and that creates
compact, livable, mixed-use neighbourhoods with urban greenspaces
and access to convenient public transit.

stormwater management: measures to control rainwater and snowmelt
run-off where urbanization has affected natural drainage systems and
water quality. 

subwatershed: a portion of a watershed encompassing an area drained
by a tributary of the river system. 

sustainability: the capability of being maintained for the long term.
Applied to human activity and the environment, it refers to the ability to
live within the limits of what the natural world can absorb and tolerate
without compromising the future of human communities and the envi-
ronment.

TDM: See demand management.

transit-oriented development (TOD): synonymous with transit-sup-
portive development.

transit-supportive development: smart growth that is at a housing den-
sity and of an urban design that can support a public transit system.

transportation demand management: See demand management.

UGB: See urban growth boundary.

68

SMART 

FUTURE FOR ONTARIO



urban: relating to a city or town. 

urban growth boundary (UGB): the boundary beyond which land is
protected from urban development; an anti-sprawl measure pioneered
by the state of Oregon. 

urban sprawl: new urban development consuming land at a faster rate
than the rate at which the population is growing.

utility corridor: the right-of-way designated for essential public services
such as water, gas or electricity; could be redeveloped a transit corridor.

watershed: the region that drains into a specific body of water such as a
river or lake. Also called a drainage basin. Sometimes refers to the high-
ground dividing line between distinct drainage basins.

zoning: a widely used form of land use regulation. Zoning is one of the
central planning tools at the disposal of municipal governments in shap-
ing the growth of their communities. This can include defining the per-
mitted uses of land and buildings, the height and size of buildings, the
size of lots and yards around buildings, the supply of parking spaces,
the size and type of signs and fences, and other characteristics of devel-
opment. The fundamental purpose of zoning is to separate incompatible
uses of land.
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