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By Simon Lapointe, RPP

C ities face huge challenges: Lack of affordable 
housing, crumbling infrastructure, population 
pressures, and rising legacy costs of suburbs. 
But unlike other 

industries, cities haven’t yet fully 
realized the power of data to help 
find solutions to these problems.

While the idea of a smart city 
using interconnected devices and 
technology embedded into 
infrastructure to increase 
productivity is nothing new, cities 
and government services have 
been slow to realize the potential of data-driven 
technology. Companies like IBM, General Electric, and 
Cisco Systems are using sensors and wireless networks 
to build smarter more efficient infrastructure. Startups 
like Tado are taking aim at the home and building 
industry with the intention of making homes more 
intelligent. But when it comes to urban planning and 
policy, cities have been largely ignored by the tech 
sector.

But things are beginning to change and a new round 
of tech startups and tech entrepreneurs are working on 
building novel solutions using data to improve the 
urban environment. 

URBAN-X, a venture accelerator founded by BMW 
in 2015, is working with startups focussing on 
developing human-focused technology for cities. 
Govtech Fund, the first-ever venture capital fund 
dedicated to government technology startups, launched 
in 2014 and is taking aim at this $450-billion global 
market.1 Other more established startups like Facebook, 
Uber and Strava are seeing inadvertent tech business 
spinoff or accidental urban planning tools in the vast 
amount of data they collect. Every pinned photo, Uber 
ride, Twitter post, and every Tinder date captured by 
mobile devices could be used to visualize patterns and 
to create new insights and actionable information from 
massive streams of real-time data. As a result, some 
companies are challenging their engineers to come up 
with innovative ways to use technology and data to 
support more informed municipal decision-making.  

Open data also plays a role in empowering 
governments to better cope with the planning 
challenges that urban areas face. Data can help 
transform cities by improving infrastructure, creating 
more efficient and cost effective municipal services, 
enhancing public transportation, reducing traffic 

congestion, and keeping citizens safe and more 
engaged.

But for planners, how to use data to make data-
driven decisions and make cities better places for 
people remains a big question. Can data help make 
sense of human interactions and behaviours in a way 
that augments planning and design decisions? Can a 
data-driven approach to planning and design have a 
profound effect on cities? Can it influence how cities 
are designed, how they operate, and how they change 
over time? There are great opportunities for planners 
and designers to make use of data (big and small) and 
the applications they power. In fact, the application of 
spatial data to planning is one of the key digital 
disruptions that planning has emerged over time. With 
real-time data generated by sensors and mobile devices, 
urban planning and design interventions could 
experience even more disruptions. 

For data to fulfill its potential, it must empower 
planners and designers to do their jobs more efficiently 
and effectively. But to achieve these objectives, planners 
need to change from a policy-driven approach to a 
user-centric, service-oriented approach to planning. 
These may include using data to identify what people 
think and say about places and to analyze patterns and 
model predictive situations to improve land use and 
policy. 

Citizen engagement

Citizen engagement is critical to the health of any 
government and civic tech is changing how people 
share what they think about services, plans and policy 
decisions. 

Civic tech covers a broad range of citizen 
engagement and democracy related activities including 
advocating, providing input, community organizing, 
writing petitions, crowdsourcing information, and 
connecting with elected officials. And civic tech such as 
online engagement platforms and social media 
monitoring sites allow planners to gain powerful 
insight into their communities and get input from a 
broader cross-section of the community. But simply 
engaging is no longer enough.

Citizen participation blossoms when citizens are 
informed and governance is open. This happens when 
government and citizens enter collaborations as near-
equals and government is transparent. This requires 
that citizens have access to resources and information. 
In successful tech projects, citizens are the starting 
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point for data collection and active participants in the 
process of building applications (and entire businesses). 
Cities and governments need to look at ways to 
encourage and facilitate citizen engagement and data is 
the logical first starting point. 

As cities and governments engage with citizens on 
policy proposals, plans or service delivery, releasing 
open data sets relevant to the task can help make 
engagement flourish. And ideally, exploring data is 
done in a way that doesn’t require advance 
technological skills. For example, when engaging as 
part of a trails master plan a city could release the 
number of times a trail is used by pedestrians and 
cyclists at various points over the course of the year. 
This data could be released online in different shapes 
and forms and through various channels such as online 
engagement platforms and social media networking 
sites. It could also be presented in person during a 
public event. Citizens who use the trail could then 
explore the data, ask questions, learn, and gain 
additional insight to inform their opinions.

Beyond informing citizens to improve participation, 
efficiently sharing vast amounts of data across various 
departments and with citizens is an issue that faces 
most cities and governments. Publishing a PDF map or 
uploading an Excel spreadsheet to a website is easy but 
it’s unfit for creating engagement online—readers 
expect more, feedback is limited, and scaling is 
difficult. Digital products are more interactive and 
spread quicker. Open data portals and Application 
Programming Interface (API) are key tools to tackling 
this challenge. Open data portals increase efficiency by 
allowing organizations to share data across departments 
and collaborate with other organizations. APIs on the 
other hand, support open data initiatives by allowing 
programs to interact with data more quickly without 
the need for a developer to share its entire code. 

Embedding and connecting the process of engaging 
citizens in public decision-making and informing with 
data can allow more knowledgeable and honest 
conversations to take place, resulting in more engaged 
citizens, more informed responses to policy proposals 
or programs and services. An open data policy/portal 
combined with online citizen participation enhances 
transparency, and accountability, and promotes 
participation. Both are proliferating and for good 
reason: both make civic engagement flourish.

Analyze patterns and model predictive situations 

How do people use space? How do people move 
through space? Startups like Uber, Strava, and Lyft 
store enormous amount of ridership data that can let 
cities visualize traffic patterns based on millions of 
trips. This type of data can be extremely helpful in 
policy/design/planning decisions about how to use 
roads more effectively. Imagine having access to data 
that showed when and where passengers get picked up 
and dropped off.

As part of an effort to make amends with cities, Uber 
is launching Movement2—a data-driven platform that 
tracks how long it takes to get from one point to 

another, depending on the time of the day, day of the 
week, and factors like road shutdowns or city-wide 
events, providing insights and analytics to improve 
urban planning and design. 

Based in San Francisco, Strava is another startup that 
holds coveted data cities want. Strava built a website and 
mobile app to track athletic activity. The most popular 
activities tracked are cycling and running. Strava Metro3 
anonymizes and aggregates data and then partners with 
transportation departments and city planning groups to 
improve infrastructure for bicyclists and pedestrians. 
Over 85 cities and organizations around the world use 
Strava Metro. Most are using it to measure and improve 
their bicycle and pedestrian infrastructure. Metro data 
enables deep analyses to ensure partner organizations 
make impactful, data-driven decisions, whether 
planning and building new infrastructure or measuring 
impact and behaviour change after a project is complete.

With Metro and Movement you can get minute-by-
minute activity counts across an entire network. You 
can see activity starting and ending points, and cyclist 
wait times at every intersection. And the only reason 
that these startups have so much data is that they 
started with a user-centric approach to solving real 
problems. 

Conclusion

These are both exciting and daunting times for cities, 
governments and planners. The confluence of civic tech 
and open data infrastructure is unlocking a wealth of 
opportunities. The good news is that more and more 
cities and governments are opening up their data—
adopting open data policies, setting up open data 
portals to share their data with the public—and more 
companies are starting to make good use of this data to 
develop powerful applications. This highlights the single 
biggest challenge facing the planning community: Data 
is of no use unless it is analyzed and used to make 
informed decisions. 

But it’s time for planners, data scientists, and coders 
to start talking. At the end of the day, urban planning 
needs much more than technology. It needs new ideas 
for policy and planning that will make cities better and 
more efficient for everyone. What we don’t need are 
cities that are merely outfitted with sci-fi tech that only 
make life better for some of us.

Simon Lapointe, MCIP, RPP is a professional planner and 
web developer. In 2010, Simon founded 3Pikas, a boutique 
planning and technology studio, based in Whitehorse, 
Yukon. In 2014, Simon launched Civicly, a crowdsourcing 
and data platform with the goal of transforming the way 
organizations and citizens communicate, interact, and 
share information. Twitter: @simolapointe | Linkedin:  
in/smnlapointe

Endnotes
1  http://govtechfund.com/2016/01/

govtech-the-400-billion-market-hiding-in-plain-sight/
2  https://movement.uber.com/cities 
3  http://metro.strava.com/

b
ig

 d
a

ta

http://www.3pikas.com/
file:///C:\Users\Lynn%20Morrow\Dropbox\OPJ\2017_MayJune\civicly.io
http://govtechfund.com/2016/01/govtech-the-400-billion-market-hiding-in-plain-sight/
http://govtechfund.com/2016/01/govtech-the-400-billion-market-hiding-in-plain-sight/
https://movement.uber.com/cities
http://metro.strava.com/


http://www.hardystevenson.com
http://www.westonconsulting.com




http://www.hgcengineering.com
http://www.7oakstreecare.ca
http://www.brookmcilroy.com








14 | ONTARIO PLANNING JOURNAL

Turning movement 
counts conducted in 
the City of Toronto 
2010-2016

T he City of Toronto’s Big Data Innovation 
Team was created in 2015 as an innovation 
and data analytics team within the 
city’s Transportation Services 

Division. The team is one of the first 
dedicated big data teams to be formed in a 
North America transportation agency and 
was created to leverage both existing and 
emerging data sources to identify, measure 
and evaluate projects and policies. Its 
objectives are to help inform and evaluate 
traffic congestion management initiatives and 
better understand travel across all modes in 
the city.

Three key principles guide the team’s 
approach:

Repurpose existing data streams within the 
division by looking holistically at data collected 
from a variety of business functions while also 
looking to new and emerging data collection 
technologies—New types of transportation 
data, largely from crowd-sourced and 
GPS-based sources, have revolutionized the 
types of measurement and analysis that can 
be conducted by transportation planners and 
engineers. Not only are these new data 
sources higher resolution and more pervasive 
(offering travel and traffic data 365 days a 
year 24 hours a day), but they can mean a shift away 
from traditional collection methods, which can be slow, 
manual, tedious and expensive, to more rigorous 

continuous measurement and analysis. 
Maintain a focus on practical and repeatable analytics 

that produce automated data products and 
easily digestible visuals—The team strives to 
balance the longer term need to identify how 
new data collection technologies and analysis 
methodologies can be incorporated into 
practice with an immediate need to answer 
practical policy and operational questions. 

Focus on using and creating free and open 
source software and analyses to develop 
internal capacity while enabling learning and 
collaboration with external practitioners—Not 
only does this reduce licensing costs but more 
importantly it reduces barriers to 
collaboration with researchers, practitioners 
in other government agencies, and 
enthusiastic citizens. The team uses the 
online code sharing, version control and 
collaboration platform Github to work 
transparently in the open and publish its code 
and methodologies for anyone to use.  

The project work undertaken by the team 
relies on four core functions:

Network performance modelling—The 
emergence of passive, automatic data 
collection methods has enabled the collection 
of an unprecedented volume of traffic data 

with extensive coverage over space and time. While the 
cost of purchasing this type of data is generally higher 
than any single traditional data collection method, the 

benefit of network-wide 
coverage dating back many 
years easily outweighs the cost. 

Leveraging these new 
datasets, the team is building 

an ongoing congestion 
monitoring program 
within the city that is 
able to track traffic 

congestion trends both 
at the city level and the 

corridor level. This monitoring will 
provide a fair and consistent analytical 

backdrop to discussions around the very 
sensitive topic of growth and traffic congestion. 

The focus of the reporting will be on developing 
interactive data products and visualizations that are 
able to communicate the complex causes of traffic 
congestion in a balanced manner, while focusing on 
the reliability of travel times and the conditions that 

Toronto’s Transportation  
 Big Data Innovation Team
By Jesse Coleman, Raphael Dumas & Daniel Olejarz

Jesse Coleman
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Daniel Olejarz

   
   

   
   

 Im
A

G
es

 c
O

U
RT

es
y 

O
f 

Th
e 

A
U

Th
O

Rs
 

b
ig

 d
a

ta



Vol. 32, No. 3, 2017 | 15

cause travellers to experience their worst trips of the 
month or year.

Policy and program evaluation—With legacy data 
collection methods, monitoring had to be deliberately 
done at the target locations and suitable control 
locations for an extended period before, during and 
after an intervention. With automatic data collection, 
the selection and setup of monitoring no longer has to 
be premeditated. This enables the evaluation of policies 
and interventions retroactively. The age of no longer 
being able to comment on a project because sensors or 
counters were not deployed is over. To shape how these 
studies are carried out going forward, the team is 
working with Ryerson University to develop a 
framework for conducting before-after evaluations 
using the city’s wide range of emerging and legacy data 
sources.

To date, the team has evaluated a range of policies as 
before/after studies using various big data sources 
including signal coordination before/after impacts, 
evaluating the reduction in traffic delay from 
accelerating road construction projects, measuring the 
impact of changes in parking prohibition periods, and 
measuring the impact of the construction of new 
dedicated cycling infrastructure on some major 
arterials. 

In addition, in 2014 the city commissioned a trip 
tracking GPS smartphone app for cyclists. When 
activated, the app collects GPS traces, user 
demographics and trip attributes from cyclists. Data 
collected has informed the evaluation of newly installed 
bicycling infrastructure and pilots such as the Bloor 
Street bike lane.

Research and data analytics—The BDI team operates 
as an internal research and development hub for 
advanced data analytics within the Transportation 
Services Division. This enhances the division’s capability 
to deploy new technologies, software platforms and 
analytical techniques. Traditionally, it has been 
challenging to bridge the gap between academic 
research and state of practice in city government. The 
BDI team is trying to bridge that gap by working with 
local research teams on applied research projects. As a 
first example, BDI partnered with McMaster University 
to develop methodologies for using third party traffic 
data to measure congestion trends over time. 

BDI recently launched a new research project with 
University of Toronto Transportation Research Institute 
to mine information and insight from the city’s short 
term and permanent traffic count data. This project 
fuses these different data sources to provide detailed 
time of day information about traffic volumes on any 
given street in the city over the history of the traffic 
counting program. Looking forward, this will enable us 
to identify optimal locations for future multi-modal 
counts.

Outreach and collaboration—Beyond partnerships 
with educational institutions, the team is looking to 
collaborate with industry, community and data 
practitioners in other cities to collectively establish 
best practices and advance the state of transportation 
data analytics. In 2016 the team hosted the Big 

Transportation Data for Big Cities Conference in 
partnership with the UTTRI, attracting data 
practitioners and senior management from 17 large 
cities across North America. The conference offered 
an opportunity to set up a network of government 
and non-profit transportation big data practitioners 
across North America to enable faster sharing of 
knowledge. 

In 2015, in partnership with Evergreen CityWorks, 
the team hosted TrafficJam, a 48-hour traffic data 
hackathon open to the public. The team assembled a 
large variety of datasets and encouraged participants to 
bring their own. On International Open Data Day, 

March 5th 2017, the team participated in the Civic Tech 
Toronto’s CodeAcross hackathon, at which it provided 
access to historical and real-time traffic speed data from 
Bluetooth sensors on city-controlled highways and some 
major streets in the downtown core. Participants were 
encouraged to combine these with other open datasets 
to build an interactive dashboard to describe traffic 
speeds in Toronto.

Toronto’s Big Data Innovation Team is an example of 
how governments should look to the growing data 
science and evidence-based decision making trends to 
develop internal capacity with dedicated analytics 
teams. Centralizing data and committing staff resources 
to merge and analyze them can provide insights into 
long-term trends while building the capability to 

City of Toronto’s 
Cycling App
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Letters to  the editor   Members are encouraged to 
send letters about content in the Ontario Planning Journal to 
the editor. Please direct comments or questions about 
Institute activities to the OPPI president at the OPPI office or 
by email to the executive director. Keep letters under 150 
words. Letters may be edited for length and clarity.

By Dave Aston, RPP, contributing editor

L ooking ahead to upcoming book reviews and 
Google searching for planning books, quickly 
confirmed the role and 
integration of the planning 

considerations at a global, national, 
regional and local scale. The range of 
topics for new releases in 2017 
continue to reflect issues and 
opportunities in shaping our 
communities and understanding cities 
and their relationship with culture, 
heritage, greenspace, regeneration and 
design.

The following 2017 releases may be of interest to readers:

Seeing the Better City – How to Explore, Observe and 
Improve Urban Space (Charles R. Wolfe)

Streetfight - Handbook for an Urban Revolution (Janette 
Sadik-khan, Seth Solomonow)

Making Urban Nature (Piet Vollaard)

A New Urban Vernacular – Developing Sustainable Housing 
Prototypes for Cities based on Traditional Strategies 
(Terry Moor)

Planning for a City of Culture (Shoshanah 
Goldberg-miller)

Shaping Cities – Emerging Models of Planning Practice 
(Rahul Mehrotra)

Baltimore – Reinventing an Industrial Legacy City (Klaus 
Phillipsen)

How to Kill a City – Gentrification, Inequality, and the 
Fight for the Neighborhood (Peter Moskowitz)

Farmland Preservation – Land for Future Generations  
(Wayne J. Caldwell, Stew Hilts, Bronwynne Wilton)

Green Wedge Urbanism – History, Theory and 
Contemporary Practice (Fabiano Lemes de Oliveira)

The Past and Future City (Stephanie Meeks)

I encourage readers to share with me any books they 
come across that should be made known to other 
professional planners. We will attempt to share this 
information through this section of the journal. If you are 
interested in completing a full book review, please contact 
me at daston@mhbcplan.com.

Dave Aston, MCIP, RPP is vice-president with MHBC 
Planning, Urban Design & Landscape Architecture and has 
been completing book reviews for the OPPI Journal for 
numerous years.

BOOK reVIew

 New releases

Commentary
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Departments

I nformation is a strategic asset and, in the context of the 
planning profession, big data sets have the potential to 
help us make our communities more liveable. As 
planners we juggle lots of inter-related issues, using many 

different tools to anticipate the future and craft effective 
policies. Organizationally, OPPI is 
investing in professional knowledge and 
skills development using a rich blend of 
data and information.

The OPPI Planning Knowledge 
Exchange is premised on gathering the 
best of the best ideas and current 
research about planning initiatives and 
innovations. Uncovering trends and 

insights and offering policy and tactical solutions to 
challenges facing today’s professional planners.

The INSPIRE OPPI strategic plan incorporates data to 
position the planning profession in Ontario to effectively 
prepare for future challenges. Real-time data—concerning 
member demographics, engagement preferences, value 
perceptions, volunteer time commitment—and some 
analytics helped Council predict the needs of the future and 
align the Institute with substantive priorities. The result is 
strategic directions that promote the public interest, support 
the profession and members and sustain the organization. 
Ongoing data collection and meaningful analysis will enable 
Council to keep the strategic plan current and relevant.

URBAN DESIGN

 Policy vs. guideline
By Eldon Theodore, RPP

T he role of design, from the rural context to the 
urban context, has been growing in importance as 
a positive contributor to land use planning. There 
is no greater evidence of this than the recent 

changes to the Planning Act which makes design a matter of 
provincial interest. Section 2 calls for “…the promotion of 
built form that is well-designed, encourages a sense of place, 
and provides for public spaces that are high quality, safe, 
accessible, attractive and vibrant.” Design has a key role in 
ensuring our community building efforts achieve places that 
are healthy, safe, desirable and engaging for people of all ages.

But there is an ongoing debate as to which approach is 
most effective in achieving good design. Some in our 
profession believe a prescriptive approach through firm 

policy language is necessary to achieve those goals. Others 
believe a more flexible approach through guidelines is the 
more effective tool. The following explores the benefits and 
drawbacks of these two most commonly used tools to 
implement a desired design direction.

Design through policy 

The benefit of the policy approach—directions enshrined in 
policy documents such as official plans and secondary plans—
is the certainty it brings by articulating design principles that 
reflect the standard for local community 
building. Examples include elements 
such as building stepbacks from property 
lines, angular plane and street wall 
percentages. The policy indicates the 
direction’s level of importance through 
words such as “shall” and “will” to reflect 
a requirement, or “should” and “would” 
to indicate an option and to offer 
flexibility. As the design principles are part of a statutory 
document, they represent applicable law so applications must 
demonstrate conformity. As a result, this approach tends to 
carry more weight than design guidelines at the Ontario 
Municipal Board, should 
disputes arise. 

The drawback to this 
approach is the potential 
to over control the 
outcome within a 
community. Providing 
too much design 
direction in policy 
documents can create an 
inflexible policy regime 
that lacks the capacity to 
adjust to evolutions in the marketplace and emerging 
innovations in design. Every situation or context cannot be 
anticipated. Should unique proposals come forward, the need 
to amend policy documents may discourage community 
building opportunities, making it difficult for new and 
creative interventions to be considered. 

Design through guideline

The benefit of the guideline approach is the recognition that 
while good design is important, it can be subjective. Design 
guidelines offer direction on built form and site elements that 
help achieve a sense of place, local identity and compatibility 
with the surrounding context. They represent a standard from 
which the municipality and an applicant can work towards 
achieving a desired design vision and objectives. Guidelines 

PRESIDENT’S mESSAGE

 Investing in knowledge
By Andrea Bourrie, RPP

example of angular plane policy from  
richmond Hill official Plan
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achieving municipal design goals, while leaving room for 
innovative opportunities to emerge. Programs that expedite 
approvals in return for meeting key design criteria, or 
celebrate efforts through annual design awards are just a few 
examples of ways to achieve shared objectives. Whether it is 
policy or guideline, good design should be the common goal 
and shared outcome on everybody’s agenda.  

Eldon Theodore, MUDS, MCIP, RPP, LEED AP is a member of 
OPPI and is a partner with MHBC specializing in urban design 
and sustainability. Eldon is chair of OPPI’s Community Design 
Working Group and outgoing treasurer and director of the 
Congress for the New Urbanism’s Ontario Chapter.  

SOCIAL mEDIA

Work at play
By Rob Voigt, RPP, contributing editor

P lay is a verb meaning to engage in activity for 
enjoyment and recreation rather than a serious or 
practical purpose. Not exactly what first comes to 
mind when talking about the planning profession. 

However, in my own practice I have been 
able to integrate play into planning with 
great success, as have others. While this 
is not a new idea, there is an overall lack 
of awareness about the many ways play 
can aid planning work.  

Through play we can increase 
curiosity and creativity. By its very 
nature it is enlightening and supports 
problem solving, and in that respect is 
similar in many ways to the design process. Play involves 
iterative ideas and challenging the parameters that frame an 
issue, and it can also support collaboration. Depending on the 
tools used, play can also reduce barriers associated with 
language, expertise and age. For participants, the act of play 
can open up ideas and communication that adults often find 
difficult in professional group settings. When we add a 
component of play into our work it can also change the 
interpersonal dynamics of the collaboration and critique 
within groups. Play can simplify complex challenges making 
them easier to understand, and it gives people a less 
intimidating way of being open with sharing one’s ideas.

Play has entered my practice in a variety of ways. I have 
used visual scavenger hunts (when disposable film cameras 
were the least expensive and portable option) and 
geocaching as ways of getting people to explore their 
communities or major redevelopment sites. I have designed a 
playing card deck where each card presents a different 
element of an active transportation plan and can be used to 
share the plan and develop various implementation 
strategies. I have created giant (3m X 6m) puzzles of 
neighbourhoods for people to build as part of design 
charrettes to increase awareness and collaboration. I have 
played with action figures in the mud and sand with city 
officials as part of what nature play expert and designer 
Adam Bienenstock and I call the Sandbox Charrette. With 
these and many other ways of integrating play into planning 

work, not once have the results been less than professional, 
nor have the participants been disappointed with the results. 
In fact, projects that have included elements of play have 
been easier to manage, and more successful.  

Another excellent example is the use Lego® building 
blocks as a planning tool. This was presented at the 2016 
OPPI Symposium and at recent OPPI District events as 
well. In this form of play, the ubiquitous Lego® children’s toy 
is transformed into a planning tool by ascribing specific 
meanings to the various building blocks and allowing the 
participants to tackle planning challenges by arranging the 
block as they see fit. There are also examples of adding 
technological components to this that provide more 
feedback and information for the participant. An October 
16, 2015 article on CityLab.com, “Using Legos as a 
Legitimate Urban Planning Tool,” describes a process where 
MIT is using a combination of interactive 3D table-top 
projection mapping and moveable Lego® pieces to simulate 
the effects of design decisions on a transportation system. 
Even with this added sophisticated technology the power of 
play is most profound as a way of bringing down barriers to 
participation. 

Over recent years, there has been a significant increase in 
the availability of online collaborative games where players 
essentially create their own worlds. These are called sandbox 
games. The most widely used and successful of these is 
Minecraft. No doubt inspired by the Lego® play experience of 
building with interconnecting blocks, Swedish game designer 
Markus “Notch” Persson created Minecraft®. In Minecraft® 
players construct the elements of their online worlds out of 
3D cubes. These cubes have various textures and properties; 
some mimicking the real world, others with magical 
attributes. In 2012, Minecraft® owner Mojang partnered with 
the United Nations Human Settlements Programme 
(UN-Habitat) as a way of working with citizens on planning 
and urban design issues. 

Called Block by Block, the Mojang / UN-Habitat program 
is designed to involve youth in the planning process in urban 
areas by giving them the opportunity to show planners and 
decision-makers what they envision for their communities. 
Volunteers from the Minecraft® community build scale 
replicas of the study areas, then the participants adapt these 
models by removing, building and reshaping them to 
illustrate their design ideas for their community. This 
program has been used in communities in in Africa, Latin 
America and Asia. By using an online game, communication 
barriers have been broken down and professionals have been 
able to work more directly and collaboratively with members 
of these communities. 

These are just some of the examples of how play can 
effectively be integrated into planning practice. By adding 
characteristics of enjoyment and informal structures to some 
of our activities, planners could be rewarded with more 
successful projects. A day at work could sometimes be a day 
at play. 

Robert Voigt MCIP, RPP is a professional planner, artist and 
writer, recognized as an innovator in community 
engagement and healthy community design. He is a senior 
practitioner in Planning, Landscape Architecture & Urban 
Design at WSP Canada, chair of the OPPI Planning Issues 
Strategy Group, and publisher of Civicblogger.com. Contact: 
@robvoigt, rob@robvoigt.com.

http://www.citylab.com/tech/2015/10/legos-as-a-legitimate-urban-planning-tool/410608/
mailto:rob@robvoigt.com
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PROVINCIAL NEWS

 duelling Forecasts
By Kevin Eby, RPP, contributing editor

T he province has embarked on a number of 
initiatives intended to update the policies managing 
growth in Ontario and, in particular, within the 
Greater Golden Horseshoe. The results of these 

initiatives, which include the Coordinated Land Use Planning 
Review—review of the Growth Plan for 
the Greater Golden Horseshoe, Greenbelt 
Plan, the Oak Ridges Moraine 
Conservation Plan and the Niagara 
Escarpment Plan—and a review of the 
Ontario Municipal Board, are expected 
to be released later this year. Any policy 
changes resulting from these initiatives 
will be reviewed here in upcoming issues 
by experts in the field.

While these provincial initiatives have the potential to 
significantly impact how growth is managed throughout the 
GGH, there is an issue with potentially even bigger 
implications that to date has not been part of the review. 
Municipalities are required to use the population and 
employment forecasts contained in Schedules 3 and 7 of the 
Growth Plan “for planning and managing growth in the 
GGH.”1 The three primary uses for these forecasts include: 
completion of land needs assessments (determining the 
amount of land required to accommodate forecasted growth); 
development of infrastructure master plans (determining the 
infrastructure necessary to service the forecasted growth); and 
creation of development charge by-laws (determining how 
much growth should pay through development charges).  

The Growth Plan forecasts, which were last reviewed by the 
province in 2012 and incorporated into the Growth Plan in 
2013, represent trend-based extrapolations of demographic, 
immigration and migration data available for the GGH, with 
the resulting forecasted population being distributed across 
the GGH based on the policy objectives of the Growth Plan. 
However, these are not the only provincial projections of the 
amount of growth that is expected to occur within the GGH. 
The Ministry of Finance also issues growth projections for 
Ontario municipalities. The finance ministry projections 
reflect the same basic demographic and migration / 
immigration assumptions as the Growth Plan forecasts, but 
they do not reflect policy-based assumptions or preferences 
for the distribution of growth. MOF projections are updated 
annually, while the Growth Plan forecasts remain frozen in 
time until reviewed by the province.  

The report, Plan to Achieve: A Review of the Land Needs 
Assessment Process and the Implementation of the Growth 
Plan2, released by the Friends of the Greenbelt Foundation in 
July 2016, examined the relationship between the Growth 
Plan forecasts and the 2016 MOF projections.3 It concluded 
that the Growth Plan’s GGH population forecast for 2041 
(13,480,000) exceeded the more up to date 2016 MOF 
population projection (12,994,000) by approximately 486,000. 

If the City of Toronto is eliminated from the calculations, 
the Growth Plan forecasts a net growth in population of 

3,812,000 for the remainder of the GGH between 2011 and 
2041 compared to the corresponding MOF projection of 
2,983,000. The contrast is even starker in the Outer Ring 
communities, where the Growth Plan forecasts 1,164,000 in 
net population growth from 2011 to 2041, as opposed to 
636,000 in the MOF projections. 

There are only two realistic options available to the 
province to facilitate achievement of the policy-related 
population distribution anticipated by the Growth Plan: 
significant investment in transportation and other 
infrastructure to make outlying areas more attractive to new 
businesses and residents; and imposing restrictions on land 
availability in other municipalities.2 As I concluded in the 
foundation’s report, “the province is not well positioned to 
accomplish either option.”2 This is due to the huge demands 
for infrastructure investment compared to available funds, the 
slower than expected growth within the GGH, and the fact 
that the majority of growth the policies seek to redistribute 
would otherwise occur in the City of Toronto or within the 
built-up areas of the Region of Peel and therefore be 
unaffected by land restrictions. While some growth may be 
diverted to the outlying regions due to the increasing cost of 
housing in the Inner Ring of the GGH, any benefits 
associated with lower housing prices in the Outer Ring may, 
to a great extent, be offset by longer and more costly 
commutes to work over time.

So what does this mean for municipalities? In the Region of 
Durham, the Growth Plan’s forecast of net population growth 
between 2011 and 2041 exceeds the MOF projection by 
251,000. If the MOF projection proved to be accurate, this 
would result in a shortfall of 44.6 per cent from the net 
population growth otherwise provided for in the Growth Plan 
forecasts. Similar shortfalls in forecasted net population growth 
would also be experienced in many other municipalities 
throughout the GGH, including the Region of Niagara (52.5 
per cent), Region of Waterloo (43.7 per cent), Simcoe County 
(38.3 per cent), City of Hamilton (29.9 per cent), Region of 
Halton (17.6 per cent) and Region of York (6 per cent). 

The amount of land needed to accommodate urban 
development and the quantum of development charges to be 
collected are relatively proportionate to the rate of growth. If 
the MOF projections were ultimately proven to be more 
accurate than the Growth Plan forecasts, municipalities would 
have collectively over-designated land for urban uses to 2041 
by thousands of hectares, while at the same time under-
collecting the development-related revenues that are required 
to pay for the servicing of such lands by several billion 
dollars. This could seriously impact both the province’s efforts 
to contain sprawl and municipal efforts to achieve financial 
sustainability.

The recent release of the 2016 Census population and 
dwelling counts4 provides an early indication that population 
growth is trending far closer to the MOF projections than to 
the Growth Plan forecasts. Overall, the GGH experienced 
population growth of 488,000 between 2011 and 2016, 
compared to forecasted growth of 635,0005 (both net of 
undercounts). From 2011 to 2016, the regions of Waterloo, 
York and Durham and the City of Hamilton all experienced 
shortfalls in forecasted net population growth of between 35 
and 40 per cent, while the regions of Halton and Peel, Simcoe 
County and the City of Toronto experienced shortfalls of 
between 10 and 15 per cent. In addition, although the 
corresponding 2016 Census data have yet to be released, it 
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would appear that many municipalities are experiencing similar 
shortfalls in relation to forecasted employment. 

The Growth Plan requires the province to review the Schedule 
3 and 7 forecasts “at least every five years.” With the recent release 
of the 2016 Census population and household data, and the 
corresponding release of the employment data planned for later 
this year, it would appear to be timely for the province to embark 
on such a review sooner rather than later.  

Kevin Eby, B.Sc, MA., RPP is a member of OPPI and the new OPJ 
provincial news contributing editor and the former director of 
Community Planning with the Region of Waterloo. He previously 
worked on secondment to the province to help with the formulation 
of the original Places to Grow: Growth Plan for the Greater Golden 
Horseshoe. 
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 local appeal board 
process unpacked
By Ian Flett, contributing editor

T oronto’s local appeal board is set to change how minor 
variance and consent appeals are 
heard. I had the chance to discuss 
what the new board will mean for 

planners in a conversation with the TLAB 
chair Ian Lord.

While planners who work in Toronto 
shouldn’t expect much to change in terms of 
the evidentiary burden and providing 
acknowledgements of expert duties, they can 
expect to be learning a very different approach to how appeals are 
handled.

First, the board is expecting more work to be done “up-front” 
to avoid surprises. Lord says one of the issues that emerged from 
TLAB consultations was the inefficiency and unfairness of “trial 
by surprise.” TLAB’s process is intended to prevent last minute 
changes to applications and unannounced challengers showing up 
on the day of the hearing.

Shortly after a Notice of Appeal is filed, the board will issue a 
Notice of Hearing. Unlike the OMB’s hearing appointments, 
TLAB’s notices will be more akin to the OMB’s Procedural Order. 
A TLAB Notice of Hearing will indicate a series of important dates 
to all the interested parties. These include a date when a final 
application concept will be “locked-in,” thereby preventing changes 
to the application ahead of a hearing, a deadline for the 

identification of parties and participants, followed by dates for 
exchange of witness and participant statements and reply materials. 
Lord is also pushing for a 30-day “cooling off ” period ahead of the 
hearing, during which no motions may be filed with the TLAB.

The second major practical shift is that all materials are 
expected to be served and filed electronically. Those materials 
will be publicly available well ahead of a hearing. Lord sees the 
public record leading up to a hearing as an important step in 
ensuring the procedure is fair for the parties and one which may 
also help encourage mediated settlements. 

During the hearing, materials will be called up electronically at 
the hearing by counsel or the witness. The board member will 
have access to the documents through a screen at his or her desk, 
screens will be available to each party and the witness. Lord 
indicated this degree of electronic integration is well ahead of 
most of Ontario’s other administrative tribunals. It presents some 
technical challenges and Lord says he has looked for help from 
the courts that already have electronic filing procedures in place 
for document-heavy matters. Bringing new documents to the 
hearing to be marked as exhibits will be frowned upon (but there 
are provisions to make the technology capable of entering 
documents during a hearing). Lord says TLAB is nevertheless 
aspiring to be a “paperless” tribunal.

Lord indicates the heavy reliance on technology introduces 
challenges and opportunities with respect to accessibility. On the 
one hand, some tools will make material more universally 
accessible by providing visual and audio enhancements. On the 
other hand, parties getting involved in a hearing will need to have 
access to a computer and have a degree of comfort with computer 
technology to effectively participate in the preparation and 
hearing of a matter.

Unlike the OMB where hearing transcripts are rare unless 
arranged by a party, all TLAB hearings will be digitally recorded 
and made publicly available. With that said, the decision-maker’s 
notes will be confidential.

Considering the verbatim recording of evidence and its 
widespread availability, planners may consider providing a more 
detailed articulation of the analysis underlying their opinions to 
avoid having their words read back to them from another hearing 
with the suggestion they have changed their opinion on a given 
question.

The current TLAB members are receiving extensive training 
from the Society of Adjudicators and Regulators. That training 
runs the gamut from primers in administrative law, decision 
writing skills and mediation skills development. 

A major focus of TLAB members will be to review cases for 
their settlement potential and direct that parties meet with a 
board member for an attempt at mediation. While parties may 
terminate the mediation session without an agreement, parties 
will be expected to meet for an assisted negotiation.

There are also some legal aspects of how the TLAB and the 
OMB will interact. If a matter triggers overlapping jurisdiction 
between the TLAB and OMB, then the OMB will hear the matter. 
For example, a zoning amendment application that might include 
a severance, would be considered exclusively by the OMB.

Despite TLAB’s intention of limiting the surprises that dogged 
hearings at the OMB, one surprise remains: The identity of the 
member assigned to an appeal will be announced on the day of 
the hearing.

Ian Flett practices municipal and administrative law at Eric K. 
Gillespie Professional Corporation. Ian dedicates his pro bono hours 
to better cycling infrastructure in Toronto.
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