
Working at the local level to get  

the right infrastructure built fast.

GETTING 
IT DONE

By Myron Belej

This digital map of the city of Vancouver 
was made by Autodesk as part of a pilot project to 
help city staff and developers get the right projects built.

Bureacracy

VP of smart growth and partnerships with the 
Niagara Economic Development Corporation, 
says the best defense is a comprehensive 
approach. ªNothing guarantees that those who 
are in opposition to an infrastructure proposal 
will change their position, especially those 
affected most directly and most negatively, but 
proposals can still succeed when their focus is 
on a much larger initiativeÐcomprehensive 
plans are defensible.º 

Communities also support projects 
that incorporate principles like safety, 
architectural quality, smart growth, 
environmental preservation, and 
opportunities for community interaction. 
Taking these principles into account as 
early as possible will allow for more time to 
address other concerns that come up with 
infrastructure projects. ªAnd when issues 
arise,º says Brickell, ªalmost everything can 
be fixed by design.º

Gord Perks, a councillor for the City of 
Toronto, underlines the importance of 
pleasing not just community members, but 
also council members. ªSometimes people 
treat elected officials differently, but both 
community members and council members 
want to achieve things,º says Perks.

Brickell has served on council at both the 

A new transit line, bridge, or 
skyscraper could be coming soon 
to a city near you. The new multi-

million dollar federal funding program to 
get ªshovel-readyº projects going is the 
industry's favourite topic this year. 

Of course, having enough capital is just 
one step in the larger process of getting 
municipal infrastructure projects designed, 
funded, supported and built. 

Which projects succeed? Which fail? 
One hiccup can be enough to stall an 
infrastructure initiative, and wading through 
the conceptual planning, design, and public 
consultation processes can frustrate even the 
most seasoned development professionals.

NIMBYism is a common scapegoat when 
local projects fail, but Ken Greenberg, 
principal of Greenberg Consultants and a 
20-year veteran of urban planning, doesn't 
see community consultations as a major 
stumbling block. ªThe general public is ahead 
of government in its vision of sustainability. 
People respond well to projects which 
provide clear benefits to their community, 
and meaningful opportunities to participate 
in the public process.º

It's impossible to argue that communities 
don't sometimes stall projects. Mark Brickell, 

local and regional level. He says building 
support for an infrastructure proposal 
depends on the composition of your council. 
Not all local governments have the same 
systems and structures. Smaller towns and 
larger cities can vary greatly, particularly 
where ward politics come into play. 

ªDepending on the circumstances, 
individual councils may base their decisions 
on ward considerations, or on the particular 
issue at hand,º says Brickell. 

Developers, planners and designers need 
to learn how to work within that system, 
to engage local politicians by asking them 
directly and by learning from others with 
local experience. 

Perks encourages proponents of 
infrastructure proposals to approach their local 
politicians as early in the process as possible. 
ªWrite down your idea in a note to your 
councillor. Present the big picture idea in an 
outline, and then take the time to meet. Start 
building a relationship, and building trust.º 

As a councillor, Perks has championed a 
number of infrastructure projects, many 
of them in Toronto's Western Waterfront 
Master Plan. Before breaking ground, 
extensive consultation with community 
groups, businesses, residents' associations, 
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Bureacracy

N ew York 's  B loomberg 
administration has issued the 
city's first street design manual 

in an effort to create more European-style 
roadways. By offering ªa single framework 
and playbook,º as Mayor Bloomberg says 
in the introduction, the manual promises 
to simplify the design process and reduce 
the costs for city agencies, urban planners, 
developers and community groups.

The New York City Department of 
Transportation hopes this manual can 
address the concerns of all those public 
and private sector stakeholders so that 
streets can be designed and maintained 
more quickly and efficiently. 

The manual offers detailed guidance 
on geometric, material, lighting and 

street furniture treatments, providing 
descriptions, benefits and constraints of 
particular applications, ranging from more 
varied uses for concrete and asphalt to the 
layout of bus lanes, raised speed reducers, 
greening, medians and sidewalks. Written 
in straightforward language, the manual 
even provides a glossary for many of the 
technical terms for community groups 
and the general public.

The Department of Transportation 
will begin reviewing development plans 
to see whether they align with the 232-
page manual's guidelines, and promises 
that projects with these features will win 
approval quickly.  

Details at nyc.gov

BROAD 
VISION; 
NARROW 
ROADS

NYC is proposing the type of roads ReNew Canada's editor Mira Shenker enjoyed 
so much while touring smaller municipalities like Niewland, Netherlands: places 
where pedestrians, cars and bikes all share the common space.
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and civic departments took place. At 
that stage, councillors can act as project 
champions in a few different ways.

ªFirst, they can recruit community 
support, by knowing the community 
leaders, and knowing how to reach out to 
their constituents to get them talking,º says 
Perks. ªSecondly, they can serve a project 
management function, catching problems 

that arise during the design, consultation 
and construction stages. Thirdly, they can 
help build the level of trust between civic or 
project staff, and the community.º

ªProjects need to relate to people,º he 
stresses. ªCities are not a collection of 
buildings. They are a collection of people, 
and what works is walking around to get to 
know the affected citizens and their needs.º 
Perks recommends that proponents of 
municipal infrastructure approach their local 
council member with ideas that are possible, 

achievable, and open to change. This gives 
councillors the time to review ideas, consider 
them with the needs of the community, and 
help to develop improvements before the 
ideas become formal proposals.

Engaging councils and communities at the 
right time, and with the right information, is 
critical to making municipal infrastructure 
happen. Unfortunately, says Brickell, too 

often council and community members are 
asked for their support on the basis of two-
dimensional, black-and-white, architectural 
line drawings. 

Emerging technologies, such as those 
developed by the Centre for Advanced 
Visualization (CFAV), can help. CFAV 
uses software to model projects three-
dimensionally from architectural drawings to 
represent them in their natural environment; 
in doing so, they create the potential for 
more easily understandable proposals and 

potentially even faster approvals. ªSome 
early resisters have become believers 
through the use of advanced visualization,º 
says Brickell. ªSome need to see results.º

Autodesk is working with a similar 
concept on a city planning level with its 
pilot project, Digital Cities, featured in a past 
issue of ReNew Canada [Mira Shenker's 
ªThe Real Sim City,º May/June 2009].

Brickell has seen the results of programs 
like this: incentives to create positive 
cycles of redevelopment. Last year, 
Niagara Region, in conjunction with 
multiple levels of government, mayors, 
private property owners, Niagara College, 
economic development officers, and the 
Federation of Canadian Municipalities, 
assembled, ranked and mapped a list of 
key properties that could be redeveloped 
in the region. Their report, Identification 
and Characterization of Niagara's Top 
Redevelopment Opportunities (available 
at smarterniagara.com), was produced to 
guide development toward particular sites 
believed to have the most catalytic effect 
from a revitalization perspective.

The report ranked 78 properties on the 
basis of location, size and configuration, 
property availability, servicing, land 

Engaging councils and communities at the right time, 

and with the right information, is critical to making 

municipal infrastructure happen.
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use compatibility, market interest, reuse/
redevelopment potential, smart growth, 
expression of municipal interest, and 
catalytic effect. Brickell says it showcases 
the potential of third-party organizations 
to conduct research, bring together 
stakeholders' interests, get buy-in from 
developers and investors, and ultimately, 
promote positive change in the form of 
revitalized infrastructure. 

Of course, some projects will be pushed 
through the system over the next two years, 
thanks to the federal government's message to 
the public that construction equals economic 
stimulus. Now, projects that may have been tied 
up for years could be done by March 2011. 

That doesn't mean proponents should stop 
striving to understand what it takes to get 
infrastructure designed, funded, supported 
and built. It seems simple, but getting 
projects approved starts with proposing the 
right projects. 

ªThere is a worldwide conclusion that we 
need to make a [global] transformation in the 
way we design our urban environments,º 
says Greenberg. ªIn particular, we have 
seen a consistent and ongoing commitment 
of European governments toward their 
infrastructure, which is even older than ours.º 

Around the world, the most successful 
infrastructure proposals are increasingly 
favouring energy efficiency, alternatives to 
car travel, and sustainable waste management 
in their designs.

To have comparable success with Canada's 
infrastructure, Greenberg suggests that our 
federal and provincial governments need to 
think more comprehensively, and to develop 
reliable funding programs with criteria to 
support a long-term sustainable vision; a 
strategic direction to move beyond Canada's 
car-focused status quo, for which we will 
end up paying more to fix over the long-
term. The general public is ready to make 
the transition to neighbourhood- and transit-
oriented development. (See ªBroad Vision; 
Narrow Roads,º page 15.)

City officials need to encourage and 
demand quality architecture by proposing 
comprehensive designs, communicated to 
council and community members in ways 

that clearly capture the benefits of the project, 
mitigate the impacts, and display the project 
in picture form. Funding requirements need 
to be clearly laid out. Funding sources need 
to be consistent, significant, and accessible, 

so that members of both the public and 
private sectors can anticipate, direct and plan 
for the ensuing projects. 

ªThis is a great opportunity for engineers, 
architects, and designers to work together 
collaboratively and strategically,º says 
Greenberg. Many success stories are available 
within and beyond our borders to give us 
best practices, so let's not waste it.  

Myron Belej is an 
Edmonton-based urban 
planner who looks at 
urban issues with the 
big picture in mind. 

Bureacracy

ªCities are not a collection of buildings. They are a collection 

of people, and what works is walking around to get to know  

the affected citizens and their needs.ºÐGord Perks
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