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Abstract This article describes a template for implement-

ing an integrated community sustainability plan. The template

emphasizes community engagement and outlines the com-

ponents of a basic framework for integrating ecological, social

and economic dynamics into a community plan. The frame-

work is a series of steps that support a sustainable community

development process. While it reflects the Canadian experi-

ence, the tools and techniques have applied value for a range of

environmental planning contexts around the world. The

research is case study based and draws from a diverse range of

communities representing many types of infrastructure,

demographics and ecological and geographical contexts. A

critical path for moving local governments to sustainable

community development is the creation and implementation

of integrated planning approaches. To be effective and to be

implemented, a requisite shift to sustainability requires active

community engagement processes, political will, and a com-

mitment to political and administrative accountability, and

measurement.

Keywords Integrated planning � Sustainability �
Sustainable development � Community involvement �
Participatory planning � Implementation

Introduction

Sustainable community development is beyond the capacity

of any one sector, discipline or level of governments to

implement (Dale 2001). It requires new commitments to

cooperation among government agencies, integrated policy

approaches, and the alignment of economic and other

incentives. In some jurisdictions this is now starting to

emerge. It has also become clear that municipal governments

are on the front line of implementing sustainable community

development. In Canada, the Federal Government intro-

duced an innovative policy instrument in 2005 when it pro-

vided funding to municipalities through the Gas Tax Funding

Program. In order to receive funds municipalities must

develop an Integrated Community Sustainability Plan

(ICSP) (Department of Finance 2005; Infrastructure Canada

2005). But there are no specific templates provided through

the program that outline what such plans should contain.

While this has created uncertainty about what constitutes an

integrated approach to sustainability planning, it has also

provided an opportunity for developing new ways of plan-

ning, possibilities for local community innovation, and

introduces a new requirement that local governments

implement the sustainability imperative.

This article describes a flexible ICSP template. The

template emphasises community engagement and outlines

a basic framework for developing an ICSP capable of

reconciling community ecological, social and economic

dynamics—a planning imperative in achieving sustain-

ability (Dale 2001; Robinson and Tinker 1997). Brief

descriptions of mechanisms that promote accountability

and effective implementation are interwoven throughout

the framework.

The template is presented as a series of steps and needs.

It is informed by the Canadian experience, but the tools and
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techniques described have validity and applicability to a

range of planning and municipal governance contexts

around the world. This not is a proscriptive attempt to

create a ‘‘one-size-fits-all’’ approach to building an inte-

grated sustainable community plan. Integrated planning

ideally engages and challenges communities. It responds to

the complex ecological settings within which communities

grow and thrive. Thus, there is a strong focus on partici-

patory techniques— particularly ones that allow for full

involvement and engagement with the rich range of socio-

economic dynamics and sectors in a community, while

acknowledging the natural systems on which communities

depend. The template should be seen as a map, to be used

by communities to help move through an ICSP process

(summarized in Fig. 1). It begins with a statement of

principle and sets out stages, each of which contain ideas

and suggestions for application and implementation. Ulti-

mately, it is for a community to decide, through dialogue

and review, which methods and priorities are most appro-

priate, useful and tractable.

Methods

The ICSP template is one outcome of a research project, which

examines the provision and development of sustainable

infrastructure in Canada (www.sustainableinfrastructure.

org). The methodology is case study and ‘‘e-Dialogue’’ (see

Dale 2005) based and explores many types of sustainable

infrastructure innovative practices, community types, in a

broad range of ecological and geographical contexts. The e-

Dialogues used a modified Delphi Method by bringing toge-

ther researchers, experts and practitioners in infrastructure

investment and interested communities and municipalities to

develop case studies, which are then used to stimulate syn-

chronous on-line dialogue and asynchronous public forum

discussions. Both of these tools foster shared learning (Kurtz

and Snowden 2002)—the sharing of knowledge between

organizations and between sectors.

Twenty case studies from five sectors were chosen—

waste management, transportation, land-use planning

(which included attention to integrated transportation

issues, residential and commercial land development),

energy and governance and first developed by a transdis-

ciplinary research team which included specialists from

economics, community development, forestry, planning,

and geography—they also brought government policy

experience to the review process. This set of individual

case studies was designed to provide an opportunity for

analytical generalization (e.g., Yin 2003, p. 37); focusing

on the processes communities can adopt in order to realize

sustainable forms of infrastructure development. Of par-

ticular interest here are the typical gaps in knowledge and

expertise that communities often must deal with in order to

achieve some form of sustainability planning. The infor-

mation used for the cases was gathered from publicly

available documentation and through a series of interviews

with key leaders involved in the case communities and

programs.

The themes that emerged from the case studies informed

a series of five real-time on-line dialogues that brought

together twenty-two specialists, public policy experts and

practitioners from across Canada. These e-Dialogues

explored the tools used, solutions adopted and the barriers

and challenges faced in Canadian communities in their

attempts to implement sustainable infrastructure. Based on

these data, the structure and focus of an ICSP template was

developed. The draft ICSP template was then posted

through a project website and widely circulated for review

and comment to municipal associations, and community

planning and development practitioners across Canada. In

addition, an on-line e-focus group of seven planning

experts evaluated the usefulness and applicability of the

proposed template (e-Dialogues are archived on the project

website http://crcresearch.royalroads.ca/edialogues).Fig. 1 ICSP process outline

Environmental Management (2009) 44:228–242 229

123

http://www.sustainableinfrastructure.org
http://www.sustainableinfrastructure.org
http://crcresearch.royalroads.ca/edialogues


In all over 600 individuals were involved in the project,

and their views contributed to the development of the ICSP

template presented here. This includes those interviewed

for the case study development, took part in the series of

dialogues and contributed to the review process.

Throughout the paper we refer to the contributors as par-

ticipants or respondents.

The analysis and review process highlighted four com-

mon challenges to the realizing sustainable communities:

1. Integration: While individual projects are happening in

many communities throughout Canada, they are fre-

quently stand-alone. They contribute to sustainability,

but rarely set a pattern for overall community develop-

ment and planning practice, nor are they commonly

integrated into general planning policy. As a result there

can be an implementation gap—between plans and on-

the-ground actions, compounded by poor knowledge

diffusion within and between communities.

2. Scale: Sustainability projects frequently take the form

of geographically bounded, individual initiatives. But

these rarely impact municipal systems as a whole, nor

do they often demonstrate a capacity to link municipal

planning decisions to the wider landscape scale or to

adjacent municipalities—the larger common socio-

economic/ecological system.

3. Governance: Sustainability planning may be reactive

and appended to existing planning processes, rather than

serving as a proactive, catalytic and strategic approach

through which ecological, social and economic deci-

sions are integrated and measured against indicators.

Without a governance structure that embraces and

adopts sustainable development as a guiding planning

principle, implementation of sustainability objectives

becomes difficult and inevitably ineffectual. Local

governments may rarely incorporate a sustainability

ethos into their planning until circumstances force them

to. Rather than merely planning for sustainability, as

seems common, governments should be planning sus-

tainably (Boyle and others 2004). In practice this entails

a new planning imperative organized around a sustain-

ability ethic as its guiding principle, rather than as a

faintly decorative accessory to established processes.

4. Inclusion: Sustainable community development is

meaningless without early and full community engage-

ment. Timely participation, consultation and shared

decision making leads to stronger support, partnerships

and implementation efficiency. The community and

the local government will support a process that helps

the realisation of communally defined long term goals,

rather than a plan that reflects a short term political/

economic agenda established with poor attention to

pluralism.

The Conceptual Context

The integration of sustainable development concepts into

planning has evolved over the last 40 years, and while it has

not always been explicitly explained in terms of ‘sustainable

development,’ the principles are evident. Generally, these

have focused on three main areas, ecological principles (e.g.,

McHarg 1969; Zube and others 1975; Selman 1993; Flores

and others 1998; Pauleit and Duhme 2000; Register 2006),

participatory planning or critiques of participation (e.g.,

Arnstein 1969; Healey 1997; Davidson 1998; Wates 2000;

Tippet 2005a), and the social impacts of urban form and

design (e.g., Jacobs 1961; Congress of the New Urbanism

1999). Each of these movements has become part of the

weave that forms the sustainability planning discourse.

Ecological Principles

Incorporating ecological principles into sustainable com-

munity planning often focuses on limits to growth; whether

spatial limits where ecologically sensibility is determined by

physical environmental constraints (Stone 2004), or the

more enlightened recognition that boundless growth disrupts

ecological systems (Ewan and others 2004). But it also refers

to the carrying capacity of the local environment, with an

emphasis on the ability of soil, water and air quality to sup-

port the growth—whether seen in terms of new activities or

population growth that the community already has experi-

enced or wants to realize (Anderson 2005; Wackernagel and

others 2006). The ideal goal of community sustainability is

not growth at any cost, but the optimization of economic

opportunity and quality of life within the real ecological

limits imposed by the environment in which the community

is situated (Boyle and others 2004).

Accessible natural spaces are important for human

physical and psychological health, and they have a direct

impact on quality of life, the social aspect of sustainable

development and the success of cities and towns (Groe-

newegen and others 2006; Hanna and Walton-Roberts

2004); especially as such spaces become scarce. In com-

munity planning identifying an ecological carrying capac-

ity for the maintenance of greenspace and integrating such

limits into decision making helps maintain the resilience

and adaptability of communities within their particular

ecological context (Pickett and others 2004; Andersson

2006). Integrated planning also has the potential to enhance

the economic competitiveness and desirability of a com-

munity as a place to live and work.

It is helpful to link ecological principles in planning to

the other imperatives of sustainable development (econ-

omy and society) when notions such as landscape ecology

and principles of multifunctionality are considered and
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used in the design of human places (Ling and others 2007;

Selman 2002). Such approaches can help ecological plan-

ning (which can often seem ‘‘people-less’’) become a more

practicable tool for integration—one that equally considers

people and the environments in which they and their

communities are situated.

Participatory Planning

If the integration of ecological principles requires the

incorporation of physical environmental characteristics

into a plan, then engagement and consultation with the

human community will be a necessary focus of the social

and economic imperatives (Rydin and Pennington 2000).

Such a dynamic community process, ecologically, socially

and economically, is an essential component of any inte-

grated sustainable development plan supporting new forms

of participatory planning.

The aim of participatory planning is to move the role of

planners from one of expert knowledge provider, toward a

more inclusive part as facilitator or coordinator of com-

munity needs (Wates 2000). The democratization of plan-

ning, which is certainly still evolving, has gradually come

with the advance of participation and engagement theory.

The ideal is that participatory planning helps ensure that

the ‘plan’ is grounded in the pluralistic socio-economic and

bio-physical context of the community. However, having a

participatory function in the planning process is no guar-

antee of success; other dynamics will often emerge, and

these may become dominant (Hanna 2000).

Although the use of participatory mechanisms can be

costly, at least initially, in the long term such an investment

is likely to reduce conflict and strengthen the potential, for

successful implementation of the decision, or plan (Yenc-

ken 2001). It is the long term perspective that is an

essential and distinguishing feature of integrated sustain-

ability planning (Næss 2001). Participation reinforces

community commitment to change, and helps build support

for new approaches and implementing difficult policy

decisions. When effective, participation will make imple-

mentation ‘‘easier.’’

Community Form and Design

The built environment impacts the well being of a com-

munity, and the stability of natural systems, within urban

areas, and beyond (Alberti 1999, Troy 2003). Urban places

are now home to the great majority of Canadians and soon

the majority of the world’s citizens (United Nations Pop-

ulation Find 2007). In terms of supporting sustainable

community development, urban form reflects the approach

and vision that local government has in delivering public

services, it affects a community’s ability to attract new and

innovative economic opportunity (Cerverro 2001; Engel-

Yan and others 2005). The growing recognition that con-

ventional approaches to urban design, so common in North

America and very much focused on cars, are no longer

sustainable, are falling short on all three imperatives. Not

unexpectedly, built form has emerged as a central theme in

envisaging sustainable communities (Christoforidis 1994;

Churchill and Baetz 1999).

The ideals of sustainable urban form are simple—the

optimization of social and economic interaction, and sup-

port of diversity and resilience, all without compromising

the ecological limits and carrying capacity of the landscape

(Kenworthy 2006). Certainly this is a tall order, but

increasingly it is an urgent one. From an applied perspec-

tive moving from the ‘‘business as usual’’ paradigm of

urban planning and design, toward sustainable community

development, also requires new approaches to infrastruc-

ture—ones that build resiliency (quality of structures,

innovative materials, efficiency in cost and service deliv-

ery) and sustain the integrity of ecological systems rather

than erode them, access to facilities by all parts of the

community and creates vibrant conditions for economic

entrepreneurship, this may be especially true for transpor-

tation and energy infrastructure.

Transport networks and similar linear structures not only

impact ecological connectivity, they may be the most

important determinants of urban form (Wheeler 2003).

They facilitate growth and help determine form at multiple

scales. These diverse scales include the design and opera-

tion of buildings as well as the planning and operation of

larger infrastructure. While the largest influence of an ICSP

will be over municipal infrastructure, linear and otherwise,

there is also a significant role for ICSPs in improving the

sustainability contribution of residential and other private

building developments (Crabtree 2005).

Integration

In some ways it is helpful to define integrated sustainable

community planning as a process of reconciliation; where

environmental, economic and social imperatives are bought

together through discourse, perhaps a discourse on antic-

ipating and responding to change, not the least of which is

climate change. Sustainable development can be a reactive

notion, brought forward and embraced when conditions

(social, environmental, economic) seem threatened (Hanna

2005). It is increasingly evident that sustainability requires

a new way of thinking—it demands integrated decision-

making and new management regimes for overseeing and

allocating the impacts and benefits of human activity—

within society and for natural systems.

The identification of integration as important aspect of

environmental planning is not especially new (Slocombe

Environmental Management (2009) 44:228–242 231
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and Hanna 2007). It was a key part of McHarg’s (1969)

approach to vision landscapes and it has been recurrent

regularly since–often linked to a systems perspective (e.g.,

Petak 1980; Barrett 1985; Cairns 1991; Born and Sonzogni

1995; Margerum and Born 1995, 2000) (Slocombe and

Hanna 2007 p1). In recent years, other dimensions—par-

ticipation, institutional integration, and communication

dimensions have become integral parts of the ideal of

integrated planning. Integration remains a prominent theme

in the management and planning rhetoric of resource and

environmental management agencies around the world, and

it has become a key theme in regional and urban planning,

albeit often implicitly.

But fragmentation remains a substantial obstacle to

improving planning and environmental management—the

fragmentation of interests, jurisdictions, ownership, man-

agement responsibility, social and ecological systems,

information and knowledge all contribute to modern

resource and environmental management challenges (Slo-

combe and Hanna 2007; Dale 2001). Thus in many respects

fragmentation, solitudes, silos and stovepipes, implemen-

tation gaps (Dale 2001) remain a central challenge to

creating and implementing an ICSP.

For most landscapes and for different aspects of

municipal life there can be a myriad of government levels

and agencies responsible for management, and not

uncommonly they work at cross-purposes to each other;

fighting for resources and influence, and pushing con-

flicting mandates. At the local level, municipal govern-

ment can find themselves at odds with the mandates and

agendas of other levels of government, or with nearby

municipalities. Many other practical problems ultimately

derive from this one: data access, monitoring conflicts,

boundary issues, jurisdictional battles, funding and per-

sonnel shortages, conflicting or duplicate legal require-

ments, contesting social and economic pressures, weak

and/or single use-oriented legal frameworks, political

agendas and short-term perspectives (Slocombe and

Hanna 2007). Within the ICSP context, dealing with such

these issues certainly came to fore from the case studies,

and the review process; but within the review process

here, there was also an overarching recognition that

integration, to be meaningful and sustainable, will have to

address issues at a landscape level—which will usually

transcend municipal boundaries.

Sustainable development, after all, requires a new

approach to thinking about and planning for the well being

of ecological, social and economic imperatives (Dale 2001;

Robinson and Tinker 1997). It can be argued that the

understanding of integration issues is perhaps strongest at

the municipal scale, especially within planning systems

where community members are fully engaged and where

the understanding of systems extends to a wider scale than

the local (Boyle and others 2004). This means that a strong

regional perspective is necessary in sustainability plan-

ning—substantive links between municipal governments in

the creation, management and delivery of plans on an

integrated and regional scale, or in the form of strong

regional governance with the necessary responsibility and

authority. But this is often resisted by local governments

and the greater public who may see regionalism as a

relocation of power away from local accountability, even if

it is more effective (Baldassare and others 1996). There

may be no universal ‘‘right solution.’’ Context will often

dictate needs, and a certain adaptive capacity is also

essential in integration—but it may help to acknowledge

that it can be easier to achieve an effect in a small area, but

that ‘‘success’’ is best achieved at a wider scale (Forman

1995 p 488).

In Canada, there are examples of frameworks that

approach integrated community sustainability planning

(e.g., The Sheltair Group 2001; Seymoar 2004; Roseland

2005; Alberta Urban Municipalities Association 2006). But

these can be proscriptive, quite technical, and some simply

provide lists of desirable principles rather than plans for

action and implementation, and most have not been

implemented on the ground in communities, or in only one

community. Frameworks are also frequently presented as

computerized models or decision support systems (e.g.,

Hyrynyshyn 2002; Banai 2005). They have some utility,

but they are limited and of course depend on the assump-

tions used to inform the model, capacity of users, and

flexibility in absorbing data and providing solutions. While

such approaches can be helpful, they are not an easy route

to developing an ICSP. Communities need not only a

certain will to do things differently, which we would sug-

gest is the fundamental tenet of sustainability, but, as

Gorobets (2006) notes they also need knowledge and

capacity to develop local and unique solutions to achieve

planning for sustainability. Other necessary and sufficient

requirements are agency (or capacity) and social capital

(Newman and Dale 2005), which are beyond the scope of

the paper.

The template developed here recognizes the issues

outlined above. But it is not a universal remedy. It does

provide is an outline, based on case study research, vetted

by those working in the front lines of planning and plan

implementation, with the recognition that capacity is an

issue for many communities and thus the tools selected

must be responsive, functional, pluralistic, and ultimately

tractable.

Implementation Dynamics

For some time it was assumed that when it came to pro-

gram or policy efficacy, it was the quality of the idea that
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mattered and not so much its execution (Hanna 2007).

Some agencies still approach the policy process under this

assumption. But the implementation literature has matured,

and while ideas matter, it is broadly accepted that effective

implementation is integral to the success of policy ideas.

Implementation can largely be defined in two ways:

first, as the stage between decision and action (Hessing and

Howlett 1997) where the causal issue is whether or not the

decision can, actually be realized in a manner consistent

with planning objectives (Brekke 1987) and second, as a

progressing activity where the focus is on understanding

and adjusting the way that policies function (Brekke 1987;

Freeman 1980; Rossi and Freeman 1985). Implementation

is a dynamic process, one that often involves negotiation,

compromise, and shifting goals (Ham and Hill 1993, Hanna

2007). It is not a purely administrative event that can be

evaluated in terms of which components do or do not

perform as expected or required; rather implementation is a

policy/action continuum in which an interactive process

evolves, often involving negotiation (Ham and Hill 1993).

Such elements emerge especially when there are innovative

or adversarial aspects to a policy process. Since integration,

and sustainability planning, often requires a change in

agency relationships—and even the most modest efforts

will mean some change in power relationships—adversar-

ial dynamics can be an important consideration when an

ICSP is conceived and implemented.

Overlapping themes have been common in discussions

of the challenges to plan implementation. These can be

variously described as ‘‘activities common to the

(implementation) process’’ (Jones 1984), ‘‘obstacles to be

overcome’’ (Mitchell 2002), ‘conditions to be met for

implementation success’ (Sabatier and Mazmanian 1981),

essential factors that determine policy success (Van

Meter and Van Horn 1975), or factors that shape

instrument choice (Linder and Peters 1989). Whatever

the title or rubric they are gathered under, common

elements (or macro-obstacles) can be assembled into a

framework that has particular relevance to integrated

approaches.

The characterization of implementation is not a simple

matter of defining a single model (Hanna 2007). With

respect to integrated planning and implementation process

is frequently evolutionary, even ad hoc, and certainly

adaptive. It is affected by inconsistencies in budgets, stat-

utory authority, political imperatives, public interest and

communication and information—common issues in plan-

ning. A common criticism of environmental agencies

centre on their role as supporters or detractors of policy and

the ineffectiveness of bureaucratic structures in under-

standing and addressing environmental problems (Dryzek

1990; Hanna 2007; Paehlke 1990; Torgerson 1990a,

1990b). This is all reflected in the fragmented nature of the

environment and resource management processes—the

ongoing challenge to integrated planning. Responsibilities

for economic, social, and environmental management are

divided among civic agencies, and across levels of

government.

By its very nature sustainability challenges traditional

approaches to planning, rooted in growth, whether it be

managing it, advancing it, promoting it, or channeling it,

planning rarely about stopping growth, or reforming it.

Sustainability, despite the contradictions that may be

inherent in the word, is in many respects a call for sub-

stantive change in approaches to and the conceptualiza-

tion of growth. As planning scholars have shown (e.g.,

Berke and Conroy 2000; Conroy 2003), there is variation

in the interpretation and implementation of sustainability

objectives, and it is hardly an easy process. Regardless,

such research also shows the permeability of the sus-

tainability idea, despite hesitant or uneven application.

The advantage of the ICSP approach is that it is required.

In this sense the power of participation is not just in the

articulation of objectives and vision, but as an integral

part of building support for eventual implementation.

Participation, through an ICSP supports the development

of what Burby (2003) so compelling calls ‘‘plans that

matter.’’ The requirement function, that is to say if

communities want the gas tax money they much develop

and ICSP, has the impact of making governments plan

(Burby and May 1997).

It may be that the most substantive challenge to

implementing an integrated approach is not in convincing

decision makers that integration is needed, but rather is in

achieving a better understanding of how to implement such

approaches (Hanna 1999 and 2007). From a critical per-

spective, this requires a change in power. Overcoming this

challenge requires the construction of venues for deliber-

ative practice, but without unnecessarily dismantling

authority structures; in this vein the ICSP outlined here

provides pragmatic promise.

An ICSP Template

It is perhaps most useful to define community as being the

people living within a municipal boundary, though com-

munity can be certainly defined a variety of ways. It is a

practical dynamic that planners work within, but it does not

excuse decision makers from thinking about and account-

ing for the greater landscape. The plan is best linked to a

regional vision, which can better reflect (though not per-

fectly) the integrative scale of natural and human systems.

The template below outlines four steps that can help

guide the development of an ICSP; engagement, under-

standing place, creating the plan, and plan implementation.
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Engaging the Community

Representation: Determine Who the Community Members

Are, Their Interests and Values

Communities, regardless of scale, are amalgams of interest,

values and sectors. A deliberative process will identify and

engage key people—from business, community organiza-

tions, conservation groups, developers and government

agencies within the community, as well as researchers.

Identifying the sectors and individuals who need to be

involved in building an integrated community sustainabil-

ity plan is requisite. In turn, these people form a human

capital pool from which representative planning commit-

tees can be organized, and they provide links to the wider

community. At this stage, building an image of networks,

maps of organizations and groups, and how they are con-

nected, can help form the basis for understanding existing

collaborative systems, enhancing connectivity and dia-

logue, as well as identify key community leaders who

should be at the table. It is important at this stage to ensure

participants are representative of the community, taking

into account marginalized and minority groups.

Establish the Principles of Community Engagement

In order to actively and successfully engage with the

community, it is helpful to consider the principles devel-

oped by Wates (2000), which provide a decent guide:

Acceptance: when community members choose to

become involved in local planning, it is not uncommon that

they will often do so for different reasons. Individuals and

organizations can have diverse agendas, make different

levels of commitment and time, and have different priori-

ties. These differences need to be acknowledged and the

process flexible enough to accommodate diversity. Even if

the plan is in part a response to a unifying issue of concern,

the values and visions of the community will often be

diverse, and so will the solutions proffered.

Active Listening: The role of planners and other muni-

cipal officials is first to actively listen to their community

and to help achieve goals desired. But balance is needed. In

this respect planners and other policy actors also serve to

provide advice, measured expertise, or act as ‘‘voices of

what is possible’’ (Hanna 2005, p. 38)

Collaboration: Cooperation and partnerships between

interest groups and community members will aid plan

development and implementation. The ICSP process can be

structured to encourage and support these relationships and

build new networks. As they form they may become lasting

and provide long-term strategic support for sustainability

planning policy—a support that can transcend political

timelines, and provide continuity.

Follow up, communication and dissemination: Publicity,

reporting to the community and dissemination of results of

any process is vital to ensure continued engagement and

the development of trust between the community and

decision makers. A collaborative and deliberative process

will provide this function throughout the process, and not

just at the end. In this sense, the ICSP is inter-disciplinary,

seeking synthesis and exchange of knowledge from the

outset, and not only when results are being tallied.

Inclusiveness: A small group representing diverse sec-

tors of a community is more valuable than large group of

like minded people. Far from being a ‘‘difficulty,’’ diversity

is a strength of planning. Accounting for varied perspec-

tives will help reduce conflict and improve the chances of

successful implementation once a plan is adopted.

Ownership: Process and plan credibility and ease of

implementation require that an engagement process needs

to be owned by local people, not by planners, consultants,

political decision makers, or narrow interests (economic or

environmental).

Scale: A number of smaller neighborhood activities are

more valuable than a single large city or regional activity.

Small events tend to bring out more people, though this can

be variable, and participants may be more likely to par-

ticipate by commenting on issues and information, talking

at events, challenging ideas and information, and offering

help.

Timing: The earlier community engagement occurs, the

more likely an efficient process will ensue and (relative)

consensus can be reached. Engagement, in its many forms

should not be reactive, or an ‘‘after thought;’’ it is the

foundation for successful ICSP development, and as such it

should occur from the start.

Transparency: The purpose of the exercise, the identity

of the people and groups involved and the limitations of the

exercise need to be openly and honestly stated using plain

language. This will help avoid frustration, uncertainty and

distrust; it reduces surprises and conflict, and ultimately

supports implementation.

Vision and Realism: Expectations should be high, but

not to the extent that the discussion ‘‘revolves around an

unattainable utopia’’ (a comment offered during the case

study review process). Some actions can be restricted by

legal, budgetary, or political realities. In this vein, the

planners and other officials serve not to constrict commu-

nity action, and limit sustainability dialogue, but rather to

frame it within the context of innovation and possibilities

(Hanna 2005).

Visualisation: Graphic presentations are powerful;

sometimes more so than only text or speech. Providing

images of growth and community change will help diverse

community members visualize scenarios and facilitate

discussions about preferences.
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Techniques and Tools

Community sustainability requires a planning process that

fully engages with and involves all sections of the com-

munity and gives them actual influence in decision making

and not just ‘‘consultation’’ or information sessions. The

involvement of as many people as possible from the

community is desirable, although broad representation is

more important than absolute numbers to ensure margin-

alized and minority elements of society are included, and

there needs to be full engagement from the start and

involvement in all decisions concerned with the plan.

Community engagement can be achieved through a range

of tools, some often sued and some perhaps more recent

even innovative and unique to local culture and settings.

Tools can include town hall meetings, a range of social

survey techniques, community planning workshops,

visioning exercises, and other interactive mechanisms (See

Table 1)—even on-line participation and internet real-time

dialogues (e.g., Dale 2005).

Learn from Others

A ‘‘scan’’ of existing frameworks and research tools can be

done to identify tools and experiences used in other places

that might be adaptable to the unique aspects of the com-

munity. As one reviewer in the study commented, ‘‘there’s

no need to reinvent the wheel’’ compare the community to

others; in terms of environmental characteristics, socio-

economic needs, and available resources, plan implemen-

tation, cost and impacts. But avoid the template trap. It can

be tempting to wholly adapt the plans of others, and some

consultants are adept at this, just because it seems to have

worked elsewhere does not mean that a concept is entirely

appropriate for other communities. Learn from others, but

be sure to recognize and map community needs, and its

unique attributes and challenges.

Understanding Place: Mapping the Community

A community can be seen as a series of systems with

unique components—ranging from the city-region, down

to individual neighborhoods and single buildings. Such

scales have a diversity of population, cultural uses, eco-

nomic activity and other unique attributes that need and

support sustainable development. Human developed sys-

tems are also linked with natural systems, though the inter

reliance is often not well acknowledged by development

interest, agencies or planning practice. By developing an

exercise to better understand the distribution of ecological,

social and economic systems and services, such knowledge

building can also reveal where access to resources, places,

and information are lacking or inequitable.

Communities are not isolated from their broader envi-

ronment and an ICSP needs to consider how broad its scale

needs to be to sustain essential ecological services such as:

regulation of local and global climate and energy balance;

the hydrological cycle (e.g., water catchments and ground-

water recharge); formation of topsoil and maintenance of

soil fertility; prevention of soil erosion and sediment con-

trol; food production by food webs; biomass production;

storage and recycling of nutrients and organic matter;

assimilation, storage, and recycling of waste; maintenance

of habitats for migration and rearing (e.g., estuarine

resources, ravines, riparian corridors); and biodiversity.

There are also important social and economic service

and systems that need to be mapped and understood in the

context of place to ensure equitable and accessible distri-

bution—the provision of historic, spiritual, religious, aes-

thetic, educational, and scientific information, cultural and

artistic inspiration, and critical infrastructure and services.

This reflects the minimum area that would be required to

support a vibrant and sustainable society and economy

within the ecological limits imposed by the environment in

which the community is located.

These systems have a carrying capacity; where increases

in development or population beyond a limit will cause the

system to fail. Calculating a community’s ecological

footprint (Wackernagel and Rees 1996; Sustainable Cal-

gary 2004; Wilson and Anielski 2005) could be a useful

step in understanding a community’s baseline environ-

mental impacts. While it has its limitations, the footprint

provides a helpful graphic tool for illustrating impacts and

the broader costs of consumption and lifestyle.

Mapping Tools

A comprehensive audit of the community’s current eco-

logical, social and economic capital base line provides a

baseline against which to measure progress, and provides

invaluable information to the community. It may help

decision-makers to see this as a part of asset management.

Community green mapping (Common Ground Community

Mapping Project and others 2005) shows locations defined

by communities; the choice for inclusion is up to local

people but can include ecologically, socially or economi-

cally important locations from parks and nature reserves to

markets and favorite stores.

There are also widely accessible internet-based tools

such as the easily available and user friendly Google Earth

and Map (Bradwell and others 2007) which have been used

to assist the planning process in North American (e.g.,

Durango, Colorado and San Jose, California). These can

inform the development and protection of essential green

and social infrastructure by providing access to detailed

spatial information and deep local community knowledge
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even in those areas where resources are limited. But

internet based resources are only one tool, and they depend

on capacity and technology access.

Land Use and Landscape Planning

Perhaps the easiest way for communities to develop ideas

for approaching land use and landscape is to look at

existing frameworks. Such frameworks, some briefly

summarized in Table 1, are typically either models of

guides for incorporating sustainable land use perspectives

into a community plan, or they are pictured as ways in

which discussions and visioning can be structured, man-

aged and made actionable. Three themes were recurrent:

1. move from designing urban infrastructure for the car to

designing infrastructure for humans;

2. emphasize community and stakeholder involvement in

the design and/or planning process before developers

present their ideas or visual representations, and

3. include sustainability principles (bringing together

ecological, social and economic imperatives) through-

out the planning process; integrated planning requires

early consideration of diverse needs, values, opportu-

nities and knowledge.

Though each has specific limitations and there can be

arguments about relative impact and ease of implementa-

tion, they have utility, at the very least for helping to frame

the community sustainability discourse. Such approaches

Table 1 Some existing approaches (tools and frameworks) for the development of integrated community sustainability plans

Approach Summary

The Natural Step for Communities (James and Lahti 2004,

http://www.naturalstep.ca)

The integration of social, environmental and economic decision

making within a holistic, scientific framework

Smart Growth (Tomalty and Alexander 2005,

http://www.smartgrowth.ca)

An approach to planning based on a series of principles focused on

integrated and sustainable land use, seeks higher densities and

reduction in sprawl form

New Urbanism (CNU 1999, http://www.cnu.org) Community design philosophy that encourages walkable

neighborhoods, emphasis on scale and design features

Adaptive management (Olson and others 2004,

http://www.adaptivemanagement.net)

Allows a process to evolve over time as a result of lessons learned,

experience based and flexible

EcoCities (Register 2006, http://www.ecocitybuilders.org) Design of cities to focus on the health of human and creation ‘natural

cities’ where planning responds to ecological imperatives

Search conferences (Weisbord and Janoff 2000, Rehm and others

2002, http://www.futuresearch.net)

Methods for planning conferences that bring community members

together to discuss and define visions, address local issues, or

develop implementation and operational strategies

Forecasting (Armstrong 2001, http://www.forecastingprinciples.com) Methods used to help answer the question ‘given certain scenarios

(see below), what will the future look like?’ And ‘how can we crate

the desired future?’

Scenario building (Galt and others 1997, http://scenariothinking.org) Use of the ‘creative foresight’ found in communities to develop

possible visions for how a community will develop and change.

Based on scenario creation

Planning for Real (Gibson 1991, http://www.nif.co.uk/planningforreal) Interactive planning discussion based around a real 3D model of the

local neighborhood or areas

Integral City (Hamilton 2006, http://www.integralcity.com) Considers the city as a whole system where the city is a human

habitat, and should be managed holistically

Design charrettes (CMHC 2002) A forum for bringing together diverse interests, community members

and expertise to explore options and generate visual ideas and

potential solutions to community planning and design challenges

Designways (Tippett 2005b) A toolkit that brings together techniques of mind mapping with

holistic systems thinking that provide a framework for stakeholder

discussion around the topic of sustainable neighbourhood

development and ecological planning

Future Search (Weisbord and Janoff 2000) Interactive planning process designed for large groups of people

meeting over three days around a particular topic, leading to a

solution for a particular task

MetroQuest (Hyrynyshyn 2002) Planning support tool that used as the focus for workshops,

stakeholder dialogue and consultation. A software models scenarios

in a local context allowing the exploration of future option and

policy
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are in many respects methods; around which discussion on

the future direction of communities can be made by dis-

parate groups which come together for the purpose. They

differ in the detail, focus and scale and from low to high

tech, just like the problems and planning issues seen across

a range of communities.

Creating the Plan

Defining a Community Vision and Principles

The planning vision reflects the values the community

places on things like diversity; self-sufficiency, accessi-

bility to services, liveability, the nature of its development,

current and future. Planning charts desired attributes—

integrated sustainability planning also examines the links

between these attributes:

• chosen growth scenarios (population, demographic

profile);

• preferred form (built versus un-built space, area and

location of parkland and natural area, vernacular

qualities, building heights, materials)

• mix of residential, business, and agricultural space

(location, connectivity, scale of uses, limits on uses);

• achievable densities; and

• environmental requirements for new development

(energy, water, space consumed, public transportation,

access and affordability, and material qualities).

Setting Goals

What does a community want to achieve? Whether these

goals are the preservation of natural areas, densification of

urban areas, improved transit options, attractiveness of the

community to business, or population increase/stabiliza-

tion, the plan will serve as the mechanism for linking

vision to action to result.

Define the Terms

Terms can be divisive and the ICSP process will have to

define what ideas and words mean. This can be an ongoing

process. For example, as sustainability is discussed it will

have different meanings to different interests, but as dis-

course evolves the definition can become more cohesive

(Hanna 2005). The engagement process will help define

what words (or terms) mean and what values and interests

lay behind them. These meanings, in turn, reflect com-

munity values and objectives, and they form a strong

foundation for the eventual ICSP.

Timeframe

Planning needs to be sufficiently long term to transcend

short term economic and political cycles, and it should

reflect a time frame that maintains critical infrastructure,

and yet remains flexible enough to adapt to trends and

emergent, unanticipated challenges. A long term view

needs to be linked to intermediate and short term cycles

and goals in order to allow for ongoing implementation,

accountability and evaluation of plan performance. Eval-

uation in turn feeds back into plan maintenance and sup-

ports adaptive capacity

An adaptive quality, one that allows for the dynamic

interplay between the long term planning and short or

intermediate actions/needs, will also facilitate response to

uncertainty, evolving ecological limits and new community

desires, knowledge, and technology.

The Planning Cycle

An expanded and adaptive timeframe will mean changing

the traditional view of the planning cycle. Simple 5 or

10 year plans no longer suffice—a sore issue for many

practitioners. As one planner we spoke with commented,

‘‘long range planning is essential, but short term planning is

easy.’’ The ICSP is a strategic long term document;

amendable, flexible and adaptive to be sure, but inherently

stable in its vision of sustainability needs. This long term

view needs to be strongly linked to intermediate and short

term cycles in order to provide an understandable and

coherent delivery mechanism, and a mechanism that is

flexible to allow for changes in community desires,

knowledge of technology and ecological limits, and the

always present uncertainty of the future.

This linkage can be achieved by developing a series of

shorter term action plans analogous to the typical 5 or

10 year planning cycles (or shorter), but which are sub-

servient to the long term vision and can be evaluated on the

degree to which they move the community towards that

long term vision.

Scale

If we accept that the community is part of a complex

system, then the scale of attention must have a diversity of

population, uses (human and other) and a flexibility that

can respond to a sustainable development imperative. And

since natural and human sustainable systems are interde-

pendent, the ICSP scale needs to be broad enough to sus-

tain essential diverse inherently connected services as

climate, energy, water, soils, food, waste, biodiversity,

cultural, social and economic assets, as well as the critical
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infrastructure needed to maintain them and support their

activities.

A consideration for the scale of an ICSP is whether to

concentrate on land use planning at a jurisdictional level or

to move to a larger scale of attention such as through

ecosystem planning or landscape level ecological planning

(McHarg 1969; Steiner 2000). A community might also

need to define what is not included (out of necessity,

authority or for information reasons) in the plan by setting

physical and administrative boundaries, or leaving certain

activities and services to the ‘‘free’’ market.

Identify Institutional Needs

Institutional needs require a balance between the compre-

hensiveness that sustainable development demands and the

strategic demands of local government which are neces-

sarily focused and limited by real tractability issues. In

considering barriers to achieving ICSP objectives, working

toward comprehensiveness will require integration with the

programs and plans of other levels of government. As one

respondent noted, ‘‘If the local house is not in order, it’s

difficult to approach senior levels to ask for change, new

resources or new authority.’’

Identify Strategic Areas

For each community planning priorities will be different,

depending on the ecological, social and economic condi-

tions found there. Each integrated plan will therefore have

a number of key strategic focuses that represent the critical

needs of a community. However, many communities share

common characteristics and therefore by examining other

integrated community sustainability plans from similar

places a process of adaptation rather than invention can

speed the development process. Strategic areas should

include the non-built and the built environment, as well as

the social uses of place and space, and how they interact to

support sustainable community development.

Determine Commitments

Actions to be undertaken during the period of the plan to

achieve the related outcomes and that contribute to the

goals and objectives. Commitments are delineated by

resources needed, who provides them, over what time

period, and through which decision making or authority

mechanisms.

Outcomes

Once the long-term plan has been set in motion, and after

agreement has been reached with community members as

to the goals of the process, regular reporting occurs to

measure progress and provide feedback to the larger

community. Progress may be best measured against desired

outcomes, which of course means that outcomes have to be

identified and embedded in the plan.

Reporting cycles should be linked to both short term

action plans and monitoring the progress toward long term

goals. If progress is not being made, or conditions have

changed, then modifications can then be made to the next

cycle of short term actions.

Implementation

Review Planning Policies, Bylaws and Regulations

The implementation of an ICSP may be limited, or weak-

ened by existing policies and regulations. These impedi-

ments are often some of the greatest barriers to sustainable

community development, and as one reviewer commented,

they are all too commonly found only after implementation

is initiated. Concurrent with creating the plan, a review of

institutional mechanisms is undertaken to identify prob-

lematic and contradictory regulations, policies, bylaws,

standard or programs that will obstruct sustainability

planning. A range (scale and activity types) of examples

were provided through the comment and review process:

• zoning/bylaws limiting or discouraging mixed use

development;

• curvilinear form;

• excessive parking requirements;

• bylaws promoting or requiring low densities;

• neighborhood aesthetic restrictions or bylaws, such as a

ban on clothes lines, that discourage sustainable

practices;

• unnecessary set back requirements (e.g., suburban

versus older city core setback forms);

• investments in road widening, while public transit

funding is cut or remains stagnant;

• restrictions or prohibitions on innovative landscape

design;

• road width bylaws; and

• material bylaws (particularly important, as sustainable

building practices such as green roofing might not have

existed when the original guidelines were drafted),

• building codes that support poor quality construction,

rather than maximizing reasonable standards. This was

noted with reference to Canadian residential construction.

The required review could include creating a multi-

stakeholder task force—composed of elected officials,

business leaders and officials to identify barriers, and to

serve as an educational process for both the political and

official levels. Planners and other officials should have to
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justify unsustainable polices. Often, they cannot. One

comment noted a house scale example; ‘‘why ban clothes

lines, there’s no justification, we know the energy savings

are potentially great.’’ Another example provided was year

round parking bylaws in some communities that prohibit

overnight parking on streets in suburban areas. One

respondent commented; ‘‘this might make sense in some

places for snow removal—though it doesn’t seem to pre-

vent snow clearing in older city centers where garages and

front yard parking is scarce’’—but for the ‘‘rest of the year

it makes the driveway and garage essential, and exists to

pander to a suburban aesthetic that wants clean empty

streets at night, it’s wasted space.’’ And another stated

‘‘some issues seem small, but their cumulative impact in a

large centre or a cluster of smaller places can be large… it

is because they seem small we ignore them, but we’re

missing opportunities for small scale actions with big

benefits.’’

The Plan as Policy and Law

Making the plan legally enforceable and accountable is an

essential piece of the ICSP process. If the plan has no legal

authority the community members involved in the process

will be disillusioned and reluctant to support future plan-

ning activities, and the content of the plan will be com-

promised by day to day economic imperatives, not the

integrated, long-term imperatives of sustainable commu-

nity planning. The ICSP cannot be a parallel document to

other official plans; as an integrative product it should form

the basis of planning policy, guide bylaws, zoning and

regulation, and form the foundation for community actions

and governance.

Implementation will also need strategic alliances and

partnerships—ones that can be developed to enhance

commitment and execution of the plan. Partnerships,

whether they are public-public or private-public, have other

positive impacts on a community, often through the

development of a variety of forms of social capital and the

expansion of agency or capacity. These can manifest by:

• influencing decision-makers

• educating community leaders

• efficient implementation

• ongoing communication and outreach

• a better community sustainability commitment

By developing a community outreach and communica-

tions strategy for plan dissemination, the community will

support implementation through awareness of the provisions

and rationales. Knowledge and information also helps secure

community commitment which can be essential in putting

new policies and practices into place, especially since the

ICSP inevitably requires a change to ‘‘business as usual.’’

Outline an Evaluation Process

It was suggested by a respondent that evaluation be con-

ducted just before each election ‘‘in order to hold elected

officials accountable to the plan [ICSP] and justify changes

or performance issues.’’ Evaluation supports ongoing

implementation and institutional accountability. The

assessment process needs to consider the progress towards

sustainable development objectives, goals and targets set

by the community. Thus evaluation itself, though certainly

requiring a degree of expert knowledge, must also be

deliberative and inclusive.

Conclusions

A transdisciplinary approach was used to develop an

experience based template for integrated community sus-

tainability planning. The template reflects practitioner

experience provided through cases studies and the analysis

of cases by experts, as well as participation in an iterative

series of expert online dialogues. Integrated community

planning requires novel ways of managing both intellectual

and physical capital of the built and non-built environment.

‘‘To make an infrastructure operate efficiently requires

knowledge of local practices that may differ radically from

place to place. Organizational structures that facilitate the

operation of physical capital in one setting may be coun-

terproductive in another. Local knowledge is essential to

building effective social capital’’ (Ostrom 2000).

Integrated planning requires unique levels of collabo-

ration between levels of government, strategic partnerships

across sectors, and alliances between the private-public

sectors to achieve implementation of new approaches,

technologies, and governance systems. The case studies

show that the success is most likely to occur where such

collaboration is present. But as the review process suggests,

there are common barriers to such and integrated planning

and decision-making is limited by several persistent chal-

lenges—poor frameworks for integration, inadequate

scales of attention, the need for new governance approa-

ches, and the challenge of inclusion. Increasingly it seems

that these can only be overcome by participatory commu-

nity planning and interdisciplinary or transdisciplinary

research.

The development and implementation of an integrated

community sustainability plan can be an important tool for

realizing sustainable community development. But it

requires active community engagement processes, political

will, and an ongoing commitment to accountability and

oversight. Political and administrative accountability are

essential ingredients in closing the gap between the rhetoric

of sustainability, and making it actionable and achievable
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(Dale and Robinson 1995). The template advanced here

can help advance both the sustainability discourse at the

local level and develop an integrated plan. By providing a

template which links to techniques and examples of inno-

vative practice around Canada and the world key people

within organizations can demonstrate the validity of

change, and demonstrate possibilities. The next step is to

evaluate the template approach in practice.
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