
Creating a New
Framework for Municipal

Decision Making

Susan M. Gardner
Municipal World

A.D. Latornell Conservation Symposium
November 2008

The Sustainability Lens:



Sustainability: front and centre



Sustainability: moving mainstream



The Sustainability Revolution

Can we move nations and people in the direction of 
sustainability? Such a move would be a modification of 
society comparable in scale to only two other changes: 
the Agricultural Revolution of the late Neolithic, and the 
Industrial Revolution of the past two centuries. These 
revolutions were gradual, spontaneous, and largely 
unconscious. This one will have to be a fully conscious 
operation, guided by the best foresight that science can 
provide. If we actually do it, the undertaking will be 
absolutely unique in humanity’s stay on earth.

William D. Ruckelshaus
Former head of the U.S. EPA
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Defining the term

• Bruntland Commission – 1987
• Recognition that economic 

development often leads to a 
deterioration, not an improvement, in 
the quality of people's lives.

• Concept of intergenerational equity:
“meeting the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their own needs.”



The Pillars Approach

Economic
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Cultural

Social

Sustainability



Piecing it all together …

• An evolution of thinking:
– Viewing policy issues in isolation vs. 

considering all of them as interconnected
– Where one aspect of sustainability is 

weakened, whole structure is 
compromised

– Distinct policies have a role, but integrated 
approach is the key to sustainability



The Sustainability Lens
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Initiating a Local Dialogue

• Sustainability as a “mandated 
paradigm”

• Integrated Community Sustainability 
Plans: the legacy of the “New Deal”

• Required across Canada
• Criteria that must be met, either 

through existing planning instruments 
or through a new planning document



Municipalities must demonstrate …

• a coordinated approach to community 
sustainability;

• that they have reflected and integrated social, 
cultural, environmental and economic
sustainability objectives in community planning; 

• collaboration with other municipalities where 
appropriate to achieve sustainability objectives;

• that they have engaged residents in determining
a long-term vision for the municipality. 



Getting the dialogue going …



Part of core planning

From City of Vaughan – Draft Community Sustainability and Environmental Master Plan, V6.2 November 2008



Getting from here to there …

1) Talk about sustainability
2) Involve the business community
3) Craft a vision together
4) Backcast to develop the steps to get there 

and incorporate in a plan
5) Carry out the plan
6) Make every decision with reference to

that plan
7) Develop indicators to measure success



What kind of future?

• What kind of community will be passed 
on to future generations?

• Is this direction we are considering 
economically sustainable?

• Is it socially sustainable?
• Is it environmentally sustainable?
• Is it culturally sustainable?



Thank you!

“The future is not some place we are 
going to, but one we are creating. The 
paths are not to be found,
but made, and the
activity of making
them, changes
both the maker and
the destination.”
-John Schaar


