
THE ECONOMICS OF  
SUSTAINABLE NEIGHBOURHOODS:
WHY OUR SUBURBS NEED URGENT ATTENTION

P
lanners have traditionally relied 
on demographic forecasts to 
estimate land requirements to 
accommodate growth, but it is 

also important to think about the role 
that demographics play in neighbourhood 
economics. Changing local demographics 
help establish the demand for housing, 
determine the viability of retailing and 
influence the ability of municipalities 
to provide essential services in a cost-
effective manner. 

In the case of suburban neighbourhoods, 
particularly car-dependent neighourhoods 
that are poorly integrated or even 
completely disconnected from the historical 
fabric of a city, suburbs that worked well for 
people during their family-formation years 
take on a different reality after the kids have 
left home. Statistics Canada reports that 
a majority of households now have only 
two or even just one person per dwelling.1 
The combination of small households 
and a rapidly-aging population increases 
the likelihood of putting more suburban 
neighbourhoods at risk of losing the critical 
mass of population necessary to sustain 
the level of local amenities and services 
everyone takes for granted. 

With about two thirds of all Canadians 
living in suburbs, it is now well established 
that Canada is a suburban nation.2 But as 
Gordon Harris pointed out in a prescient 
article in the Ontario Planning Journal in 
2004, the car-dependent suburbs created 
to meet the needs of a burgeoning baby 
boom generation are “no place to grow old.” 
I recently built on this insight in a paper 
published by the Institute for Research on 
Public Policy (IRPP).3 

The IRPP paper focuses on the potential 
for using the World Health Organization’s 
“age friendly communities” concept 
(AFC)4 to mitigate problems that stem 
from having created so many unwalkable 
neighbourhoods, where residents need 

a car to get to work, shop, go to school, 
or access medical facilities. But the 
challenge of implementing AFC is  
not straightforward.

The age-friendly communities concept 
was launched in Canada as a pilot 
project in 2007 as a way to help cities 
deal with the dramatic rise in their older 
populations. Based on consultations 
with 33 cities around the world, the 
AFC concept identifies eight themes or 
domains, emphasizing the goal of healthy 
aging. Three domains (Transportation, 
Housing and Outdoor Spaces and 
Buildings) deal with aspects of the built 
environment but lack a spatial context. 
The remaining five (Social Participation, 
Respect and Social Inclusion, Civic 
Participation and Employment, 
Communication and Information) focus 
on the social dimensions of how seniors 
interact with their surroundings.

In the absence of consensus on what 
actually constitutes age-friendly planning 
and design, identifying concerns about the 
plight of older adults living in sprawling 
suburbs is a good place to start:
•	 Thousands of seniors,5 having raised 

their families in detached housing in the 
suburbs, are finding that there are few, 
if any, attractive housing options for 
them should they wish to age in place in 
their familiar neighbourhoods. There is 
some urgency to addressing this issue. 
The latest census indicates that the 
percentage of Canadians 65 years and 
older increased by 20% in the five-year 
period from 2011-2016, but the housing 
stock built to accommodate large 
families has scarcely changed.

•	 In Ontario, although municipalities in 
the Greater Golden Horseshoe have 
been doing their best to follow the 
Growth Plan’s 2006 directive to create 
compact, walkable urban development, 
the marketplace still struggles to deal 
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A combined trend towards smaller 
households and an aging population threatens 
to leave hundreds of car-dependent suburbs 
with insufficient critical mass to support local 
amenities and municipal services. Taking bold 
steps to incorporate age-friendly design and 
development standards into municipal plans can 
reinvigorate these neighbourhoods and provide 
a range of housing options for older adults 
wishing to age in place in familiar surroundings. 
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direction to municipalities in the Greater Golden 
Horseshoe to complement their commitment 
to becoming age-friendly with policies to guide 
city-wide visions, secondary plan reviews, and 
a more robust development review process.

RÉSUMÉ

La tendance combinée vers des ménages de 
plus en plus petits et une population vieillissante 
menace de laisser des centaines de quartiers 
situés en banlieue et dépendant de la voiture 
avec une masse critique insuffisante pour qu’ils 
puissent continuer à soutenir les installations 
locales et à offrir des services municipaux. 
En prenant des mesures audacieuses pour 
intégrer dans les plans municipaux des normes 
en matière de conception et d’aménagement 
qui sont favorables aux aînés, nous pouvons 
redynamiser ces quartiers et offrir diverses 
possibilités de logements aux aînés qui 
souhaitent demeurer dans un environnement 
qui leur soit familier.  
Le nouveau Plan de croissance de l’Ontario 
fournit une orientation claire aux municipalités 
situées dans la région élargie du Golden 
Horseshoe afin d’appuyer leur engagement à 
devenir des villes mieux adaptées aux aînés 
grâce à des politiques visant à orienter les 
projets à l’échelle de la ville, à des examens de 
plans secondaires et à un processus d’examen 
plus solide en matière d’aménagement.
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effectively with higher densities and 
intensification, particularly outside the 
heavily urbanized core of Toronto.  
The construction of apartments and 
condos as a percentage of all new 
development is increasing, but not in 
outlying suburban communities, the 
places that need them most.

•	 What happens to older adults living 
in places where access to a car is a 
necessary feature of everyday life when 
they have to give up driving? With people 
living longer – and for the most part, 
healthier than in the past – most of us 
will outlive our ability to drive. Ontario’s 
Ministry of Transportation estimates 
that in less than 20 years, as many as 
40% of older adults in car-dependent 
communities surrounding Toronto will 
no longer be licensed to drive.6 Simply 
hoping that seniors will start taking 
transit instead of driving won’t work, even 
assuming that providing decent transit 
service in low density suburbs is feasible.7

•	 Although hundreds of municipal 
councils across the country have 
made a commitment to become “age 
friendly,” little progress has been made 
in addressing this challenge through 
changes to the planning and development 
process. Considering that improving 
the quality of the built environment is 
a priority identified in the WHO’s age-
friendly concept, this is a surprising 
shortcoming. In Ontario, for example, 
none of the 25 largest cities in Ontario 
committed to becoming age-friendly have 
yet acknowledged age-friendly design and 
development in their official plans.8 

WHAT DOES AGE-FRIENDLY 
DEVELOPMENT LOOK LIKE?
In research carried out for the Region of 
Waterloo a few years ago, Philippa Campsie 
and I identified a “chicken and egg” problem: 

without age-friendly policies, there is no 
direction for developers. Without examples 
of age-friendly development ‘on the ground,’ 
policy planners do not have a reference 
to inspire them. Although we looked on 
several continents and across Canada, we 
were unable to find places with planning 
policies that explicitly define or prescribe 
age-friendly development.9 We then surveyed 
developers and planning consultants to help 
us identify suburban neighbourhoods that 
could qualify as age-friendly. 

Three examples are summarized below: 
•	 A naturally occurring age-friendly (former) 

suburb in Vancouver, BC:10 

Arbutus Walk is a cluster of mid-rise 
condominiums constructed in the 
late 1990s in Vancouver’s Kitsilano 
neighbourhood. The area is brimming with 
amenities, including transit, schools, a 
library, food stores and other shopping, 
cinemas and medical facilities. The area’s 
grid street pattern, short blocks and 
generous sidewalks create a pleasant, 
safe walking environment.  
    One of several similar complexes in the 
area, Arbutus Walk houses over 1000 units 
in 12 buildings, four to seven stories. One is 
a seniors building. The neighbourhood has 
attracted many older adults (65-85), but 
younger seniors (55-64 year olds) are also 
moving in, often from adjacent mature 
neighbourhoods. 

•	 A redeveloped former brownfield site 
in suburban Mississauga, Ontario: Port 
Credit Village is a former brownfield 
industrial site successfully redeveloped 
over more than 15 years to provide 
townhouses, mid-rise condominiums, 
and, more recently, retirement residences. 
The developer reports that a majority 
of residents come from surrounding 
neighbourhoods, with some having 
begun their tenure in townhouses before 

transitioning to mid-rise condos, and then 
to a retirement residence. The attraction 
of a walkable streetscape, transit, retail 
(including a supermarket) and other 
amenities such a library and waterfront 
trails have helped stem a gentle decline in 
overall population in the late 1990s. 

	     Since 2001, the percentage of residents 
aged 65+ has increased by almost 80%. 
The cohort of 55-64-year olds has also 
continued to grow (by 66% between 2001 
and 2016). This suggests that providing 
a range of housing options, an attractive 
public realm, and a location that facilitates 
commuting for those still in the workforce 
is a winning formula worthy of replication.

•	 An age-friendly greenfield site in  
Burnaby, BC

	     UniverCity is a stand-alone greenfield 
community contiguous with Simon 
Fraser University (SFU) in Burnaby, BC. 
Currently housing about 5000 residents, 
the population is expected to double 
within five years. The neighbourhood 
is a mix of mid-rise and high-rise 
development, townhouses and some 
detached houses. The area is highly 
walkable, consistent with the principles 
of universal design. Amenities include 
a school, day care, a full-size grocery 
store and library, as well as a pharmacy, 
banks, and cafés. A medical centre is 
also on the books. The Simon Fraser 
University Community Trust, which 
developed the project, subsidized retail 
businesses at the outset to ensure that 
new residents were able to establish 
a pattern of purchasing groceries and 
other essentials locally. 

	     Some of the high-rises offer two-storey 
units which allow residents to “lock off” 
the smaller portion of the unit on the 
lower floor. This gives younger residents 
the option of renting out a self-contained 
unit to help with mortgage payments or 

WITH SO MANY PRESSING ISSUES ON THE AGENDA,  
MUNICIPAL PLANNERS HAVE TO PLACE THEIR BETS  

ON CONCEPTSAND PLANNING MODELS THAT THEY PERCEIVE 
HAVE THE HIGHEST LIKELIHOOD OF SUCCESS.
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older residents the option of living in the 
smaller unit and renting out the rest when 
they no longer need the entire space. 

WHY HAS AFC NOT BEEN MORE WIDELY 
ADOPTED BY MUNICIPAL PLANNERS?
To be fair, the AFC concept was designed 
as a way to engage older adults with the 
worthy goal of improving quality of life for a 
community’s current population of seniors. 
AFC was not positioned as a policy tool 
to fit with the way that land use plans are 
created or implemented. 

AFC does not mesh well with the building 
blocks of municipal planning. It lacks the 
flexibility offered by other new planning 
models such as Smart Growth, which has 
been successfully integrated into ‘good 
planning’ practice at every conceivable 
scale, from city-wide, to neighbourhood 
planning, through to project design.

Municipal planners also have to be 
practical. Although planners are constantly 
seeking out new ideas to help them do 
their jobs more effectively, with so many 
pressing issues on the agenda, municipal 
planners have to place their bets on 
concepts and planning models that they 
perceive have the highest likelihood of 
success. There are only so many resources 
to go around, and those resources have 
to be allocated in accordance with the 
priorities of the day.11

HOW AGE-FRIENDLY POLICIES 
CAN HELP MAKE SUBURBS ECONOMIC 
AND SUSTAINABLE
The AFC model has thus far failed to generate 
the scale of public policy intervention needed 
to bring about significant changes in the 
built environment. However, the goal of 
creating places that work for everyone at all 
stages of their life course is an important 
idea that deserves our attention.12 Taking 
every opportunity to introduce age-friendly 
design and development in the suburbs 
also has the potential to add population and 
enhance neighbourhood sustainability by 
reinvigorating the local area economy.  
To quote Gordon Harris again: “if a place 
isn’t economic, it isn’t sustainable.”

Achieving ambitious AFC goals will require 
action and collaboration across the board. 
A positive first step in Ontario is that the 
recently released 2017 Growth Plan now 
acknowledges age-friendly design and 
development as a municipal priority.13  
For overworked planning directors in the 
Greater Golden Horseshoe, this in effect gives 
them permission to allocate scarce resources 
in support of age-friendly development.  
This new policy directive provides a welcome 
high-profile complement to on-going 
municipal efforts to deliver compact, 
mixed-use, walkable development. 

The next step is to introduce age-friendly 
policies into official plans, which provides 

an opportunity to apply the concept of AFC 
at the three scales that best match the 
formal planning and development process. 
These are the citywide, secondary plan, or 
neighbourhood scale, and the development 
review process that addresses the 
characteristics of individual projects. 

Explicitly acknowledging age-friendly 
design and development in official 
plans establishes a policy framework 
that helps prioritize ‘age-unfriendly’ 
neighbourhoods for secondary plan review 
and provides a rationale for investments 
and plans implemented by other municipal 
departments such as transportation,  
parks and recreation, and public housing. 
City-wide age-friendly standards influence 
new infrastructure construction and 
inform the retrofitting and replacement  
of older infrastructure. 

An important next step is to adjust the way 
that development applications are reviewed. 
The key is not to miss any opportunity to 
add new projects that contribute to an age-
friendly environment. The introduction of 
age-friendly policies – seamlessly integrated 
with other priorities like energy efficiency 
and the promotion of active transportation 
– should ideally occur in collaboration with 
the private sector (developers, builders, and 
their consultants). This will mobilize the 
power of the market place to provide more 
housing choices.14

UniverCity Port Credit Village
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CONCLUSIONS
My critique of AFC centres on the challenge 
of implementing the AFC framework – not 
the basic philosophy. If we can agree that 
an age-friendly community is a place 
that works for people of all ages, at all 
stages of their life course, developing 
policies to put these ideas into practice will 
require collaboration between planners, 
developers and the buying public.

Providing more housing options like those 
described in Kitsilano, Port Credit, and 
Burnaby increases the likelihood that older 
adults will be able to successfully age in 
place in their own familiar neighbourhoods. 
At the same time, explicitly targeting 
age-friendly design and development in 
municipal plans can stimulate a market 
response that enhances the economy of 
previously homogeneous neighbourhoods. 
For municipalities already committed to the 
concept of age-friendly communities, this is 
an opportunity to complement the important 

work being done by volunteer committees 
and seniors groups as part of the age-
friendly engagement process.
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the author of No Place to Grow Old:  
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 AN AGE-FRIENDLY COMMUNITY IS A PLACE 
THAT WORKS FOR PEOPLE OF ALL AGES,  

AT ALL STAGES OF THEIR LIFE COURSE.
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