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The City of Winnipeg, in its most recent planning document, OurWinnipeg, has adopted a policy of urban intensification, a 
process that creates higher-density development in existing neighborhoods as an alternative to low-density suburban sprawl. 
This strategy is said to provide both socioeconomic and environmental benefits to communities, but it is unclear whether 
OurWinnipeg represents an effort to improve social conditions, or if it reflects a neoliberal philosophy of capital generation. 
This study set out to explore this tension through a combination of literature review, policy comparison, and key informant 
interviews. The results revealed that Winnipeg’s planning structure has moved toward a neoliberal model over the past twenty 
years, and that 1) OurWinnipeg’s policies fail to protect low income residents from gentrification-driven displacement; 2) am-
biguous planning goals downplay infrastructure deficits in impoverished neighborhoods in favour of vague commitments to infill 
development; and 3) social supports are being reduced as responsibilities are offloaded to volunteers and community organiza-
tions. This research provides a basis for further investigation of the neoliberalizing consequences of intensification in Winnipeg, 
including a critical assessment of financial versus social capital driven planning and the concomitant subordination of the needs 
of the poorest citizens to the interests of market imperatives. 
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Introduction

Over the past decades, cities across the globe have begun to ex-
plore strategies for improving and revitalizing urban space as a 
response to the decline of inner cities in the face of rapid and 
expansive suburban sprawl (Isin 1996; Karlenzig 2012). At the 
same time, many cities have observed a growing social polariza-
tion and shifts in the political and economic climate as a result of 
globalization and increased competition between urban agglom-
erations (see Harvey 2009, 2012; Robinson 2011; Peck 2012). 
The City of Winnipeg, Canada, is no exception to these trends, 
and over the past few decades it has grappled with an exception-
ally high level of inner city poverty, a decline in the quality of 
available housing stock, and a large infrastructure deficit that 

has been exacerbated by continued development pressures on 
the urban fringe (see Silver and Toews 2009; Cooper 2011; So-
cial Planning Council of Winnipeg 2012). 

To respond to these mounting issues, city planning has been 
mobilized to generate creative solutions, even as the city’s popu-
lation and economy have exhibited a marked pattern of “slow 
growth” over the past thirty years (City of Winnipeg 2000, 2011; 
Leo & Brown 2000). Indeed, this absence of rapid growth has 
historically been a cause for panic among both planners and 
policymakers in the city, though evidence suggests that growth 
may be increasing due to a continuing influx of international 
migrants and a newfound faith in the downtown core as a centre 
of economic revitalization (Leo & Brown 2000; Milgrom 2011; 
Suzuki 2013; Syvixay & McCullough 2014). Winnipeg’s post-
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1Note: throughout this study, the term OurWinnipeg is used to refer to the policy 
document of the same name, and all sub-documents under the OurWinnipeg 
planning banner (i.e. Complete Communities and Report to the Community 
2012).

1990 planning responses can be divided into two overlapping 
eras. The first era used a socially conscious, community-based 
model that was concerned with neighbourhood well-being 
and maintenance of essential services (see City of Winnipeg 
1993, 2000), while the second prioritized large scale economic 
growth as a key to community revitalization (City of Winnipeg 
2011). These eras reflect Winnipeg’s changing political climate 
through three distinct mayorships, while also revealing a city 
that is becoming increasingly indebted to neoliberal modes of 
governance that privilege free-market competition and growth 
in day to day government operations (see City of Winnipeg 
1993, 2000, 2011; Cooper 2011; Manitoba Historical Society 
2012).

A key focus of this most recent era of planning in Winni-
peg, as outlined in the 2012 plan OurWinnipeg, is the promo-
tion of intensification as a key component of neighbourhood 
renewal (City of Winnipeg 2011, 2012a). This process has 
been utilized in cities as diverse as London (Davison 2012), 
Auckland (Carroll et al. 2011), and Toronto (Curic and Bunting 
2006) to promote higher-density development in both existing 
residential neighbourhoods and on unused industrial lands as 
an alternative to low-density urban sprawl (Canadian Urban In-
stitute 1991; Tomalty 1997; Filion et al. 2010). Advocates and 
scholars have identified many socioeconomic and environmen-
tal benefits that can accrue to cities that adopt intensification, 
such as closer communities, increased commercial activity and 
reduced reliance on cars (Daly and Milgrom 1998; Karlenzig 
2012). On the other hand, researchers have criticized the am-
biguity of many intensification policies (Campsie 1995), and 
identified their potential for exacerbating social inequalities 
and promotion of market-rate housing over affordable proper-
ties (England 1996; Leinberger 2008).

This article interrogates the City of Winnipeg’s adoption 
of intensification as a revitalization strategy through a critical 
empirical examination of the discursive policy transformations 
inherent in the two eras of planning identified above. By exam-
ining the city’s current plan (OurWinnipeg) and comparing it 
with two previous city plans from 1993 and 2000, we put for-
ward a case study that demonstrates these policy changes. We 
also link Winnipeg’s recent adoption of intensification to the 
broader process of urban neoliberalization, which we define as 
a variegated and hybrid process of market-based socio-spatial 
urban transformation based in intercity competition, privati-
zation, and quick-fix policy regimes (Brenner and Theodore 
2002; Peck and Tickell 2002; Wilson 2004). Furthermore, we 
draw on findings from a series of informal key informant in-
terviews that reveal key insights into policy changes, develop-
ment strategies, and intensification in Winnipeg. By using these 
strategies, this article will contribute to existing theoretical and 
empirical scholarship on urban neoliberalism (for example 
Boudreau et al. 2009; Peck and Tickell 2002; Peck et al. 2009) 
by revealing a case of neoliberalism in the making and illumi-
nating the possible effects of intensification under a neoliberal-
izing policy climate.

Background

Research Context
This article is the result of a mixed-method study conducted 
from May 2012 through April 2013 that involved an examina-
tion of Winnipeg’s city planning documents. We contrasted the 
current city plan, known as OurWinnipeg1 (City of Winnipeg 
2011) with earlier city plans, namely PlanWinnipeg… Toward 
2010 (City of Winnipeg 1993) and PlanWinnipeg 2020 Vision 
(City of Winnipeg 2000) to identify key changes in planning 
priorities over the past twenty years. We chose these three docu-
ments because: 1) Winnipeg planning documents written prior 
to 1993 proved difficult to obtain; 2) the time constraints of the 
project did not allow for the review of more than three plans; 
and finally 3) the literature review revealed that the use of inten-
sification as a planning and development strategy became much 
more widespread in the early 1990’s, around the time that Plan-
Winnipeg… Toward 2010 (City of Winnipeg 1993) was written, 
making it the ideal starting point for this study.

To augment the document analysis, the first author engaged 
several key informants (N=10) in informal interviews to gain 
insight into how Winnipeg’s planning strategies have changed 
over time, and reveal why the city is now adopting intensifi-
cation as a tool for urban growth. Participants (city planners 
(N=2), property developers (N=1), non-profit employees (N=4), 
and academics (N=3)) were contacted using a snowball sam-
pling technique, and they provided a diverse range of opinions 
on how intensification is currently being used as a development 
technique in Winnipeg, as well as valuable background informa-
tion on the OurWinnipeg document. The informants identified a 
variety of economic, environmental, and social concerns faced 
by the city, and were able to contrast these issues with the ambi-
tions of the OurWinnipeg city plan. Two of the samples had to 
be excluded due to the fact that city employees were unwilling 
to have their interviews used for analysis, however, academics 
and NGO employees were willing to go on record and have their 
interviews used as research material. These 30-60 minute inter-
views were unstructured and were not recorded, and key points 
were written down immediately following the interview. 

There were two significant limitations to this interview pro-
gram. The first was the small sample size, which was unavoid-
able due to the time constraints of the project. Interviews with 
architects, realtors, and business people would have lent weight 
to the findings and allowed a more holistic analysis to emerge. 
However, we believe that the key informant sample was use-
ful because interviewees possessed a significant longitudinal 
knowledge of planning and policy in Winnipeg over the past 
thirty years, as well as a deep understanding of the current plan-
ning and development context. Second, while the fact that city 
employees were only willing to speak off the record is problem-
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atic, we chose to highlight the secrecy of these participants be-
cause we believe it represents a general concern among planners 
that personal opinion might unwittingly come into conflict with 
city hall agendas, leading to possible issues around job security. 
We also believe it highlights how the transformation of planning 
and policy in Winnipeg is a contested, uneven, and incomplete 
process, even among its facilitators.  

We used the interviews and document analysis to create a 
case study that demonstrates how Winnipeg is using intensifica-
tion as a tool on a local scale, while also identifying a growing 
neoliberalization of the city’s broader planning goals and poli-
cies. We then used a geographic information system (ArcGIS) 
to map the locations that the City of Winnipeg has specifically 
targeted for revitalization to provide a visual commentary on the 
city’s investment priorities and contextualize the development 
narrative that has been advanced in the OurWinnipeg document. 
Importantly, the techniques employed in this study allowed us to 
compare Winnipeg’s planning goals with the physical effects of 
planning policy, both historically and currently.

History of intensification planning

Since the 1980s, much research has been done into the process 
of urban intensification, a city planning practice that saw its 
genesis in reactionary movements opposed to suburban sprawl 
(Isin 1996). Early scholarship on intensification (pre-2000) can 
be divided into two distinct waves that demonstrate significant 
differences in how the process was conceptualized, mobilized, 
and critiqued. 

The first wave of research focused primarily on defining in-
tensification and hypothesized the effects that the process would 
have on the urban structure. This literature promoted the devel-
opment of unused (or underused) lands within city limits us-
ing techniques such as infill housing, building conversions, and 
redevelopment to create higher population densities (Canadian 
Urban Institute 1991). When implemented in this manner, in-
tensification was posited to have environmental benefits in the 
form of reducing vehicle trips to and from the suburbs, social 
benefits in terms of closely-knit communities, and economic 
spinoffs like increased commercial activity and redevelopment 
of derelict areas (Emeneau 1996; Greenbelt Alliance 1996). In 
this early era, many cities were still pondering whether to pro-
mote density, and intensification talk had a primarily positive 
spin (see Canadian Urban Institute 1991; Metropolitan Toronto 
1991; Filion et al. 2010).  

Unsurprisingly, this early era of boosterism ushered in 
a second wave of scholarship that was highly conflicted over 
the stated benefits of the process. As intensification swiftly be-
came an indispensable part of the planning lexicon, academics 
began to investigate the unproven benefits and imprecise goals 
of many proposed schemes (see Campsie 1995; Breheny 1997; 
Tomalty 1997; Jenks 2000). What this literature discovered is 
that the theorized environmental, economic, and social benefits 
of intensification came up against some severe structural con-
straints when implemented on the ground. For example, early 

assertions of sustainability were offered with little supporting 
evidence (Jenks 2000), and though intensified areas supported 
increased transit use and fewer car trips (Daly and Milgrom 
1998), increases in density were often accompanied by in-
creased environmental health risks such as site contamination 
and decreased air quality, a situation that counteracted some of 
the beneficial environmental claims of intensification advocates 
(Tomalty 1997). In addition, researchers challenged the claim 
that intensification would have economic benefits (such as de-
creased infrastructure costs, increased employment, and higher 
property values, see Daly and Milgrom 1998), claiming that the 
process undermined market demand for low-density suburban 
housing (Gordon and Richardson 1997). Finally, theorized so-
cial improvements like decreased segregation, improved ac-
cess to facilities, and community cohesion (Daly and Milgrom 
1998; Burton 2000) were often negated by a lack of affordable 
housing (England 1996), higher crime rates (Naismith 1996), 
and increased neighbourhood conflict over infill development 
(Tomalty 1997). Indeed, many intensification projects attracted 
young, middle to high income professional residents to exclu-
sive market-rate properties like condos or gated communities, 
further undermining the claim that density could generate social 
balance (Campsie 1995; Gordon and Richardson 1997; Tomalty 
1997; Daly and Milgrom 1998). Though these critical responses 
revealed significant drawbacks to intensification planning as it 
was originally conceptualized, high-density infill development 
remained an important aspect of urban revitalization in many 
cities across the globe, continuing into the present day (see Da-
vison et al. 2012).

Intensification and planning in the neoliberal city
 

Though the use of intensification as a city planning strategy 
has been highly criticized, it continues to be widely used. This 
sustained use can be partially explained by the development of 
intensification planning under global neoliberalism, which is a 
theory that applies market logic to all sectors of society, includ-
ing government operations (see McCann and Ward 2011). How-
ever, neoliberalism is more than just an ideological project. It is, 
as Brenner and Theodore (2002) assert, “a historically specific, 
ongoing, and internally contradictory process of market-driven 
sociospatial transformation” (p. 353) that facilitates material 
changes in the urban fabric. Under neoliberalization, the reality 
of place competition between cities has exerted enormous pres-
sure on urban areas to attract investment, marketize space, maxi-
mize their corporate value, and increase tax revenues (Brenner 
and Theodore, 2002; Wilson 2004; McCann and Ward 2011). 
Therefore, local government becomes “a facilitative, rather 
than regulatory, apparatus, behaving like a business to attract 
and support capital, rather than to promote welfare” (McCann 
and Ward 2011, xviii). This prioritization of economic competi-
tiveness requires long-term planning policies and strategies that 
mobilize government power to improve efficiencies allow for 
the free flow of capital (Purcell 2009; Wilson 2004). Under a 
neoliberalizing urban policy regime, planning documents begin 



Trevor Wideman and Jeffrey Masuda

ISSN 1911-581458Prairie Perspectives: Geographical Essays (Vol. 16)

Planning policy in Winnipeg, Canada, 1990-2013

to prioritize the language of change, growth, and competition, 
reflecting an urgency of the part of local governments to present 
themselves as dynamic investment opportunities (see Brenner 
and Theodore, 2002; McGuirk 2005; Peck 2012). Using this 
logic, intensification appears to be an ideal strategy for trans-
forming underused, neglected, and vacant properties into eco-
nomically productive urban assets. However, the densification 
of urban space is often at odds with community interests and 
needs (see Davison et al. 2012).  On one hand, wealthier neigh-
bourhoods often oppose this type of development due to fears 
over loss of green space, higher crime rates, decreasing property 
values, and the unspoken social change that happens when new 
people move into a neighbourhood (Curic and Bunting 2006). 
On the other hand, lower-income areas have voiced concerns 
over lack of affordable housing, removal of supports for fami-
lies with children, and the incompatibility of new developments 
with the physical and social fabric of the existing community 
(Nelson 2010; Carroll et al. 2011; Davison 2011). 

For development schemes to become acceptable to the pub-
lic, neighbourhood opposition has to be contained, and city plan-
ners have to facilitate development in a way that lends credence 
to resident concerns (Daly and Milgrom 1998; Davison 2011; 
Davison et al. 2012). As a result, planning efforts have become 
more organized, and community needs are now frequently as-
sessed through comprehensive community consultation strat-
egies that are tailor made for specific jurisdictions (Curic and 
Bunting 2006; Davison 2011). Furthermore, these consulta-
tions are often accompanied by project evaluations, reports, and 
supplementary exercises that allow for public feedback before, 
after, and during each planning stage (Davison 2011; Davison et 
al. 2012; Parker 2012), allowing planners to exchange knowl-
edge on proposed developments with the public (Purcell 2009; 
Gunder 2010). Gunder (2010) identifies these “communicative 
planning” (303) processes as playing a key role in how cities 
govern space through land use policy: though they appear to be 
participatory and democratic, they fail to challenge authority 
while embedding neoliberalized policies into planning initia-
tives. In theory, citizens have the freedom to exercise their dem-
ocratic right to oppose planning, yet in many cases, planners are 
implementing unquestioned and normative forms of planning 
without allowing for alternative viewpoints to emerge (Winkler 
2012). In a case such as this, planning appears to enable com-
munity empowerment (Gunder 2010); while in fact, public con-
sultations often serve to legitimate the adoption of preapproved 
planning policies (Purcell 2009; Parker 2012; see also Barnett 
and Scott, 2007).

While neoliberal policies are designed to facilitate the ac-
cumulation of capital, they often do so in a flexible manner, and 
as a consequence, planning policy often relies on a series of sug-
gestions for urban development, rather than relying on explicit 
goals (see McLennan 2004; Peck 2012). As McGuirk (2005) 
demonstrates, urban planning documents frame this policy flex-
ibility as beneficial, since it allows cities to respond to chang-
ing needs while facilitating “local capacity building” (64) and 
encouraging social, environmental, and economic sustainability. 
On the other hand, this lack of a clear policy direction potential-

ly allows for the social needs of a population to be circumvented 
at the expense of increased capital accumulation (McCann and 
Ward 2011).

This study suggests that the concept of intensification is be-
ing co-opted and mobilized by planning processes to marketize 
and redevelop urban space in the City of Winnipeg at the ex-
pense of resident needs. In addition, the use of intensification as 
a development tactic has evolved in tandem with an increased 
neoliberalization of policy that is reflected through repeated 
changes in Winnipeg’s planning goals over time. However, it is 
not my intent to place Winnipeg’s neoliberal transformation in 
a vacuum. Winnipeg, as with other cities in Canada, is greatly 
affected by political transformations that occur at the provincial 
and federal levels, and its governance structures and policies 
are circumscribed by these shifts (see Boudreau et al. 2009). As 
Boudreau et al. (2009) note:

What happens in cities regarding their economic growth, social 
and environmental sustainability, and human security is gov-
erned by processes that combine dynamics at different scales of 
socio-spatial activity. This seems to be particularly true for the 
case of Canada with its complex system of federalism, which 
necessitates multi-level cooperation between governments and 
social institutions. (20)

Cooper (2011) highlights how the progressive neoliberal-
ization of federal and provincial policies over the past 30 years 
have resulted in an abrogation of state responsibility for social 
welfare and housing, a situation that has had drastic effects on 
Winnipeg’s municipal priorities and on the state of the inner city. 
The rolling back of state support has forced cities like Winnipeg 
to prioritize homeownership and gentrifying development pro-
cesses as market solutions to problems once addressed by upper 
levels of government (Cooper 2011). With multiscalar processes 
such as these in mind, this article critically examines Winnipeg’s 
implementation of intensification policy while more fully eluci-
dating the potential effects of neoliberal planning techniques on 
Winnipeg’s urban space in an effort to encourage positive future 
change at the neighbourhood scale.

Results

Planning policy in Winnipeg: Then and now
The City of Winnipeg updates its planning documents approxi-
mately every ten years to keep policies current and attempt to 
ensure they reflect the changing needs of the city, and in 2011 
a new city plan known as OurWinnipeg was implemented upon 
the expiration of the previous city plan, PlanWinnipeg 2020 Vi-
sion (2000). These ten-year planning reevaluations often coin-
cided with changes in municipal government: PlanWinnipeg… 
Toward 2010 (1993) reflects the city’s priorities under Mayor 
Susan Thompson, while PlanWinnipeg 2020 Vision (2000) and 
OurWinnipeg (2011) were implemented under Mayors Glen 
Murray and Sam Katz respectively (see City of Winnipeg 1993; 
Manitoba Historical Society 2012). Robinson (2011) notes that 
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this is a typical situation for many cities: though most update 
their planning policies at regular intervals, large-scale reevalu-
ations often occur during changes in civic governance, shifts in 
the balance of political power. However, as previously noted, 
civic decision making is always constrained by policy decisions 
at upper jurisdictions (see also Boudreau et al, 2009), which 
makes it impossible to point the finger at any one Mayor as the 
‘cause’ of a particular political transformation.

OurWinnipeg (2011) is now the current master-planning 
document for the City of Winnipeg, and it has been created to 
guide the city’s long-term development while serving as a refer-
ence for city planners, government officials, and citizens alike. 
Moreover, it is the first Winnipeg city plan to be developed as a 
collaborative document, taking into account the advice of pro-
fessional city planners while including the voices of ordinary 
citizens through the SpeakUpWinnipeg program, a public con-
sultation initiative that asked the citizens of Winnipeg for rec-
ommendations during the planning process (City of Winnipeg 
2011). Although OurWinnipeg states that the SpeakUpWinnipeg 
consultation was an unprecedented and novel process (City of 
Winnipeg 2011, 21), popular participation in decision-making is 
a hallmark of current city planning strategies, and it frequently 
occurs at times of change in order for city governments to un-
derstand what the general populace is thinking about urban plan-
ning issues (Purcell 2009; Robinson 2011). OurWinnipeg (2011) 
bases many of its land use and development recommendations 
on the feedback provided at consultation meetings, as well as on 
a population projection that states that the city will need to house 
approximately 180,000 new residents in the next 25 years. As a 
consequence of this stated need for housing, the plan encourag-

es higher-density development as a means to create neighbour-
hoods that allow for economic and demographic growth while 
remaining socially and environmentally sustainable (City of 
Winnipeg 2012a). However, the new planning policies touted in 
the OurWinnipeg plan raise significant concerns related to social 
equity, especially when comparing the document to the previous 
two plans (see Table 1 for a summary of the key differences). 

The earliest plan examined in this study is PlanWinnipeg… 
Toward 2010 (1993), which clearly states its intentions in terms 
of social equity and the built environment:

The prosperity of a city is reflected in the opportunities af-
forded to its residents. In most major urban centres, including 
Winnipeg, opportunities are not being shared equally. These 
inequities are rooted in certain attitudes and practices which 
restrict the participation and inclusion of large numbers of peo-
ple. PlanWinnipeg must influence these attitudes and practices 
because of their social consequences. As such, the document 
can guide not only the city’s development but it’s social devel-
opment as well. (55)

This general sentiment is followed by specific statements 
that show how the city will actively respond to demographic 
changes, provide shelter to the neediest residents, reduce in-
tolerance, develop community services and facilities, ensure 
educational needs are met, deliver employment opportunities, 
provide essential services, and improve personal safety (City 
of Winnipeg 1993). Along with these detailed goals, the docu-
ment explicitly proposes to provide support for the growing Ab-
original population, ensure accessibility for disabled residents, 
and help immigrants to transition to life in Winnipeg (City of 

Table 1 
Summary of key differences between Winnipeg city plans.
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Winnipeg 1993). The plan is equally inclusive when describing 
development strategies, encouraging a policy of neighbourhood 
management that recognizes the diversity and uniqueness of 
communities by encouraging resident pride and commitment to 
support gradual change (City of Winnipeg 1993).

The City seeks to manage urban development and change in a 
manner that supports its neighbourhoods, that recognizes the 
vital role of its Downtown, and that promotes the efficient, ef-
fective, and appropriate use of regional and local services and 
facilities. (73)

The concept of mixed-use is promoted in this document, but 
in a balanced context, supporting revitalization and intensifica-
tion only if desired and deemed appropriate to the community 
(City of Winnipeg 1993), and as one informant revealed, many 
of these progressive ideals did not come to pass due to lack of 
financial resources and political will on the part of government 
(A0072).

Seven years later, PlanWinnipeg… Toward 2010 was re-
placed by the document Plan Winnipeg 2020 Vision (City of 
Winnipeg 2000), which displayed several subtle differences. 
Here, the city is still providing the residents with specific goals 
that need to be achieved, but now the language of economic 
growth and change has begun to seep into the city’s plan, as 
opposed to simply promoting maintenance and stability (City of 
Winnipeg 2000). 

Pursuing economic opportunity is a cornerstone of responsible 
government, and while attracting new business investment 
to Winnipeg is important… the primary source of economic 
growth will be our own local economy. Sustainable economic 
development reflects the belief that economic growth and en-
vironmental protection should be complementary objectives. 
This also conveys the sense that long-term growth is a higher 
goal than short-term growth. (24)

Much of the plan’s overall message stays the same from 
1993, as does the city’s vision statement, however, neighbour-
hoods now have an even greater significance than they did in the 
previous document, and revitalization of downtown is seen as 
paramount (City of Winnipeg 2000). Significantly, inclusivity 
and equity are prioritized, and the city sets specific objectives 
for itself in its quest to achieve improved conditions for impov-
erished residents: 

The City shall provide leadership in addressing social concerns 
by: striving to eliminate all forms of discrimination; address-
ing illiteracy through public library services and encouraging 
literacy programs in partnership with other stakeholders; and 
encouraging initiatives aimed at eliminating child poverty in-
cluding working with the senior levels of government. (21)

The discourse of intensification in 2020 Vision is much more 
prominent than in 2010: here, the City of Winnipeg (2000) be-
gins to prioritize density in its planning doctrine, asserting that 
it will promote “orderly development” (30), “compact urban 
form” (22), and “regional consistency” (31). The plan continues 
to be highly goal-oriented, stating that activities will be moni-
tored through reports, and the plan’s progress will be measured 
by evaluating key indicators (City of Winnipeg 2000). In con-
trast to these two documents, the current document (OurWinni-
peg, City of Winnipeg 2011) contains planning policies that use 
more ambiguous language and display a lack of clearly defined 
goals (see Table 1).

OurWinnipeg’s planning policies: Potential effects

The commodification of urban space. OurWinnipeg (2012a) 
identifies certain sites within the city that have a great capac-
ity for change and can be altered into complete communities 
through intensification (City of Winnipeg 2012a). Known as 
“transformative areas” (10), these locations are prioritized for 
development in the current plan due to a large projected influx 
of population and the need to maintain growth within city limits, 
whereas population growth in previous years had been slow or 
stagnant (see City of Winnipeg 2011, 7-8). Transformative areas 
are depicted as requiring reinvestment, revitalization, and pro-
motion, language that reflects their value in the property market 
and frames them as commodities with profit making potential 
(City of Winnipeg 2012a). Particularly telling is the language 
surrounding neighbourhood redevelopment, which seeks to cre-
ate stable communities through “predictability” and investment 
(City of Winnipeg 2012a, 16), suggesting that increased com-
mercial and residential activity will make for better neighbour-
hoods. While the plan recognizes that each neighbourhood is 
different (“fostering complete communities requires unique pol-
icies for different parts of the city”, 33), the plan’s vision for the 
future city appears to be more homogeneous than heterogeneous 
(City of Winnipeg 2011). This is demonstrated visually through 
the graphics accompanying the Complete Communities sub-
document (City of Winnipeg 2012a), which depict a variety of 
derelict or underdeveloped neighbourhoods being transformed 
into mixed-use neighbourhoods filled with cafes, restaurants, 
shops, and high-end department stores replacing warehouses, 
strip malls, gas stations, and cheque cashing businesses. Exist-
ing communities are now revealed to be inadequate, and their 
incompleteness is stated to be a barrier to Winnipeg’s becoming 
globally competitive (see also Hugill and Toews, 2014). 

 A key to making our city attractive and competitive will be to 
create ‘complete communities’ and to complete existing com-
munities by enhancing existing infrastructure and assets… To 
accomplish this, growth will be focused on areas that will best 
respond to city-building objectives, including social, econom-
ic, and environmental sustainability. (33, emphasis mine)

2References in this format refer to key interview testimony. Individual identities 
have been protected using a series of codes.



Trevor Wideman and Jeffrey Masuda

ISSN 1911-581461Prairie Perspectives: Geographical Essays (Vol. 16)

Planning policy in Winnipeg, Canada, 1990-2013

In addition to this increased marketization of space, the city 
is now described as a “corporate role model” (City of Winnipeg, 
2011, 3) rather than a representative governing body, and the ul-
timate implementation of planning initiatives is stated to be sub-
ject to market based incentives and an ill-defined community of 
stakeholders (see City of Winnipeg 2012a, 136-141). Increased 
economic activity also depends upon attracting a “skilled work-
force” which desires a certain “quality of life” (City of Winnipeg 
2011, 24), rather than supporting the needs of existing residents. 
From these quotes, it appears that the economic development of 
transformative areas may be prioritized at the expense of equi-
table community development, ignoring the need for improved 
social infrastructure in existing neighbourhoods and doing little 
to ensure that current resident needs are met. While these inter-
ventions are meant to apply at the local scale, they are derived 
from a much broader neoliberal policy script. As Brenner and 
Theodore (2002) note, neoliberalized spatial interventions re-
quire a “retreat from community-oriented planning initiatives” 
to move toward the “creation of new privatized spaces of elite/
corporate consumption” and the implementation of projects that 
might “attract corporate investment and reconfigure local land-
use patterns” (371). These economic and spatial readjustments 
are integrally linked to gentrification, a process where existing 
residents of a community are squeezed out to make room for 
higher-income demographics (Smith 1996; 2002; Slater 2007). 
Significantly, Quastel (2009) illustrates how gentrification of-
ten goes hand in hand with intensification, an observation that 
further exposes the problematic nature of Winnipeg’s proposed 
planning framework. Indeed, the intensification proposed by 
OurWinnipeg appears to rationalize gentrification processes that 
are already occurring in several Winnipeg neighbourhoods. Two 
of the key informant interviews revealed that lower income resi-
dents are being forced out of affordable areas of the city (A007; 
A010). Indeed, new-build condos, condo conversions, and high-
er-end businesses are fast replacing rental units and community-
oriented services in many neighbourhoods (A007; A010, see 
also Social Planning Council of Winnipeg 2012). As Smirl et al. 
(2012) empirically demonstrate, these gentrifying processes are 
occurring in inner city communities like Spence, West Broad-
way, and Daniel MacIntyre, slowly shifting the demographics of 
these primarily low-income neighbourhoods and lowering the 
stock of affordable housing in the city.

Balanced growth is undermined by imprecise goals. The new 
city plan states that intensification will allow for economic and 
demographic growth while keeping the city socially inclusive 
and environmentally sustainable (City of Winnipeg 2012a), but 
there are no clear objectives (Salakoh 2012). In fact, as one key 
interviewee stated, it is difficult to understand what the plan’s 
main focus is, because the language describing the complete 
community is nebulous and most of the goals have soft-targets 
(A009).

Complete communities are places that both offer and sup-
port a variety of lifestyle choices, providing opportu-
nities for people of all ages and abilities to live, work, 

shop, learn, and play in close proximity to each other. 
       OurWinnipeg (City of Winnipeg 2012a, 4)

This noble, yet elusive sentiment is complemented by the 
city’s statement that complete communities (which may or may 
not be intensified neighbourhoods), must have the necessities 
of life “within reach” (4), however, OurWinnipeg declines to 
comment on actual distances to amenities, or acknowledge the 
challenges faced by disadvantaged groups such as the elderly 
or the disabled (City of Winnipeg 2012a). As Cardona’s (2014) 
research has revealed, Winnipeg’s neoliberal policy climate has 
delegitimized the needs of the differently abled, the aging and 
the impoverished, while prioritizing individual bodies consti-
tuted as “productive members of society.” Crumbling urban in-
frastructure and the commodification of public space, combined 
with an increasingly auto-oriented suburban monoculture, has 
created an built environment that is highly difficult to navigate 
for anyone other than “able-bodied, working age, career-orient-
ed, middle-class” citizens (Cardona, 2014). Even though the city 
is committed to creating vibrant, mixed use neighbourhoods (24) 
that might help alleviate some of these issues, it also states that 
both new communities (suburbs) and existing ones are needed, 
creating a confusing mix of both sprawl and intensification that 
makes the reader wonder which one is the true priority (City of 
Winnipeg 2011, 25). 

A successful strategy for sustainable city growth needs to be 
balanced, using a variety of approaches. We need to strike a 
balance between ‘growing out’ and ‘growing up’, offering 
choices from traditional, single-family neighbourhoods to 
more dense forms of urban housing and new neighbourhoods 
designed around a rapid transit system. (24)

These inconsistent policies are meant to continually evolve, 
as shown in the progress report document OurWinnipeg: Re-
port to the Community 2012, which notes that OurWinnipeg has 
a “clear, yet flexible vision for the future” (City of Winnipeg 
2012b, 3). Furthermore, since policies are not static, any inclu-
sive intensification policies that were identified by residents 
during the SpeakUpWinnipeg consultation (and subsequently 
outlined in OurWinnipeg) have serious potential to be circum-
vented, since the “flexible tools for implementation” (12) can 
be modified to align with political priorities (City of Winnipeg 
2012a; 2012b). Two respondents had the perspective that even 
if developers were inclined to create inclusive neighbourhoods, 
OurWinnipeg does not provide them with the proper tools for 
implementation, because imprecise goals (even if they are well-
intentioned), are difficult to operationalize on the ground (A008; 
A005).

Unrealistic housing plan. Key informants revealed that intensi-
fication strategies may affect community well-being by simply 
creating market-rate housing while ignoring the urgent need for 
affordable housing in Winnipeg (A010; Cooper 2011). Winni-
peg’s rental vacancy rate in 2012 was 1.2%, and one key infor-
mant noted that this low number makes it incredibly difficult 
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for both newcomers and existing residents to find adequate and 
affordable housing (A005; Canada Mortgage and Housing Cor-
poration 2012). As it stands, the OurWinnipeg plan (specifically 
the Complete Communities document) does not provide any 
remedies for the inequitable housing situation in the city, be-
cause it declines to give details on how affordable housing will 
be implemented for people with marginal incomes or special-
ized needs, and it fails to reconcile gentrification processes with 
an affordable housing component (A004; see City of Winnipeg 
2012a; Bartmanovich 2013). Indeed, the creation of housing is 
addressed in two primary ways. First, the plan supports housing 
within a design context, stating that housing in a range of styles 
is desirable, but leaves it up to the reader to decide how these 
different styles of housing will allow for affordability for needy 
residents (City of Winnipeg, 2012a). 

…a city that works also recognizes that attractiveness and vi-
brancy are integral to a high quality of life. There needs to be 
a variety of housing styles for residents to choose from and 
transportation choices for residents and businesses alike. This 
requires the city to make land available for development and to 
support the creation of an attractive variety and mix of hous-
ing that appeals to various affordability ranges. (24, emphasis 
mine)

Second, the city’s role in residential development is one of sup-
port, collaboration, and partnership with private interests (see 
City of Winnipeg 2012b, 17) that, in one informant’s perspec-
tive, ignores social concerns in favour of the continued promo-
tion of market-driven development (A005). This can be seen 
in OurWinnipeg’s description of the downtown area (i.e. the 
primary transformative area) which, according to the plan, is 
slowly being transformed into a complete community through 
strategic investments in art, sports, and entertainment, as well 
as the reinforcement of the area’s traditional role as a centre for 
business and commerce (City of Winnipeg 2011). Another re-
spondent noted that these initiatives are meant to attract a differ-
ent demographic to downtown, and through this process, low-in-
come people are being displaced, because new/existing housing 
is being transformed and marketed to the upper middle classes 
(A006; see also City of Winnipeg 2012a, 18-21). A different key 
informant noted that OurWinnipeg reflects Winnipeg’s unwill-
ingness to address housing and other social issues within city 
limits, preferring to pass that responsibility to the Province of 
Manitoba or the Government of Canada (A009; see also City of 
Winnipeg 2011), an argument that finds some evidence in the 
document:

Three important aspects of quality of life are access to oppor-
tunity, the maintenance of vital, healthy neighbourhoods, and 
being a creative city with a vibrant arts and culture. All of these 
areas include social aspects that are critical to the overall well-
being of our city. Senior levels of government hold much of 
the responsibility for these areas. However, the City of Win-
nipeg acknowledges their critical importance to the overall 

competitiveness of the city and to the personal well-being of 
our citizens. (3, emphasis mine)

The city has not always denied responsibility for housing issues: 
it had previously provided coordinated discretionary funding 
to Neighbourhood Renewal Corporations (NRCs) through its 
Housing Improvement Zone program, supporting targeted in-
terventions that would alleviate poor housing conditions in the 
inner city (Bartmanovich, 2013). Instead, the city is now able 
to use the logic of Complete Communities to spread funding 
thinly across reinvestment areas and encourage home owner-
ship, instead of helping to improve affordable rental stock in 
low-income areas (Bartmanovich, 2013) Furthermore, the city is 
unwilling to combat strong Not In My Backyard (NIMBY) sen-
timents in established neighbourhoods that would allow for the 
implementation of more affordable rentals for citizens in need 
(A009). Indeed, planning language attempts to alleviate resident 
fears by stating that development must always be suitable to the 
context and enhance the “unique character” of the neighbour-
hood (City of Winnipeg 2012a, 78). 

OurWinnipeg also displays an inability to reject sprawl-
ing suburban development, because the document continues to 
promote the creation of new communities on the urban periph-
ery, reflecting the city’s unwillingness to deny the demand for 
single-family suburban tract homes while simultaneously en-
dorsing intensification, resulting in a cobbled-together solution 
that theoretically allows the market to be satiated (see City of 
Winnipeg 2012a, 70-77). Milgrom (2011) frames this trend as 
problematic, demonstrating how rapid suburban development is 
continuing in Winnipeg despite slow population growth, leaving 
the city with a large infrastructure deficit and a reliance on fund-
ing from upper levels of government to cover its unmanageable 
costs. This has resulted in a situation where inner-city renewal 
projects are viable only if growth and market demand allow for 
it, rather than being implemented despite growth rates, as is 
currently happening in the suburbs (Milgrom 2011). Milgrom 
(2011) specifically cites the recent development of the massive 
Waverley West suburb as a case where public policy and city 
spending has allowed for yet another socially and economically 
segregated community to be established on Winnipeg’s periph-
ery, a situation that has exacerbated the hollowing out of the 
inner city and prioritized new-build development at the expense 
of neighbourhoods in need. With these points in mind, OurWin-
nipeg’s idea of community development remains inconsistent in 
its goals, and it does not appear to foster inclusion since it does 
not include any affordable component or contingency plan for 
the residents who will be displaced or ignored as a result of ma-
jor economic development.

 
Prioritizing developable land over community needs. Accord-
ing to the OurWinnipeg plan, complete communities will be 
primarily implemented through the development and improve-
ment of transformative areas, which are areas of the city that 
have potential for infill development (City of Winnipeg 2012a). 
While the plan identifies a variety of locations in the city that 
are appropriate for intensification (there is a major focus on 
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downtown), significantly, most development sites are unused 
or derelict lands scattered throughout the city (known as major 
redevelopment sites) or new communities, which are suburban 
developments on the edge of the city, as shown in Figure 1 (City 
of Winnipeg 2012a). Major Redevelopment Sites are defined as 
new infill neighbourhoods that easily connect to existing urban 
infrastructure, while new communities will be planned as com-
plete at their outset in order to ensure their sustainability and 
accessibility (City of Winnipeg 2012a). 

In contrast to these areas are areas of stability (medium to 
low density neighbourhoods that are well established), which 
will accommodate low to moderate levels of intensification and 
infill that is suitable to community context, enhances the unique 
character of the neighbourhood, and is developed in a sensitive 
way (see City of Winnipeg 2012a, 78-84). Accordingly, transfor-
mative areas can more easily be subjected to high-density infill 
than areas of stability, which have to be treated more delicately. 
In fact, the only type of existing community that may be appro-
priate for infill is known as a reinvestment area (a mature neigh-
bourhood in decline, see City of Winnipeg 2012a, 84), however, 
the document is opaque about how reinvestment areas should 
be defined and where such areas should exist. This ambiguity 
is justified in the plan by stating that the city does not currently 
have the tools to identify these neighbourhoods, and that these 

communities may continue to change on their own, regardless of 
civic intervention or planning (City of Winnipeg 2012a).

OurWinnipeg does not identify specific neighbourhoods as re-
investment areas. This is because neighbourhoods are not static 
and their characteristics may change dramatically over the life 
of the plan. In the future, indicators will be developed which 
will provide criteria for identifying reinvestment areas. (84)

The ongoing development of transformative areas may po-
tentially divert resources away from communities that are in 
need of assistance. Key informant perspectives (in addition to 
literature) revealed that neighbourhoods such as Winnipeg’s 
North End and West End (both of which fit the definition of a 
reinvestment area) require both social and economic investment, 
yet they have not been targeted for assistance in the OurWin-
nipeg plan, potentially allowing the policy to ignore community 
needs (A008; Cooper 2011). In another informant’s judgement, 
these areas of disinvestment certainly desire the amenities that 
have been promised by the OurWinnipeg plan (A010), however, 
investment is prioritized in spaces where there are few to no resi-
dents, promising very few improvements in impoverished areas. 
Furthermore, some interview participants were concerned that 
investment in neighbourhoods would be primarily dependent on 

Figure 1 
Transformative areas that the City of Winnipeg has slated for intensification. 
(data courtesy City of Winnipeg 2012)
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developer interest, and since there is nothing in the plan that 
specifically addresses social equity concerns in low-income ar-
eas, developers will likely use its flexibility to suit their needs at 
the expense of community (A004; A008). As Hugill and Toews 
(2014) highlight, these logics can be dangerous, revealing how 
developer-driven “improvements” in vulnerable disinvested 
areas such as the North End have raised concerns over social 
justice under Winnipeg’s flexible planning and policy regime. 
Interrogating the new Youth For Christ “Centre for Youth Ex-
cellence,” they demonstrate how the city, in conjunction with 
Centre Venture (its arm’s-length downtown development cor-
poration), was able to leverage funding from multiple levels of 
government to encourage the Christian group to develop on a 
site proximal to many Aboriginal community resources, despite 
the objections of neighbourhood activists (Hugill and Toews, 
2014). While on the surface this development appears to be a 
socioeconomic investment that improves the community by 
repurposing ‘empty space,’ it reinforces hegemonic logics of 
‘highest and best use’ of property and ignores community needs 
at the expense of economic development strategies (Hugill and 
Toews, 2014).

Offloading of social programs without support. OurWinnipeg 
leaves open the possibility of planning policy trumping resident 
needs in communities with meager financial and community re-
sources. When it comes to issues such as poverty and disinvest-
ment, the plan not only fails to identify specific communities, 
but it states that poverty reduction strategies will be “communi-
ty-led” (City of Winnipeg 2011, 73). City government, accord-
ing to OurWinnipeg and key informants, will operate at arm’s 
length of poverty-reduction strategies, but may be willing to 
partner with community groups if requested, stating that neigh-
bourhood vitality is dependent on volunteerism (A009; City of 
Winnipeg 2011). Therefore, in the views of one interviewee, 
impoverished neighbourhoods are left to create grassroots so-
lutions to neighbourhood problems (or concentrate fundraising 
efforts toward higher levels of government), since the city offers 
them little support unless there is a market-driven impetus to do 
so (A007). According to OurWinnipeg, creating a city with a 
better quality of life is dependent on the actions of senior levels 
of government, as well as the enactment of public-private part-
nerships, resulting in a strategy of passive management that the 
city proclaims will improve liveability (City of Winnipeg 2011, 
72-78). The creation of equity is now the responsibility of all 
Winnipeggers, and though the city states that it has been doing 
its part to promote social equity, it declines to state how (City of 
Winnipeg 2011):

As Winnipeg grows we do not want anyone to be left behind. 
Our success as a city depends on the well-being and contribu-
tion of all Winnipeggers. Working together, we can ensure that 
Winnipeg is a place where people – whether born in the city 
or having adopted it as their new home – want to stay for life 
and where people of all ages, abilities, and cultures can find 
opportunity. (73)

Most tellingly, the city is now merely a “collaborator” (City of 
Winnipeg 2011, 73), instead of the “leader” that it wanted to be 
a decade previous (City of Winnipeg 2000, 21). This shift from 
leadership role to background role allows the city to simply en-
courage the work of community-based groups and avoid directly 
addressing poverty issues through city planning policy. Further-
more, the city’s unwillingness to take an active policy role in 
social improvement suggests that this municipal government 
has absolved itself from taking any sort of real responsibility for 
the alleviation of poverty issues, and it reflects a lack of political 
will to initiate a plan that will have real and positive effects in 
low-income communities. In fact, as the city more openly em-
braces a neoliberal governance agenda, this type of hands-off 
approach is not only allowed to happen, it is encouraged, be-
cause the removal of government support from social programs 
is increasingly seen as a way to encourage the market to create 
wealth (Cooper 2011). However, these cuts have the effect of 
removing support from low-income individuals and community 
groups who are already struggling to survive (Cooper 2011).  

Discussion and Conclusion
 

The preceding summary and critique suggests that Winnipeg’s 
planning priorities over the last 20 years have shifted from a 
model that prioritizes neighbourhood well-being to one that 
views communities as a vehicle for capital accumulation. Fur-
thermore, the rise of intensification as a tool for community revi-
talization in Winnipeg is concomitant with a shift in policy lan-
guage that reflects an increasing neoliberalism on the part of the 
city’s government that is being mobilized in response to policy 
adjustments at the global, federal, and provincial scales. The im-
precise goals of the plan, combined with the city’s unwillingness 
to directly address systemic issues such as inadequate housing, 
poverty, and decline in the same manner as it did in previous 
years, means that there are no mechanisms in place to ensure 
that people can stay in place as communities are intensified. The 
plan also has the potential effect of diverting funds toward de-
velopment of unused land at the expense of communities that are 
in need of both social and economic capital.

Neoliberalization, in its quest to reconstitute space using the 
logic of the free market, coopts prescriptive strategies such as 
intensification (which began as a grassroots reactionary move-
ment against rampant urban sprawl, see Isin 1996), and mobi-
lizes them using cultural projects, policy transformations, shifts 
in governance, and discursive tactics (Wilson 2004; Lees 2011; 
McCann and Ward 2011; Peck and Theodore 2012). Ephemeral 
concepts at the core of the “neoliberal doxa” (Bourdieu 2003, 23) 
such as sustainability and creativity (which are used throughout 
the OurWinnipeg plan) have entered planning vocabularies as 
catch-all frameworks that can be adopted by localities with the 
purpose of facilitating approved modes of economic develop-
ment (Peck 2011; Temenos and McCann 2012). Furthermore, 
these efforts implicate the public in their results by soliciting 
their participation in communicative consultation processes like 
the SpeakUpWinnipeg program (Purcell 2009; City of Winnipeg 
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2011) in which planners introduce planning and policy ideas to 
the populace, who then become implicated in an “insulated and 
practically self-fulfilling decision-making cycle” (Peck 2011, 
778). In this way, the opinions of the public are molded and 
shaped to fit into policy frameworks that have the potential to 
contravene OurWinnipeg’s supposed goal of creating a socially, 
economically, and economically balanced city. 

Mobilized through communicative planning, these neolib-
eralizing shifts can simply result in further gentrification of the 
city; however, more radical, citizen-initiated planning interven-
tions can be effective at maintaining and enhancing existing 
communities (Monno and Khakee 2012). Theoretically, this is 
backed up by the arguments of Harvey (2009) who suggests a 
complete transformation of the dominant discourse through ac-
tivism and political movement, stating that the neoliberalizing 
context in which cities operate presently requires a reconfigura-
tion of processes in order to create social change, with the even-
tual goal of creating a more equitable city. However, the defini-
tion of equity becomes ambiguous at the urban level, where the 
ever-shifting nature of political power and capital (mobilized by 
planning regimes and laws) makes the concept murky at best 
(Harvey 2009). Therefore, Harvey states, equity can only exist 
when marginalized groups envisage the city that they desire, and 
then organize themselves to form powerful collectives that mo-
bilize to change the dominant social process. Harvey’s empow-
erment of the disenfranchised is an inspiration to Soja (2011), 
who called for “spatial justice” (5) to be enacted in the city from 
the bottom up, through grassroots campaigns that reclaim urban 
spaces for the marginalized instead of maintaining them for the 
powerful. Soja suggests that city spaces have historically been 
produced by the forces of capital accumulation, and that deci-
sion-making processes weighted in favour of the wealthy have 
created an unequal distribution of amenities (Soja 2011). This 
situation, in Soja’s (2011) view, can potentially lead to radical 
action by the oppressed, with the intent of reconfiguring space 
in a more equitable way. However, Robinson (2011) cautions 
that movements such as these will always be threatened by the 
subtle strategy adjustments of the neoliberalizing city, therefore, 
effective community empowerment and mobilization requires 
an increased understanding of how global shifts in governance 
are locally mobilized through planning policy.

If neoliberal planning trends and strategies are to be resisted, 
then careful analyses of shifts in governance and policy adop-
tion are needed in order to understand how people can be mo-
bilized at the local level to create grassroots change (Robinson 
2011). However, to effectively enact change, neoliberal policy 
directions must be reversed in order to build strong communi-
ties that address the inequalities inherent within them (Robinson 
2011). This will require sufficient community involvement com-
bined with a sense of injustice in order to challenge the domi-
nant social process and create a new type of urban dynamic, one 
based on fairness, not just capital accumulation (Harvey 2009). 
The fact that Winnipeg has been comparatively late to the neo-
liberal game means that there is space for resistance. We hope 
that studies such as this one can help individuals and commu-
nity advocates to better understand the urban policy frameworks 

that facilitate unbalanced development in order to subvert these 
processes and promote inclusive and viable neighbourhoods 
through problem solving, not problem dispersion.
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