
ABSTRACT

In  the ci ty  of  Winnipeg developers  are  in  the 
process  of  creat ing a  mixed use subdivis ion 
known as  Waverley West .   The intended 
goals  are  to  create  a  more densely developed 
neighbourhood,  with minimal  environmental 
impact ,  that  wil l  meet  the future  housing market 
demands of  Winnipeg.   From the onset ,  many 
were opt imist ic  that  Waverley West  could 
become an innovat ive suburb,  incorporat ing 
sustainable  and ground-breaking design features 
seen in  other  urban centres  but  not  previously 
t r ied in  Winnipeg.   Waverley West  has  been 
praised for  i ts  a t tempts  to  improve suburban 
design,  but  heavi ly  cr i t ic ized for  i ts  fa i lure  to 
go far  enough.   The project  has  been descr ibed 
by cr i t ics  as  a  50% success .   The intent  of  this 
report  is  to  ident i fy  reasons for  the ensuing 
compromises  that  were,  or  wil l  be implemented, 
for  the f inal  development  plans that  supposedly 
kept  i t  f rom becoming a  100% success .

The information was obtained through 
col laborat ion with Dr.  David Wit ty ,  research 
of  avai lable  documents  and discussions with 
members  of  the pr ivate  and publ ic  sector 
involved in  the project .   This  paper  provides 
a  bet ter  understanding of  the development 
process ,  the l imitat ions and lessons learned that 
may help inform bet ter  pol ic ies  and pract ice  for 
future  suburban development .
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Waverley West boundary amidst south end neighbourhoods 
(Southwest Fort Garry Design Charrette, 2003)

innovative subdiv ision?
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BACKGROUND

One of  the las t  remaining serviceable  t racts  of 
land in  Winnipeg,  approximately 3000 acres , 
has  been ident i f ied for  subdivis ion development . 
The project ,  known as  Waverley West ,  is  a 
seven phase development  ( the f i rs t  which is 
present ly  underway),  expected to  house close to 
40,000 people  upon complet ion.   Six resident ia l 
neighbourhoods and one town centre  with mixed 
use commercial  services  wil l  be developed over 
an est imated 20 year  t ime span,  resul t ing in 
approximately 10,000 new dwell ing uni ts ,  of 
which,  20% wil l  be mult iple-family and 80% 
single  family.   An area s t ructure  plan (ASP) has 
been adopted as  an overarching document  that 
wil l  guide the development .   Neighbourhood 
area s t ructure  plans (NASP),  the equivalent  of 
secondary plans,  wil l  be  created for  each of  the 
seven phases .  The NASP’s are  meant  to  fur ther 
def ine the pr inciples  of  development  in  detai l .  

FACTS OF THE CASE

the process

The project  was set  in  motion in  2002 when the 
Manitoba Housing and Renewal  Corporat ion 
(MHRC) and Ladco,  two pr imary land owners 
of  the s i te ,  requested an amendment  to  the 
Plan Winnipeg 2020 by-law that  would al low 
resident ia l  development  to  occur  on their  land. 
 
In  2003,  a  design Charret te ,  hosted by 
the Universi ty  of  Manitoba’s  Facul ty  of 
Archi tecture ,  was conducted over  three days 
with seventeen professionals  in  the related 
planning and design f ie lds ,  as  wel l  as  NGO’s 
and ci t izens. 

Province of Manitoba (MHRC) Ladco et al.

Land ownership designation (Southwest Fort Garry Design 
Charrette, 2003)

The goals  of  the charret te  were to  explore 
possible  design solut ions for  the Waverley 
West  development  based on the quest ions: 
“How would contemporary proposi t ions about 
New Urbanism,  walkable  neighbourhoods 
and more sustainable  urban development , 
‘ t ranslate’  on the ground at  this  s i te?” “What 
would i t  look l ike?” And,  “what  is  possible  in 
this  place,  with i ts  par t icular  l imitat ions and 
opportuni t ies?”  Three teams each came up with 
proposed solut ions for  the future  development 
of  Waverley West  based on Smart  Growth,  and 
other  innovat ive planning solut ions (Southwest 
Fort  Garry Design Charret te ,  2003) . 

Several  background s tudies  were conducted to 
support  the decis ion of  approval  for  the project , 
including market  analysis ,  cost-benefi t  analyses , 
regional  reviews,  and prel iminary t ransportat ion 
and t raff ic  impact  s tudies  (North East  ASP, 
2006) .

A resident ia l  land supply s tudy was conducted in 
2004,  by the City of  Winnipeg,  which concluded 
that  there  was a  shortage of  un-serviced and 
serviced land especial ly  in  the south west  end 
of  the ci ty .   New housing was deemed necessary 
for  the fol lowing reasons:

	 1)   there  wil l  be an est imated increase of  	
	      4000-6000 people  per  year 
	 2)   there  wil l  be a  reduct ion in  the 		
	      average person per  household from 	
	      about  2 .5  to  2 .3
	 3)   s ingle-family housing is  the dominant  	
	      type favoured by the market
	 4)   low interest  ra tes  make 			 
	      homeownership appeal ing 
	      (Resident ia l  Land Supply Study,  	
	      2004)  

Sample Plan from (Southwest Fort Garry Design Charrette, 2003)
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In  2005 City Counci l  amended the Plan 
Winnipeg 2020 by-law,  changing the designat ion 
of  the Waverley West  s i te  f rom a Rural  Pol icy 
Area into a  Neighbourhood Pol icy Area.   Plan 
Winnipeg 2020 now states  in  sect ion 3B-08 i i i ) 
that  “al lowing the re-designat ion of  Rural  land 
to  Neighbourhood or  Industr ia l”  may occur 
“only where there  is  a  demonstrated need for 
addi t ional  land to  sat isfy projected demand and 
where a  ful l  range of  municipal  infrastructure 
can be provided in  an environmental ly-sound, 
economical ,  and t imely manner” (Plan Winnipeg 
2020,  p .34) .

According to  the City of  Winnipeg,  the pol ic ies 
for  which the approval  of  an amendment  was 
made “represent  cr i t ical  core  Plan Winnipeg 
pr inciples  and are  intended to  ensure that 
new development  cont inues to  be planned in  a 
manner  that  promotes  an eff ic ient  and compact 
urban form” (Area Structure  Plan (ASP) Draf t , 
2005,  p .5) .  

A publ ic  hear ing was held in  January,  2005 
where MHRC discussed environmental 
features  for  the development  and ident i f ied the 
possibi l i ty  of  incorporat ing geothermal  energy 
into the project .   Ladco discussed promotion of 
higher  densi ty ,  and t ransi t  issues  were discussed 
in  regard to  the proximity of  the Waverley West 
development  and the eventual  southern terminal 
of  the Bus Rapid Transi t  (BRT) system.

In June 2005,  an open house and workshop 
at tended by approximately 200 people ,  was 
held to  gain feedback by the general  publ ic  and 
s takeholders  for  the project .

December,  2005,  the Area Structure  Plan was 
wri t ten.  This  es tabl ished a  land use planning 
s t ructure  and provided broad planning object ives 
for  Waverley West  (ASP Draft ,  2005) .

August ,  2006,  the Northeast  Area Structure 
Plan (secondary plan)  was completed.  That  is 
intended to  guide broad planning issues  such as 
t ransportat ion,  land use and servicing for  the 
f i rs t  phase of  Waverley West  (Northeast  ASP, 
2006) .

The main considerat ion of  the NASP is  to 
ensure the integrat ion of  the new Northeast 
neighbourhood into future  Waverley West 
Developments  as  wel l  as  exis t ing,  surrounding 
developments  (Northeast  ASP,  2006) .  

Several  publ ic  workshops were held in  re la t ion 
to  developing the Area Structure  Plan which 
“sets  out  the high-level  planning direct ion for 
Waverley West”  (Northeast  ASP,  2006) . 

Throughout  2007,  construct ion of  the f i rs t  phase 
of  infrastructure  and housing uni ts  is  underway.  
In  2008,  homes were avai lable  for  occupancy.

Apri l ,  2009,  construct ion cont inues on the 
f i rs t  neighbourhood phase,  now known as 
Bridgewater  Forest .   Approximately 100 houses 
have been constructed.  

Layout of Northeast Neighbourhood (Northeast NASP, 2006)

The Northeast  ASP was developed through 
consul ta t ion with landowners ,  exis t ing residents , 
adjacent  neighbourhoods,  and interested 
ci t izens.  

Entrance Sign to Bridgewater (First Neighbourhood phase)  Photo 
Credit: Devin Clark
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Policy and Design

The project  has  received substant ia l  coverage in 
the media  and has  become a controversial  topic 
gather ing both praise  and cr i t ic isms.   Several 
features  of  the project  indicate  that  s teps  have 
been made towards developing a  bet ter  suburb.  
Cri t ics  argue,  however ,  that  while  s teps  in  the 
r ight  direct ion have been made,  there  is  s t i l l 
p lenty of  room for  improvement  when i t  comes 
to  innovat ive suburban development .   The 
fol lowing discussion wil l  show how the pol ic ies 
have shaped the design s t ra tegies . 

Area Structure  Plan

The ASP was created to  guide development 
and establ ish the land use planning s t ructure 
and broad planning object ives  for  Waverley 
West  in  re la t ion to  the Plan Winnipeg 2020 
“Neighbourhood Pol icy Area” (ASP,  2005) .  
The word ‘sustainable’  does not  appear  in  the 
ASP.   Nor does i t  appear  in  the “Neighbourhood 
Pol icy Area” sect ion of  the Plan Winnipeg 
by-law.   However ,  the word ‘sustainable’  does 
appear  in  the Plan Winnipeg by-law under 
‘Ensuring Responsible  Government . ’   Here,  i t 
i s  s ta ted that  a  commitment  to  sustainabi l i ty 
and to  the reduct ion of  Greenhouse gas  (GHG) 
emissions shal l  occur .   Pol icy 2B-01 s ta tes  that 
“The City shal l  commit  to  sustainabi l i ty  by:  i ) 
es tabl ishing and adhering to  a  set  of  guiding 
pr inciples  for  sustainabi l i ty  against  which 
pol icy decis ions and act ions can be evaluated” 
(Plan Winnipeg 2020,  p .  22) .

Pol icy 2B-02 s ta tes  that  The City wil l  commit  to 
the reduct ion of  GHG emissions by:
 
“ i )  reducing the need for  motorized t ransport 
though integrated planning and promotion of 
compact  urban form and mixed land use
 i i )  providing real is t ic  a l ternat ives  to  s ingle 
occupant  use
 i i i )  encouraging energy eff ic iency in 
subdivis ion design,  land use planning,  home 
retrof i t t ing,  and bui lding code requirements
 iv)  proposing posi t ive incent ives  to  encourage 
energy eff ic iency” (Plan Winnipeg 2020,  p .22) .

The ASP commits  to  the object ives  of  the 
“Neighbourhood Pol icy Area” of  Winnipeg’s 
Planning By-law,  and overlooks the commitment 
to  sustainabi l i ty  which appears  in  the “Ensuring 
Responsible  Government” sect ion.  Therefore 
no guiding pr inciples  of  sustainabi l i ty  wil l 
be incorporated that  would al low for  pol icy 
decis ions and act ions to  be evaluated.

Because the word sustainable  does not  appear  in 
the ASP or  NASP does not  mean that  sustainable 
design features  wil l  not  exis t  in  Waverley West .  
The Northeast  Area Structure  Plan indicates 
several  environmental  features  wil l  exis t  in  the 
neighbourhood.   For  example,  thir ty  acres  (or 
about  10%) of  the neighbourhood wil l  preserve 
and integrate  an exis t ing aspen forest  that  acts 
as  a  carbon s ink,  reducing carbon emissions in 
the atmosphere.  

Town Centre design sketch (Southwest Fort Garry Design 
Charrette 2003)

Forest preserve, with pathway in Bridewater Forest. 
neighbourhood  Photo Credit: Devin Clark
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Densi ty

Increased densi ty  is  a  s ignif icant  component  of 
improved urban design and has  been ident i f ied 
in  the object ives  of  Waverley West .   The 
est imated number of  res idents  for  Waverley 
West  upon complet ion is  40,000 people .   I t  has 
been assessed that  approximately 1,740 acres 
wil l  be used for  res ident ia l  development ,  of  the 
3,075 acres  that  make up Waverley West .   When 
the calculat ions are  made,  this  means that  there 
wil l  be on average 23 people  per  acre .   Typical 
suburban developments  of ten have four  dwell ing 
uni ts  per  acre ,  and today,  house 2.5 people  on 
average (Land Use Study,  2004) .   These numbers 
show that  i t  would require  5 .75 people  per 
household in  order  to  fulf i l l  the  project ion of 
40,000 people .  

The Northeast  Area Structure  Plan indicates 
that  “Small  lot  s ingle  family or  high densi ty 
s ingle  family,  two family and greater  densi ty 
uses  shal l  be the predominant  use with target 
densi t ies  of  approximately 7-20 uni ts  per  acre” 
(Northeast  ASP,  2006,  p .14) .  The Northeast  ASP 
also indicates  that  res ident ia l  design wil l  “vi) 
maximize densi ty  in  lower densi ty  res ident ia l 
areas  by minimizing front  yard setbacks subject 
to  market  demand and required City of  Winnipeg 
approvals”  (Northeast  ASP,  2006,  p .13) . 

Densi ty  pol ic ies  were incorporated to  ensure 
eff ic ient  use of  land and promote t ransi t  use 
(Northeast  ASP,  2006) .   I t  i s  expected that 
the Northeast  neighbourhood wil l  have lower 
densi t ies  than the rest  of  the neighbourhoods 
of  Waverley West  because of  the s ignif icant 
amount  of  forest  that  exis ts  within the area. 

The plan also s ta tes  that  “ the Northeast 
Neighbourhood is  environmental ly  f r iendly” 
and that :

• 	 “al ternate  forms of  energy are  		
	 encouraged in  order  to  minimize the use 	
	 of  fossi l  fuels 
• 	 The Northeast  Neighbourhood makes 	
	 use  of  ground source heat  pump 		
	 technology for  res ident ia l  heat ing and 	
	 cool ing 
• 	 The s t reet  system is  designed to  		
	 maximize the use of  passive solar  energy 	
	 for  a  substant ia l  major i ty  of  homes by 	
	 or ient ing lots  to  within 30 degrees  of 
	 due south 
• 	 The retent ion pond system is  designed 	
	 to  take advantage of  natural ized 
	 solut ions that  enhance water  qual i ty 
	 and make use of  nat ive plant  species 
• 	 LEED Standards for  neighbourhood 	
	 development  are  promoted and 		
	 incorporated wherever  possible” 

(Northeast  Neighbourhood ASP,  2006,  p .8) 

Dr.  David Wit ty  s ta tes  that  even though ground 
source heat  pump technology shows up in 
the NASP,  he does not  bel ieve any have been 
instal led to  date .   While  sustainable  s tandards 
may not  be legis la ted or  c lear ly  def ined in 
the plan,  some aspects  of  the project  could be 
considered ‘sustainable’  without  being label led 
‘sustainable . ’  Unfortunately,  sustainabi l i ty  only 
real ly  counts  a t  the implementat ion level  and at 
this  point ,  what’s  wri t ten in  the pol ic ies  is  not 
t ranslat ing into what  is  being bui l t .

Public education board, describing features of the neighbourhood.  
Photo credit: Devin Clark

Example of single-family detached home in Bridgewater Forest.  
Photo credit: Devin Clark
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CONCLUSION AND OUTCOMES

Crit ics  have argued that  many gaps exis t  in 
the planning and development  process  in 
Winnipeg.   One such gap is  the relat ionship 
between the City’s  Planning Department ,  the 
City’s  Counci lors  and pr ivate  developer  and 
design f i rms.   The lack of  communicat ion and 
coordinat ion makes planning a  diff icul t  task.  
A ‘marr iage’  of  these ent i t ies  could al low for   
bet ter  planning in  Winnipeg and create  a  more 
forward thinking body that  would make projects 
such as  Waverley West  more successful .

Geo-thermal  power was at  one t ime a 
considerat ion of  the project  and there  are 
varying opinions as  to  why i t  was not  mandatory 
in  the f inal  design plan.  

However  the Northeast  ASP states  that  “pol ic ies 
in  this  sect ion create  an opportuni ty  for 
t ransferr ing densi ty  between Neighbourhood 
Areas  in  order  to  achieve overal l  densi ty 
targets”  for  Waverley West  (Northeast  ASP, 
2006,  p .19) .  

Dr .  Dave Wit ty  responds to  the targeted 
densi t ies  expected to  be achieved with 80% 
single-detached housing and 20% mult iple-
family housing.   He s ta tes  that  “ in  the 
lower mainland of  B.C. ,  the spl i t  for  new 
developments  is  60% single-family,  and 40% 
mult iple-family,  with goals  of  becoming divided 
evenly at  50/50.   Quite  a  difference from what 
is  occurr ing here  in  Winnipeg.”   These f igures 
show that  while  densi ty  is  a  considerat ion in  the 
Waverley West  plans,  i t  i s  c lear ly  not  being 
held up to  the opt imal  object ives  that  others 
seek to  achieve in  other  par ts  of  the country.

Transportat ion and Linkages

An est imated 10,300 vehicle  t r ips  per  day 
is  expected to  occur  in  Waverley West  upon 
complet ion and wil l  require  an eff ic ient  road 
system to move people  in  and out  of  the area 
(MMM, formerly NDLea,  2007) .   The intent  of 
t ransportat ion design in  the Northeast  ASP is  to 
provide an eff ic ient  network of  roads and paths , 
for  vehicles ,  publ ic  t ransi t  and pedestr ians .  
Pr inciples  of  connect ivi ty ,  access  to  act ive 
t ransportat ion systems and convenient  publ ic 
t ransi t  are  emphasized.   A hierarchy of  s t reets 
wil l  be developed to  ensure safe  and effect ive 
movement  throughout  the neighbourhood and 
beyond.   (Northeast  ASP,  2006) .  The use of 
the automobile  is  a  s ignif icant  contr ibutor  to 
greenhouse gas  emissions and al ternat ive forms 
of  t ransportat ion are  being promoted in  the 
neighbourhood design.   Al l  lots  are  expected 
to  fa l l  within 400 metres  of  a  bus route ,  while 
higher  densi ty  lots  are  expected to  fa l l  within 
200 metres  (MMM, formerly NDLea,  2007) .  
The proximity of  the proposed Bus Rapid 
Transi t  (BRT) terminal  on Pembina Highway is 
expected to  factor  into the improved eff ic iency 
of  publ ic  t ransportat ion.  

A network of  pathways is  being constructed 
that  places  more of  an emphasis  on the 
pedestr ian and less  emphasis  on the automobile , 
with s idewalks on both s ides  of  the s t reet ,  and 
recreat ional  paths  l inking the neighbourhood.  
House facades have been developed in  a  manner 
that  minimizes  the focus on the front  garage, 
which does l i t t le  to  reduce dr iving behaviours , 

lake/drainage system in Bridgewater Forest.  Photo credit: 
Devin Clark

but  acts  more as  a  display that  the archi tectural 
emphasis  is  not  on the automobile .  

Dr .  David Wit ty  argues that  the densi ty  pol ic ies 
wil l  not  ensure opt imal  use of  land and bel ieves 
that  the densi t ies  required to  promote and 
support  publ ic  t ransi t  use on a  successful  level , 
wil l  not  be met .    

Natural izat ion

Natural  land drainage systems have been 
incorporated into the Northeast  neighbourhood, 
however  l i t t le  is  explained in  the ASP or 
Northeast  NASP that  def ines  what  system is 
used,  or  explains  the benefi ts  of  such a  system.
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Some say that  i t  was not  implemented because 
s tudies  concluded the ground qual i ty  was 
not  sui table  for  geo-thermal ,  and that  a 
miscalculated pol i t ical  move revealed the idea 
to  the media  before  proper  s tudies  had been 
conducted.   Others  say that  geo-thermal  was 
not  incorporated due to  short  s ighted planning 
effor ts .   One land developer  found that  the 
majori ty  of  people  l ive in  their  f i rs t  house for 
f ive years  and that  f inancial  benefi ts  f rom 
geo-thermal  would not  be seen for  twenty years .  
This  delay in  f inancial  re turns  could 
be a  dis incent ive for  home buyers  and therefore 
place too much r isk on the developer .   I t  has 
been suggested that  for  future  planning in 
Winnipeg,  geo-thermal  should be supported 
ear ly  on in  the planning process .  Manitoba 
Hydro should be wil l ing to  invest  in  the front 
end to  some degree,  thus reducing the r isk and 
f inancial  burden of  the developer  and increasing 
value for  homeowners .

A gap has  a lso been ident i f ied in  how best 
pract ice  is  implemented.   For  example,  in 
Manitoba’s  provincial  planning legis la t ion, 
bio-swales  are  ident i f ied as  the opt imal 
solut ion for  deal ing with natural  drainage 
systems.   Present ly ,  the City of  Winnipeg 
s tandards recognize that  bio-swales  are  an 
“opt ion” for  natural  drainage systems.   They 
have not  adopted them as  mandatory in  their 
planning pol ic ies  and each t ime they are 
proposed an extensive appl icat ion process  is 
required.   Nat ive grasses  are  another  example 
of  best  pract ice ,  and when one of  the 
developers  ini t ia ted to  implement  them, they 
found that  they had to  get  permission from the 
City to  do so.  These examples  show that  there 
is  a  need for  greater  leadership by the City of 
Winnipeg for  environmental  and sustainable 
solut ions that  can be implemented at  the 
ground level  in  an eff ic ient  manner .

In  terms of  environmental  needs i t  has  been 
noted that  there  are  few specif ics  in  the 
development  plans.   Sustainabi l i ty  does 
not  show up as  a  guiding pr inciple  for  the 
neighbourhoods even though i t  i s  a  pol icy 
requirement  in  the Plan Winnipeg 2020 by-law.  
There appears  to  be a  disconnect  between the 
planning by-law and the area s t ructure  plans, 
which offer  no mention of  sustainabi l i ty  and 
how sustainable  features  wil l  be measured.  

This  is  not  to  say that ,  because the word 
sustainable  does not  show up in  the planning 
documents ,  the designs are  not  sustainable , 
i t  jus t  s imply emphasizes  that  there  is  a  need 
to  c lar i fy  object ives  of  sustainabi l i ty  for  the 
project  and provide a  system by which they may 
be measured.

LESSONS LEARNED 

Several  lessons can be learned from this 
project  that  may help inform future  subdivis ion 
development  in  Winnipeg.

Firs t ,  sustainable  pract ices  and performance 
s tandards need to  be clear ly  ident i f ied ear ly  in 
the planning s tages  so that  guidel ines  can be 
fol lowed and targets  can be met  and measured.
Second,  a l l  par t ies  involved need to  c lear ly 
share  the vis ion and implementat ion process 
of  the project .   Bet ter  re la t ionships  and 
communicat ion need to  occur  between the City’s 
Planning Department ,  the City’s  Counci l lors  and 
pr ivate  developers  and designers .
Third,  big ideas  such as  walkabi l i ty ,  densi ty , 
geothermal ,  natural  drainage etc .  need to  be 
resolved at  a l l  levels  (economic,  operat ional  and 
environmental)  so that  i t  i s  c lear  to  a l l  par t ies 
involved what  best  pract ices  are  and how these 
can be adopted and implemented.  

Winnipeg needs some champions that  wil l  s t r ive 
for  the best .   People  that  wil l  take on r isk and 
chal lenge the norms of  planning.   People  that 
wil l  think big and achieve big.   Because, . . . . . 

“ I t  i s  bet ter  to  shoot 
for  the s tars  and miss
than aim at  the gut ter 
and hi t  i t .”

- Anonymous
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