
ABSTRACT

Secondary plans have been used in Winnipeg since 
the 1970s. They help to articulate planning issues 
and conditions of particular geographic areas of 
the city. Secondary plans are not, however, always 
easy to interpret, and it can therefore be difficult to 
regulate the policies embedded in them. Planned 
Development Overlays (PDOs) are tools that help 
standardize secondary plan policies, by translating 
these policies into zoning language and making them 
a part of the underlying zoning bylaw. PDOs offer 
the opportunity to regulate a number of conditions 
including land use, dimensional standards, siting and 
design. This case-in-point examines the most recent 
PDO in Winnipeg: The West Alexander & Centennial 
(WAC) PDO-1. This PDO is one of the first in 
Winnipeg to be used to support a neighbourhood plan. 
The WAC PDO-1 does not address design as does 
the Provencher PDO-1, but addresses several  land 
use and dimensional standards that were important 
for this area; which has seen conflicts between the 
needs of residents and large institutions. The WAC 
PDO has invigorated dialogue on development and 
design in these two unique neighbourhoods, and its 
implementation should significantly decrease the 
number of development-related disputes in the area. 
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BACKGROUND

Winnipeg’s  planning department  has  been 
using secondary plans s ince the 1970s. 
These plans can be effect ive tools  to  capture 
planning issues  and condi t ions par t icular 
to  local  neighbourhoods,  but  they are  not 
a lways easy to  interpret  for  regulatory 
purposes .  In  reviewing a  secondary plan, 
i t  can remain diff icul t  for  developers 
to  understand their  possibi l i t ies  and 
constraints ,  and i t  can also remain diff icul t 
for  planners  to  evaluate  proposals  c lear ly. 
PDOs are  re la t ively new tools  in  Winnipeg 
that  create  a  regulatory framework from 
the pol ic ies  embedded in  secondary plans. 
This  process  provides  the opportuni ty  to 
s t rengthen a  number of  s tandards related 
to  land use,  dimensions,  s i t ing and design. 
These condi t ions are  diff icul t  to  address 
using Winnipeg’s  underlying zoning by-
law,  especial ly  in  areas  not  served by 
urban design review.  Only downtown and 
Provencher  Boulevard have urban design 
review processes .

PDOs in North America

Tools  s imilar  to  Planned Development 
Overlays are  used in  other  jur isdict ions. 

The tools  can be referred to  as  Planned 
Unit  Development  (PUD) Overlay Distr ic ts , 
Development  Overlay Distr ic ts  and Planned 
Development  Overlay Zones,  to  name a  few. 
They al l  guide s tandards of  a  par t icular  plan 
area,  but  they vary in  scale  and type.  Some 
are  used to  support  mixed use development; 
some pr ior i t ize  form and design;  while 
s t i l l  o thers  ar t iculate  local  pol ic ies  (as 
secondary plans do in  Winnipeg) .  Some 
Canadian jur isdict ions bui ld  PDOs into 
their  secondary plans,  by providing an 
implementat ion sect ion that  spel ls-out  the 
necessary zoning by-law changes.

Participants   in  THE West Alexander & CENTENNIAL NE IGHBOURHOOD Plan: 

Centenn ia l  Ne ighbourhood  Improvement  Commit tee  |  McDermot  Sherbrook  Res ident s 
Commit tee   Red  R iver  Co l lege,  Downtown Campus  |  Hea l th  Sc iences  Cent re  |  Un iver s i ty 
o f  Man i toba  Bannatyne  Campus  Bus ines s  owners :  Myer s  Drugs tore ,  Re id iger  Foods ,  Young’s 
Trad ing  |  Res ident s  o f  West  A lexander  and  Centenn ia l  Ne ighbourhoods  |  In ternat iona l  Cent re 
fo r  I n fect ious  D i seases   C i t i zen  L ia i son  Commit tee,  Canad ian  Sc ience  Cent re  fo r  An ima l  and 
Human Hea l th  |  Cent ra l  Communi ty  Cent re  and  Bur ton  Cummings  Communi ty  Cent re  |  Ros sbrook 
House   Winn ipeg  Hea l th  Author i ty,  Communi ty  Out reach  Serv ices  Man i toba  Fami ly  Serv ices  and 
Hous ing   Winn ipeg  Po l i ce  Serv ices  |  C i ty  o f  Winn ipeg  Pub l i c  Works  Depar tment  |  Winn ipeg  Trans i t

Goals  of the WAC  
neighbourhood  plan:

Suppor t  and  encourage  the  g rowth  and •	
deve lopment  o f  l oca l  i n s t i tu t ions
Protect  and  enhance  the  qua l i t y  o f  •	
res ident ia l  ne ighbourhoods
Ma inta in  a  ba lance  o f  complementary •	
l and  uses
Create  and  re in fo rce  a  we l l  des igned, •	
l i vab le ,  in tegrated  communi ty
Encourage  bu i ld ing  des ign ,  s i te •	
l ayout s ,  and  urban  des ign  features 
wh ich  promote  sa fety,  acces s ib i l i t y  and 
cont r ibute  to  the  un iqueness  o f  the 
communi ty
Promote  a f fo rdab le  and  var ied  hous ing •	
cho ices

Source:  West  A lexander  &  Centenn ia l 
Ne ighbourhood  P lan
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PDOs in Winnipeg

What is the policy basis?

Winnipeg’s  Zoning By-Law 200/2006 
appl ies  to  the ent i re  c i ty,  with the except ion 
of  downtown.  This  underlying zoning bylaw 
is  a  one s ize  f i ts  a l l  document  that  sets  the 
minimum standards for  development ,  and 
s ince i t  regulates  a l l  types  of  development 
in  a l l  par ts  of  the ci ty,  i t  i s  general . 
Neighbourhoods are  dis t inct ,  however;  and 
they sometimes need special  protect ion 
that  the underlying zoning by-law cannot 
address .  In  l ight  of  this ,  the  PDO-1 tool 
was developed to  provide a  means to 
a l ter  development  s tandards,  in  unique or 
special  c i rcumstances,  in  order  to  achieve 
local  planning object ives .  A PDO-1 zoning 
dis t r ic t  can be designated when addi t ional 
zoning controls  are  needed to  meet  those 
object ives . 

How did PDOs get their start?

Some PDOs have been included in  the City’s 
underlying zoning by-law for  years ,  but  the 
tools  have received new support .  During the 
most  recent  review of  the zoning by-law, 
the City of  Winnipeg researched different 
zoning tools  that  other  c i t ies  were using.  
The City’s  main consul tant  on this  project , 
Clar ion and Associates ,  brought  forward 
new ideas  f rom their  experience in  wri t ing 
zoning by-laws across  North America.  Their 
advice helped frame the incorporat ion of  
neighbourhood-based PDOs in  Winnipeg’s 
zoning by-law.

How PDO s address  Development and 
design  Standards: 

I n  Winn ipeg,  PDO d i s t r i c t s  may  deve lop 
the i r  own deve lopment  and  des ign 
s tandards ,  wh ich  do  not  have  to  comply 
w i th  the  under ly ing  Zon ing  By -Law. 

PDO-1s  can  spec i fy  the  fo l lowing  types  o f 
deve lopment  and  des ign  s tandards : 

Tota l  re s ident ia l  dens i ty• 	

S i te  d imens ions  and  a rea• 	

Bu i ld ing  he ight• 	

S i ze  and  f loor  a rea  ra t io  fo r  each  use • 	

category  and  use  type

Yard  requ i rements• 	

Separat ion  spaces• 	

Park ing  requ i rements  fo r  each  use • 	

category  o r  u se  type

Arch i tectura l  and  s i te  des ign • 	

requ i rements

Per fo rmance  c r i te r ia• 	

Landscap ing  requ i rements• 	

Regu lat ions  per ta in ing  to  acces sory • 	

s t ructures

S ignage  requ i rements• 	

Env i ronmenta l  regu la t ions ,  wh ich  may •	
i nc lude  such  th ings  a s  f lood  proof ing , 

no i se  a t tenuat ion,  and  se rv ic ing 

requ i rements

PDO-1s  may  a l so  spec i fy  the  cond i t ions 
under  wh ich  the  above  regu la t ions  app ly.

Source:  Winn ipeg  Zon ing  By -Law 200/2006

Figure 1: Young’s Trading, a business stakeholder 
in West Alexander, and participant in the WAC 
neighbourhood planning process.
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FACTS  OF THE CASE

In  Winnipeg,  PDOs have only recent ly 
begun to  be used to  help implement 
neighbourhood plans.  The WAC PDO-1 is 
one of  the f i rs t  to  make local  neighbourhood 
development  and design pol ic ies  par t  of  the 
zoning by-law.  The WAC PDO-1 provides 
the closest  thing to  a  ‘guarantee’ that 
pol ic ies  wil l  be appl ied.

The WAC PDO-1 began with a  request 
f rom the City’s  Zoning Adminis t ra tor,  who 
requested zoning pol ic ies  to  be developed 
along with the WAC secondary plan. 
Ci ty  planning s taff  (Michael  Robinson) 
developed the f i rs t  draf t  through a 
col laborat ive dialogue between planners , 
zoning s taff  and adminis t ra tors ,  and the 
City’s  legal  department . 

All  s takeholders  who par t ic ipated 
in  the neighbourhood plan (on the 
s teer ing commit tee  and at  open houses) 
were informed that  there  would be a 
PDO subsequent  to  adopt ion of  their 
neighbourhood plan.  At  the t ime of  this 
wri t ing,  the draf t  PDO is  going through the 
publ ic  hear ing process . 

According to  the pr inciple  planner  in  this 
case,  feedback received from the community 
on the PDO was posi t ive.  Residents 
commented that  they l iked the protect ion 
that  the PDO-1 affords  them, especial ly 
i ts  help in  res t r ic t ing object ionable  uses 
and creat ing a  more pedestr ian fr iendly 
environment .  

Figure 2: Dimensional standards in the WAC 
PDO-1 attempt to create a pedestrian-
friendly neighbourhood environment. This 
can be diff icult to achieve in areas with 
many large institutions.  
Source: West Alexander & Centennial PDO-1.

Steps  to Implementation of the WAC 
and other PDOs in  winnipeg:

Pub l i c  hear ing  a t  l oca l  Communi ty 1.	
Commit tee
Approva l  f rom Stand ing  Po l i cy 2.	
Commit tee
Approva l  f rom Execut i ve  Po l i cy 3.	
Commit tee
F ina l  approva l  f rom C i ty  Counc i l4.	

Source:  M ichae l  Rob inson,  C i ty  o f  Winn ipeg

“Residents 
commented that 
they like the 
protection that the 
PDO-1 affords 
them.”              MICHAEL ROBINSON,  
                             CITY OF WINNIPEG
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Although the Ward Counci lor  is  famil iar 
with the WAC PDO-1,  i t  i s  a  new concept 
for  other  pol i t ic ians  a t  Ci ty  Hal l ,  so  i t  i s 
not  known how counci l lors  are  l ikely to 
respond.

Strengths  and Weaknesses  of  the  WAC 
PDO-1

The WAC PDO-1 i s  based  on  an  in-depth 
ne ighbourhood p lan ,  and  incorpora tes 
mul t ip le  s takeholder  v iews .  This  type  of 
foundat ion  (which  i s  no t  a lways  provided 
by  s impler  p lans  and  s tudies )  increases 
the  l ike l ihood tha t  va lues  and  expec ta t ions 
a re  as  ‘ shared’ as  poss ib le ,  and  tha t 
s takeholders  wi l l  unders tand  and  suppor t 
the  PDO. 

The  WAC Neighbourhood Plan  has  a 
combina t ion  of  requi rements  (must ,  sha l l , 
wi l l  s ta tements  tha t  have  the  force  and 
effec t  o f  by- laws)  and  encouragements 
(may,  should  s ta tements  wi thout  lega l 
e ffec t ) .  The  WAC PDO-1 d is t i l s  these  in to 
requi rements  and  makes  i t  eas ie r  for :

Inves tors  to  unders tand  the  scope  and 1 . 	
form of  acceptab le  proposa ls

Planners  to  eva lua te  proposa ls 2 . 	

Decis ion  makers  (Ci ty  Counci l ,  Board 3 . 	
o f  Adjus tment ,  Appeal  Commit tee)  to 
make  cons is ten t  dec is ions

A recent  case  i l lus t ra tes  the  regula tory 
benef i t s  o f  the  WAC PDO-1.  Between 

implementa t ion  of  the  ne ighbourhood p lan 
and  approval  of  the  PDO,  a reas  res idents 
t r ied  unsuccessfu l ly  to  cha l lenge  the  lo t 
s ize  of  a  new hous ing  complex  which  they 
be l ieved  exceeded  guide l ines  la id  out  in 
the i r  recent ly  comple ted  ne ighbourhood 
p lan .  The  ex is tence  of  the  PDO may have 
he lped  prevent  th i s  d i spute  by  making 
expec ta t ions  more  c lear  and  enforceable . 

  S T R E N G T H S

Encourages  loca l  d i scus s ion  about •	
deve lopment  and  des ign 
He lps  ensure  imp lementat ion  o f •	
ne ighbourhood  p lan  po l i c ie s
Encourages  co l laborat ion  between  •	
p lann ing ,  zon ing ,  lega l  s ta f f
May  s t reaml ine  deve lopment  approva l s•	

  W E A K N E S S E S

L i t t le  inc lus ion  o f  des ign•	
Cou ld  be  perce ived  as  add ing  a  l ayer  o f •	
complex i ty  to  deve lopment  p roces s

  O P P O R T U N I T I E S

Cou ld  reduce  deve lopment  d i sputes•	
Cou ld  se rve  as  a  mode l  fo r  o ther •	
ne ighbourhoods

  T H R E A T S

Stakeho lder s  cou ld  change  the i r  minds •	
about  deta i l s  be fore  imp lementat ion
Requ i res  C i ty  Counc i l  suppor t•	
Requ i res  p lanner  resources•	
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Figure 4: Neighbourhood housing meets large institution. The WAC PDO-1 has developed methods  
to address institutional growth while preserving sightl ines and natural l ight, through massing  
and dimensional standards. Source: West Alexander & Centennial PDO-1.

Lot s ize  is  one of  several  condi t ions 
addressed in  the WAC PDO-1.  Others 
include l imitat ions on surface parking 
lots ,  unwanted development  (such as  car 
dealerships  and dr ive- thrus) ,  and the scale 
of  uses  l ike cl inics ,  res taurants  and retai l 
sales .  Parking and dimensional  s tandards 
are  par t icular ly  complex issues  in  this 
area because of  the presence of  many large 
inst i tut ions,  such as  the Heal th  Sciences 
Centre ,  other  medical  faci l i t ies ,  and Red 
River  Col lege.  Figure 4 i l lustrates  a  specif ic 
example of  the way dimensional  s tandards 
are  addressed in  the WAC PDO-1.

Another  PDO -  The Provencher  PDO-1 - 
includes requirements  such as  archi tecture 
and s i te  design,  landscaping,  façade 
t reatment ,  bui lding entrances and s ignage. 
The WAC Neighbourhood Plan also 
ident i f ies  a  number of  design guidel ines 
for  new development  in  the area.  These 
include preserving s t reet  pat terns  and the 

mature  urban archi tectural  character  of 
exis t ing areas;  re inforcing the relat ionship 
between bui ldings and the s t reet ;  and 
using compatible  bui lding mater ia ls .  Did 
the design considerat ions in  the WAC 
Neighbourhood Plan make their  way 
into the WAC PDO-1? I t  may have been 
possible  to  include some of  them, but 
unl ike Provencher  boulevard,  the most 
pressing issues  in  the West  Alexander  and 
Centennial  neighbourhoods are  land use, 
scale  of  development  and support  of  a 

Figure 3: Some dissimilar land uses in West 
Alexander sit adjacent to one another with l ittle 
physical transition.
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pedestr ian environment .  The quest ion of 
design regulat ions in  the area is  unresolved 
for  now -  perhaps in  par t  for  that  reason. 
Design could have greater  emphasis 
in  the future  i f  i t  remains an issue for 
s takeholders .  In  any case,  with tools  now 
in place,  i t  should be possible  for  planners 
to  negot ia te  design needs with developers 
through approval  processes .

New PDOs are  planned for  Corydon Vil lage 
(upon the complet ion of  a  neighbourhood 
plan) ,  and Transcona.   I f  a  large number 
of  PDOs are  implemented in  Winnipeg, 
there  could be a  percept ion that  they add 
complexi ty  to  development .  Whether  this  is 
t rue or  not  is  unclear.  Some planners  have 
said that  PDOs actual ly  reduce complexi ty 
by clar i fying requirements .  This  is  an issue 
that  wil l  only be resolved once planners  and 
others  assess  the outcomes of  PDOs over 
t ime.

CONCLUS IONS  & LESSONS LEARNED

There are  s t rengths  to  the WAC PDO-1 
as  wel l  as  quest ions around how i t  (and 
PDOs in  general)  wil l  play out  over 
t ime.  At  this  point ,  i t  appears  that  these 
tools  are  a  useful  way to  supplement 
the underlying zoning by-law,  and make 
neighbourhood plans clearer  and easier  to 
regulate .  The WAC PDO-1 has  invigorated 
dialogue about  development  and design 
in  the West  Alexander  and Centennial 
neighbourhoods.  And,  i f  the document  is 
adopted,  development  disputes  in  these 
neighbourhoods should decrease. 

In  future  PDOs in  Winnipeg,  i t  may be 
worthwhile  to  a t tempt  to  include more 
content  re la ted to  design,  i f  i t  i s  a  pr ior i ty 
ident i f ied by s takeholders .  The Provencher 
PDO-1 could serve as  a  useful  model 
to  s tudy to  determine the s t rengths  and 
chal lenges of  this .  An interest ing feature  of 
the Provencher  PDO-1 is  i ts  use of  a  design
review process .  The his tory of  this  process 
is  mixed,  and the r ight  model  needs to 
be found for  each neighbourhood.  And, 
pol i t ical  wil l  in  the ci ty  remains weak with 
respect  to  design regulat ions.  In  spi te  of 
these constraints ,  the City is  s lowly moving 
forward in  the area of  design,  and i t  i s  an 
issue that  appears  to  be gaining at tent ion at 
the neighbourhood level . 

As a  resul t  of  the WAC PDO-1,  some ci ty 
counci lors  have become interested in  the 
potent ia ls  PDOs may offer  neighbourhoods 
in  their  r idings.  I t  wi l l  be  interest ing to 
see how PDOs are  developed,  const i tuted, 
managed and evaluated in  the coming 
years  in  Winnipeg.  After  more of  them 
are  completed,  their  var ious features  and 
benefi ts  wil l  become easier  to  evaluate . 
In  the meant ime,  i f  they are  based on 
thorough planning processes ,  PDOs appear 
to  offer  substant ia l  value to  neighbourhood 
s takeholders  and their  plans.

ABOUT THE AUTHORS: 
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