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             Ren Thomas (Ed.). (2016).  Planning Canada: 
A Case Study Approach . Don Mills, Ontario, 
Canada: Oxford University Press Canada. 
456 pages. $79.95 (paperback). 

       Reviewed by Sheryl-Ann     Simpson   ,          University of California  ,     Davis 

                                      In  Planning Canada: A Case Study Approach , Ren Thomas brings 
together a lively collection of case studies that both illuminate 
the general challenges and opportunities of contemporary plan-

ning practice and introduce the unique contribution and context of 
planning in Canada. As Thomas describes in her editorial introduc-
tion, the use of case studies provides an opportunity to delve into 
the complexity of planning processes and to examine the roles of 
various key actors, including “residents, municipal and regional 
planners, Aboriginal communities, business associations, non-profi t 
organizations, and environmental groups” (p. 4). Case studies 
provide an opportunity to highlight successes as well as to discuss 
the challenges and limitations faced by planners as they work in 
contemporary cities, towns, and regions. 

 The book is structured into an introduction to Canadian plan-
ning and then eight sections. The volume centers on case studies 
grouped into planning subfi elds, including community development 
and social planning, natural resource management, housing, urban 
design, urban regeneration, and transportation and infrastructure. 
Thomas provides a brief introduction to each section, highlighting 
the main questions of the subfi eld and the connection between the 
cases. In addition to the breadth of topics addressed, a strength is in 
the diversity of the location of cases. Although several cases are drawn 
from the greater Toronto area, the country’s largest metropolitan area, 
there are cases from each province and two of the three territories, from 
larger cities alongside suburban centers and towns. 

 The collection serves as a much-needed general text on the 
practice of contemporary planning, with cases addressing is-
sues prevalent in any number of jurisdictions outside of Canada. 
Examples include Zhixi Cecilia Zhuang’s chapter, which discusses 
the role of ethnic communities in redeveloping suburban retail. Ugo 
Lachapelle’s chapter traces the international history of programs to 
incentivize the retirement of older, higher greenhouse gas–emit-
ting vehicles and encourage alternative transportation, including a 
discussion of the unique contribution of the well-known Quebec 
program. Jenna Mouck’s chapter on affordable housing development 
provides pragmatic ideas for areas dealing with population growth. 
Jason R. Burke’s chapter is a standout, examining the development 
of the U.S. embassy in the Canadian capital of Ottawa to explore 
the sometimes tense relationship between the broader aims of urban 
planning and more narrow concerns regarding planning for security. 

 Even with the general applicability of many of the examples, 
the use of case studies means that the specifi city of the Canadian 
context is not lost. This specifi city includes consistent government 
actor engagement (including funding) coupled with a strong focus 
on social planning and public engagement and the impact of an 

offi cial policy of multiculturalism on planning. Umbren Ashraf, 
Kate Kittredge, and Magdalena Ugarte’s chapter brings all three 
elements together through their examination of the Dialogue Project 
in Vancouver. Sited on unceded Coast Salish territory, Vancouver is 
home to a diverse urban Aboriginal population and a 44% foreign-
born population. The Dialogue Project aimed to ease tensions and 
increase understanding between these diverse groups through a series 
of dialogue circles, community arts and history projects, and youth 
engagement. Though the demographics of the case are unique, in 
any number of cities, towns, and regions internationally there is a 
growing need for planning practices that will bring together increas-
ingly diverse populations. This chapter highlights an additional 
strength of the case study approach: the opportunity for refl ection 
on planning practices and the space to ask what could have been 
improved at the same time as describing what went well. 

 The primary audience for  Planning Canada  is early career 
students. The book is well suited to the task of introducing readers 
to what planners actually do through accessible language, a glossary 
of keywords, and a layout that includes outlines and summaries for 
each case. The book would also be an appropriate starting point for 
more advanced students, with callouts sprinkled throughout that 
make connections between planning theory and the cases and with 
extensive references that include policy documents and agency and 
academic literature. Finally, practitioners will fi nd bite-size inspira-
tion in the cases, which largely balance pragmatism with refl ection 
and critique. 

 Thomas brings together a wide range of cases and authors in 
 Planning Canada . The work of established and emerging academics 
sits beside the refl ections of practitioners at a variety of career stages. 
Bringing together these perspectives is in many ways a corrective 
to the challenge Thomas herself identifi es in trying to put together 
her introduction, namely that Canadian planning has tended to rely 
heavily on British and American planning theory and precedents. 
With this collection she demonstrates that there is a rich font of 
creative planning practice and research within Canada and that these 
ideas are ready for export.     
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