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THE EDITORIAL BOARD

The social interaction restrictions
made necessary by the COVID-19
pandemic have affected everyone.
COVID-19 has also affected planning
in many ways. It has affected the way
planners communicate with others and
gather the information necessary to
make plans. Thousands of office work-
ers working remotely has also affected
public transit systems, businesses and
the nature of downtowns, things that
most would not have thought possible
prior to the pandemic. The pandem-
ic has also increased the importance
of the already vital role that parks and
open space play in our communities.
The pandemic has shown us that na-
tions, communities and planners are
resilient, resourceful and adaptive. Will
we need to change the way we plan in
the future to build and redevelop our
communities differently in response to
the pandemic?

Please enjoy this special pandemic
themed issue of Plan NW. Thank you
to the authors who have kindly shared
their ideas and stories with us. Also,
please take a moment to consider the
important professional obligations that
planners need to remember by reading
the final article in this issue,
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PLANNING PERSPECTIVES ON

PANDEMICS & SUSTAINABILITY

SUBMITTED BY: Ronald Morrison MES, RPP, MCIP

The unprecedented global crisis caused by the coronavirus
disease (COVID-19 or COVID) has transformed the world.

In its wake, new perspectives on planning for sustainability
are emerging. While the pandemic has resulted in unimag-
inable change, it also presents opportunities to rethink the
future and how we plan toward different kinds of community
and economic sustainability models. Nonetheless, change
in every possible manner is the bottom line associated with
COVID.

From the obvious human health impacts on entire popu-
lations to market recessions, transportation and mobility
patterns, acute commodity shortages and soaring prices of
almost everything in global supply chains, change from the
pandemic is inescapable. For many, the accepted response
with each new example is ‘it's a sign of the times, implying
that there will be a return to some semblance of the past.

For others, these outcomes are all part of the 'new normal:
Whatever the response or perspective on these changes, it is
clear that a greater focus on people and human health should
occupy the platform on planning for sustainability into the
future.

THE HUMAN HEALTH
PIECE OF THE PLANNING
PUZZLE

In recent years sustainability planning has been preoccupied
with climate change, but the risk to sustaining human health
at the community or even national levels, much less at global
scales, has received considerably less attention. COVID has
been complicated by some of the concerns addressed within
the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), such as
poverty, hunger, lack of clean water and sanitation, and ed-
ucation. The SDGs seek to ensure healthy lives and promote
well-being. They further outline the need to build capacity for
early warning, risk reduction and management of national and
global health risks. However, they do not seem to elaborate
on pandemic outbreaks, their relationship to the triple bottom
line of sustainability, nor the role of planning to mitigate the
impacts.

A comprehensive view of sustainability promotes the concept
of environment, society and economy all being inclusive and
working together at the same time. COVID has revealed that
risks to the human factor and people have not been weighed
in balance with the economy and environment in the equa-

tion. There has been much opposition to the various restric-
tions and lockdowns that have shut down economies. The
pleas for the economy have not recognized that any economy
can only be supported by a healthy population, without which
economic concerns are somewhat irrelevant. While basic hu-
man needs are closely tied to the economy and environment,
risks to human health must at the same time be included in
planning to achieve sustainability.

Large urban centres and communities have responded to
climate change with adaptation measures and action plans to
mitigate impacts. In a similar manner adaptation to changing
health conditions and risks needs to be considered as part

of the planning tool box for COVID and future pandemics.
While COVID has exploded into a global crisis like few others,
the urgency of dealing with the human health crisis has been
experienced at the front lines of communities. Human and
social health like our changing climate must to a greater
extent be factored into plans at different levels, as they are
inextricably linked to the crisis and sustainability at a global
level. With this perspective, there can be a broader focus

for planning to build community resilience for these kind of
events, be it the current pandemic, climate change or other
major events in the future.

So what do we need to consider once the current crisis is
behind us? In the short term, COVID will remain with us for
a while, so the needs to continue adapting to the ongoing
risks with it and control its spread will prevail. For the longer
term - timing is everything. We need to plan now and cannot
wait to respond to more variants or another super bug that
will spawn the next pandemic. There is little excuse for lack
of planning and preparedness given the experience that we
now have from COVID.
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THE MEETING OF
PANDEMICS & PLANNING

Pandemics and planning - what is the relationship between
the two and how can we better plan for sustainability into
the future? The sustainability of our national, provincial and
regional economies ultimately depends on healthy popu-
lations. Economies quite simply, cannot function without
healthy populations. As a novel dimension moving forward,
sustainable futures will depend on not only how we account
and plan for pandemic risk, but in turn, also how well we are
prepared for and respond to the risk. Planners can play key
roles in each of these challenges.

It's taken about a century for the current pandemic to catch
up with us. Between 1918 and 1920 at least 50 million deaths
occurred from the Great Influenza Pandemic or Spanish Flu
over its course in three waves. The lessons learned were how
unprepared the world was and the inability of governments
to control the pandemic. Not unlike our observations with
COVID, the majority of deaths were directly attributed to the
crowding of people. Crowded cities, military camps, hospitals,
jails, ships and factories were all sites where the pandemic
spread exponentially.

Planners acknowledge and accept that urbanization at a
staggering pace, accompanied by the crowding of people
into our more populated centres will continue to happen, so
we plan to counteract sprawl and encourage densification

to sustain urbanization. Early support of this premise can be
read in the core principles of the Vancouver Declaration 2006
of the Global Planners Network that asserted there can be no
sustainable urbanization without effective planning.

With the continuing shift to urbanization, population concen-
tration and densification are viewed as planning alternatives
for sustainable development, but crowding of people has

emerged as perhaps the most significant contributor to the
spread of COVID. So it begs the question, is this really the
best planning scenario when we begin to think about longer
term sustainable futures in light of lessons from pandemic
history? Perhaps other ideas such as how we might create
conditions and/or incentives to disperse population growth
into more of the vast rural and resource rich expanses across
our country need to be pondered.

Charting into new territories, planners must begin to address
alternatives and measures that can be taken to avoid,
mitigate and prepare for future pandemics. Will another
pandemic occur in the future? Most likely. It may take another
century, but we cannot wait until then to begin planning and
preparing. With these realities, new approaches to planning
are needed to achieve sustainability at the community,
provincial, national and international levels.

THE W5 OF PLANNING
AND PANDEMICS

Planners understand the spatial and temporal dimensions of
land use, population characteristics, infrastructure, trans-
portation patterns, setting goals and evaluating alternatives,
collaboration and public consultation. With this expertise,
they can and should play an important role in our prepared-
ness for and response to pandemics that may become more
prevalent in our new normal of the future.

Further consideration is needed into planning by who, for
what, when, where and how to achieve better results in
avoiding and responding to future health crisis events. In the
current COVID crisis, the imperative is to plan and execute
the most effective immediate response action to control
transmission and mitigate the impacts. Post COVID, the focus
will shift to prevention, limiting risk to conditions that give rise
to these kinds of outbreaks, and our preparedness to respond




to them. Cross collaboration in planning with not only public health The role of planning in sustaining communities, econo-

authorities, but all other sectors, communities and levels of govern- mies and the environment is at the cusp of maintaining
ment and industry will build capacity and preparedness for future the status quo or extending its perspective to advance
events. Resilience, emergency response, isolation, contingency and sustainability. The magnitude and kind of change brought
business continuity plans will better prepare communities for more about by COVID presents a timely opportunity for
sustainable futures in relation to pandemics. planners to reflect and adopt a new paradigm to evolve

and progress in their profession. A door has been opened
It has been acknowledged that before COVID, the world was on an to broaden the scale, scope and function of planning, and
unsustainable path. Well beyond the crusades of young people who assume a critical role of shaping the sustainability of our
recently marched the streets around the globe in light of climate collective futures.

change, we are now at a worldwide pause and point of reflection in
terms of human health concerns and planning to achieve the broader
goals of sustainability.
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