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Ideas, Issues, Insights 
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A tree-lined street in Fort Rouge shows how different housing styles can comfortably coexist.

Infill guidelines offer prudent way forward

T
HE average cost of a detached single-family 
home in Winnipeg is $384,773, an increase 
of almost 20 per cent over last year. More 

than 40 per cent of Winnipeg’s population does 
not live in a house, and with demographics aging, 
ownership costs rising and new lifestyle prefer-
ences emerging, that proportion is growing.

Less than 30 per cent of all new homes being 
constructed today are detached, single-family 
structures. In the year 2000, that number was 
almost 90 per cent.

Despite these trends, the priorities of those 
with the means and desire to purchase a house 
dominate how we build our neighbourhoods. The 
word “condo” is used as a pejorative, renters are 
often characterized as less important members 
of the community, and when anything more than 
a new house is being proposed, Facebook groups 
rally to protect the “character’ of their neighbour-
hood.

Walk through the old neighbourhoods in Fort 
Rouge, however, and you will see small apartment 
blocks, new and old, sitting comfortably on tree-
lined residential streets. Three-storey houses, 
now broken into multiple apartments, have been 
neighbours with small bungalows for more than a 
century, and duplexes go unnoticed in the middle 
of a block.

This housing diversity allows everyone to have 
a place in the neighbourhood. A student renting 
their first apartment, seniors downsizing or a 
young family with children, no matter where you 
are in life, there is a place for you on the street. 
Today, we banish affordable and higher-density 
buildings to the peripheries of neighbourhoods. 

We “allow” them on the big streets, or near the 
parking lots of shopping centres — away from the 
parks, schools, outdoor rinks and other amenities 
we cherish in our mature neighbourhoods.

When new multi-family infill housing is op-
posed, the people being punished are the families 
who want their children to grow up in a good 
neighbourhood, or the seniors who can no longer 
support a house but want to stay in the communi-
ty in which they have lived their lives. Developers 
will always find places to spend their money; if 
we stop older neighbourhoods from evolving and 
growing, we only push development to the periph-
ery of the city, where costly new infrastructure, 
services and amenities must be created.

To guide small scale infill development in 
Winnipeg’s mature neighbourhoods (areas with 
back lanes and elm trees), a new Residential Infill 
Strategy has recently been unveiled. It is a plan 
that will begin to make our city a more equitable 
place for everyone, opening our mature neigh-
bourhoods to a greater diversity of people by 
offering a wider range of housing options.

The Residential Infill Strategy sets criteria to 
guide the appropriate location of new infill, from 
duplexes to townhouses, low-rise apartments 
and lot splits, where a wider property can be 
divided into two. The strategy attempts to address 
concerns of community residents while estab-
lishing parameters that create greater certainty 
and less risk for developers who currently face a 
time-consuming and unpredictable path toward 
approval for any project.

Building size is often a primary cause of op-
position to infill. Responding to this concern, 
the strategy reduces the size of allowable new 
projects where appropriate. Flexibility has been 
built into the plan, allowing each development to 
respond to different neighbourhood contexts, but 
in general, setbacks from the side and rear have 
been increased and allowable lot coverage has 
been decreased. These measures should reduce 
the impact of the often-criticized long, skinny 
house.

Flexibility has also been built into height re-

strictions. If a street in Wolseley is lined with tall 
houses, a tall infill can be built, while allowable 
heights are somewhat reduced in lower-scale 
neighbourhoods such as Glenwood. Through con-
sultation with the development industry, planners 
have been careful to analyze the real-world im-
pacts of these new restrictions, ensuring they will 
allow appropriate development to happen on most 
mature neighbourhood properties, and permit a 
greater range of neighbourhoods to have duplex, 
side-by-side and lot-splitting development.

Managing higher density and more diverse 
housing development in Winnipeg’s mature 
neighbourhoods is a fundamental component to 
many of the city’s policy goals and strategies. It is 
critical to the city’s targets for economic viability, 
property taxes, climate change, housing afford-
ability, social development, public transit use and 
neighbourhood renewal.

Unfortunately, when the infill strategy was 
recently brought to city council for approval, 
the vote was held over in response to two re-
cent amendments — one limiting the number of 
projects allowed on a single block each year, and 
another restricting development on streets with 
gravel lanes. Both inclusions appear to address 
the symptoms, not the disease. If gravel lanes are 
deteriorating, they should be paved through the 
street renewal budget. If construction disrupts 
residents on a street, stronger rules guiding con-
struction site practices should be implemented 
and enforced.

Winnipeg’s Residential Infill Strategy has been 
carefully constructed as a cohesive and intercon-
nected network of guidelines that attempts to find 
a balance between the concerns of neighbour-
hood residents and the city’s policy goals. Some 
will say it is too restrictive, others not restrictive 
enough. But approval of the strategy — without 
these or any further amendments that upset this 
balance, and followed by careful monitoring to in-
form policy evolution over time — is the prudent 
way forward for our city. 

Brent Bellamy is senior design architect for Number Ten Architectural 
Group.

The cost of losing school trustees

OUR provincial government has taken the stance 
that eliminating school boards is a win-win situa-
tion for education, parents, local communities and 
schools. Like many of their claims in the BEST 
(”Better Education Starts Today”) document in 
support of Bill 64, this one is based on outright ig-
norance, incomplete “truths” and faulty reasoning.

It is actually more of a “To the victor go the 
spoils,” in which the victors have no real education-
al philosophy, no understanding of boards or schools 
or choose to ignore what they know, who are willing 
to refute reality, and feel they do not need to justify 
their unsubstantiated claims to anyone.

Further, they are quite unwilling to apply the 
same conditions and rules to themselves. If they did, 
we might have three regions in Canada run by an 
advisory council that answers to the prime minister.

Unlike government, every current school 
division has a well-defined, clear mission state-
ment outlining what they stand for in education, 
available to every Manitoban in addition to their 
own jurisdictions. Most of them were developed 
in extensive consultations with parents and 
other constituents. Also, contrary to what BEST 
says, every one of them places children at the 
forefront, and they are regularly revisited and re-
newed as a basis and guide for all board actions.

The example I am most familiar with is from 
Seven Oaks: “The Seven Oaks School Division is 
a Community of Learners, every one of whom 
shares the responsibility to assist children in 
acquiring an education which will enable them 
to lead fulfilling lives within the world as moral 

people and contributing members of society.”
I know those trustees welcome regular feed-

back on whether, and how, they are living up to 
this ideal. Other divisions’ missions are not unlike 
this in content or practice.

Our premier proclaims, “Tax-setting is the 
lion’s share of what trustees do,” and “trustees 
won’t be negotiating teachers’ collective agree-
ments, (decreasing their) workload by 80 per 
cent,” signalling a gross misunderstanding about 
what trustees actually do. Most of what most 
trustees do is explain to their constituents how 
they are going to fulfill their mission and monitor 
their plans which, also contrary to BEST insinua-
tions, are approved annually and are also open to 
scrutiny by every Manitoban.

When at their best, trustees debate and argue 
with each other, as in functioning democracies, 
about how they can serve children and the com-
munity better, bringing their public’s views to 
the divisional board table on matters which only 
from time to time focus on tax-setting — a matter 
which has largely been determined by the last 
two provincial governments.

Rarely is a whole board involved in bargain-
ing, with a committee reporting on negotiations 
for eventual approval. The greater part of any 
board’s time is hearing, requesting and discuss-
ing reports from superintendents, focused on 
how the system is responding to community and 
school needs, amid occasional budget updates.

My experience has been that they are not 
reluctant to demand satisfactory answers from 
superintendents and secretary-treasurers.

Some further “inconvenient” truths: while it 

is quite true that the amount the province has 
allocated to the education sector has continued 
to increase, it is also true that the percentage of 
the overall cost that the province has covered has 
steadily decreased. This has placed a greater reli-
ance on local property taxes, which are raised at 
this time by school boards.

What is also not true is the implication, as stated 
in the March 20 Free Press editorial “Province 
must justify bold education plan,” that the education 
portion of the property tax will disappear. It is clear 
in Bill 64 that the intent is to retain the Education 
Support Levy, a property tax already collected by 
municipalities and forwarded to the province for 
general revenues… for education purposes?

Disappearing is the opportunity for local school 
systems to collect taxes to support local initia-
tives. Local taxes have significantly enhanced 
resources to local schools and needy children, 
have supported local businesses and employed 
local people. And that, in one sense, is the biggest 
loss — the loss of local discretion and authority.

With that loss comes the biggest educational 
risk for the most needy children and families in 
Manitoba. While most children have been served 
well by our current arrangements, some have 
not. Looking after those children has mostly been 
a result of local initiative taken by trustees and 
boards with access to local resources and author-
ity to allocate them to where needed most.

Losing locally elected boards will come at tre-
mendous educational risk and societal cost.

John R. Wiens is dean emeritus at the faculty of education, University of Mani-
toba. A lifelong educator, he has served as a teacher, counsellor, work educa-
tion co-ordinator, principal, school superintendent and university professor.

Aging workforce 
could slow 
post-COVID-19 
recovery

ACCORDING to most projections, Canada’s 
labour force growth will continue to grow 
slowly for years, with gains entirely dependent 
on immigration as our population ages. How-
ever, as the pandemic has shown, projections 
about the future are inherently uncertain.

Already, immigration fell sharply while 
mortality rose in 2020. The pandemic’s effect 
on the long-term course of labour-force par-
ticipation of all workers and the human-capi-
tal formation (essentially, the development of 
skills that can increase productivity) of young 
people is unknown but likely to be negative.

Labour is a key input into economic growth. 
This is especially true in Canada, which 
has relied on rising labour inputs to partly 
compensate for its abysmal productivity 
performance in the past decade. So it’s wor-
rying that Canada’s labour-force growth is 
projected to slow in coming decades.

Indeed, the labour force of the future will 
be quite different from the past, owing to im-
migration and aging. Immigrants will account 
for all of Canada’s future population increase, 
and immigrants have historically chosen to 
settle in only a few large cities.

Canada’s aging population has several 
implications. While many will retire, others 
will stay active but only on their own terms, 
including flexible hours and more part-time 
work and self-employment. This will make 
finding and keeping workers challenging for 
large employers, especially in the union-domi-
nated public sector.

The greater problem for our society is 
therefore more likely to be chronic labour 
shortages than mass unemployment caused by 
automation and technology.

However, as noted in a new study published 
by the Fraser Institute, a slowdown in labour-
force growth is not inevitable. Labour-force 
growth accelerated between 1996 and 2006; at 
that time, severe labour shortages in parts of 
the country led employers to offer higher wag-
es and recruit groups previously overlooked 
(such as the disabled and older workers), 
resulting in higher labour-force growth and a 
more diverse workplace without government 
intervention.

In western Canada at the peak of the oil 
boom in 2008, employers adopted a number 
of creative means to entice workers to join 
the labour force, delay retirement and work 
longer hours to supply the required labour. 
If future labour-force growth does not meet 
requirements, employers may be just as cre-
ative in finding the labour input they need.

Nor does a slowdown in population or 
labour-force growth automatically result in 
labour shortages. Many European countries, 
notably France and Italy, have seen a rapid 
aging of their populations in recent years, yet 
unemployment remains high and there are 
few symptoms of a shortage of labour. Some 
countries, including Japan, Russia and Poland, 
have seen their population shrink outright 
without creating labour shortages.

The same holds true in Canada for Quebec 
and the Maritime provinces, where population 
aging is more advanced than in Ontario and 
western Canada. However, these countries 
and regions with rapidly aging populations 
have seen a slowdown in economic growth and 
problems with government budget deficits.

But again, labour-force growth in not inevi-
table. And Canada can also influence other 
determinants of growth, namely the stock of 
capital and productivity.

On the capital front, several policies could 
help raise investment, including lowering 
effective tax rates, easing regulatory restric-
tions, promoting internal trade, encouraging 
more competition and business formation, and 
allowing resource developments (including 
pipelines) to proceed.

It’s even easier to improve productivity 
growth. A wide range of existing technolo-
gies have the potential to boost productivity, 
including robotics, artificial intelligence, 
nanotechnology, quantum computing, bio-
technology, the “Internet of things,” advanced 
wireless technologies, 3D printing and 
driverless vehicles. The pandemic clearly 
accelerated the adoption of some technologies, 
especially those related to communications 
and online banking.

While the impact of technology on future la-
bour demand may not be as negative as many 
fear, labour-supply growth will likely continue 
its recent slowdown, which had been acceler-
ated by the pandemic. The experience of other 
countries and provinces within Canada shows 
that slower population growth increases the 
difficulty of sustaining economic growth and 
containing government deficits.

This makes it all the more important for 
Canada to adopt policies as soon as possible 
that stimulate business investment and boost 
productivity. Canada’s large firms and gov-
ernments must be more creative and flexible 
in retaining older workers as long as possible, 
while increasing the mobility that places 
younger workers in the best position to suc-
ceed in the future.

Philip Cross is a senior fellow at the Fraser Institute.
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