


Volts is a podcast about 
leaving fossil fuels behind. 
I've been reporting on and 
explaining clean-energy 
topics for almost 20 years.

David Roberts

“Do you see bottom-up reform in 
cities moving fast enough, or 
being dramatic enough, to get a 
handle on greenhouse gas 
emissions?
I can envision a lot of good 
things coming out of bottom-up 
[action], but it's real hard for me 
to envision climate change 
coming under control without 
some centralized, top-down 
action.”























The Traditional Development Pattern
Assemblies of (increasingly) independent 
neighbourhoods
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1870s
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Costly Infrastructure to Keep This Going
For every $3 in private assets, there is $1 of 
municipal investment in Delta (our “assets”). 

Better ratio is, at minimum, $20 for every $1



“The prevailing pattern of development 
is making North American cities and 
towns weak and fragile. 

We seek to change that.”



Must Have -> Can’t Justify -> Not Feasible

City of Surrey, District Energy Strategy















The Question
How do we set in motion a process that 
strengthens and builds lasting prosperity?



ComplexComplex Complicated





Policy, subsidies, and a flurry of construction resulted in 
a dramatically simplified method of building out cities 

(the Suburban Experiment)

WE TRADED COMPLEXITY AND 
ADAPTABILITY FOR GROWTH 

AND PREDICTABILITY



Our Core Message
This path, meant as a means of securing prosperity for all, 
has unwittingly trapped us in a system that is incapable of 
building lasting prosperity













Cash Reserves ⬇ ➡ Bonds ⬇ ➡ 
Insolvency
“We have lost sight of what it takes to build 
lasting prosperity”



Serious implications for the future
� The “Mechanisms of Growth” we have become accustomed to are 

waning.

� Local governments are going to be forced to absorb the local costs of 
the current development pattern.

� This can’t be done in the current pattern of development without 

large tax increases and/or large cuts in services.



The Traditional Development Pattern
Ongoing adaptation to local pressure – 
accepting incremental change and 
ensuring greater financial opportunity 
through proximity

City of Delta Archives - Aerial Ladner - Used with 
Permission



Mount Vernon, WA
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The Traditional Development Pattern
Assemblies of (increasingly) independent 
neighbourhoods





Make Complex Adaptation 
Our Default Expectation



CORE PRINCIPLE

No neighborhood should be 
subject to radical change 

No neighborhood should be 
exempt from change



● a minimum amount of regulatory friction to increase housing density

● approval to build to next increment OR seek permission to skip 

increments

ALLOW THE NEXT INCREMENT BY RIGHT







LOWER THE BAR OF ENTRY



LOWER THE BAR OF ENTRY

No assembly required

This development “scores well” but 
requires moonscaping, major 

change, wholesale displacement of 
residents, absence of persistent 

adaptation



LOWER THE BAR OF ENTRY







Standards of Sub-urban 
Development in our Codes

1. Strategic exclusion by 
class/status

2. Resistance to change
3. Assumption of 

auto-dependency



Standards of Sub-urban 
Development in our Codes

1. Strategic exclusion by 
class/status

2. Resistance to change
3. Assumption of 

auto-dependency





REMOVE AVERSIONS TO 
COMPLEX ADAPTATION

● Mandatory parking minimums
● Minimum lot size requirements
● Building codes blocking cheaper, 

better designs 
● Design rules limiting density (e.g., low 

floor-area and lot coverage ratios)
● Single-use zoning 



Pass the Mic: What aversions to 
‘messiness’ or a bit of ‘creative 
chaos’ are commonplace in your 
communities?

REMOVE AVERSIONS TO 
COMPLEX ADAPTATION

















Slowing. 
Stopping.

What causes congestion?



Slowing…. to notice 
Stopping… to engage

What Creates Prosperous Places?



Any place worth going to is going to 
have congestion

“When you think about it, the entire purpose of 
a city is literally to create congestion. Ever 
since the first businessperson decided to set up 
a brothel or a saloon on the side of a well-used 
oxcart trail, the only goal has been to get 
people to stop.”
(Dear Winnipeg)



Congestion is the price 
we pay for nice things



LOWER THE BAR OF ENTRY



LOWER THE BAR OF ENTRY



Started with 12, now 17

LOWER THE BAR OF ENTRY



Do the Math
Long-Term Thinking, Honest Numbers







Resources

Strong Towns Action Lab
actionlab.strongtowns.org




