
A Quick History Lesson on Urban Form and Transport

Every major change in transportation technology has tended to be followed by a spreading out of city 
form. For thousands of years, cities relied exclusively on the feet of people and animals for transport, 
and as a result, the city had to be compact and walkable. While there were certainly drawbacks to early 
cities, getting around on foot was convenient; indeed, for many it was the only way to get around. It also 
helped that, since most of the world’s population was engaged in farming, cities were usually fairly small 
places.

Then came the Industrial Revolution. Changes in farming pushed people out of the country and into the 
cities where new factories put them to work, and cities grew massively in population. But this in itself 
didn’t cause cities to shift from being compact and foot-focused.

The invention of the train gave the process of urban dispersal a full head of steam. First the trains 
allowed the wealthy middle classes to suburbanize, creating commuter communities away from, but 
within a quick train ride to, the crowded, dirty and industrializing cities. Then, as public transit switched 
from horse-drawn carriages to cablecars, streetcars and, in some major cities, subways, the rest of the 
population started to get in on the act, too. Public transit on a massive scale allowed people to decouple 
where they lived from where they worked and where they shopped. Streetcar suburbs pushed further 
and further out into what had always been agricultural land.

(Local example: Highlands)

Then the ultimate transportation invention came along: the automobile. No longer were people tied to 
the schedule of a transit system, or to where the streetcar lines went. Nor were they limited by how far 
they were willing to walk. So long as there were roads, one could go door-to-door without much effort.

Of course, it was expensive to own and operate a car; too expensive for most at first. And cities, for so 
long oriented towards feet, were not designed to make driving convenient. But after World War II, things 
really started to change, especially in North America. Pent-up demand for new housing, created during 
a long period of austerity through the Depression and World War II, was released as soldiers started 
having families and getting to work in a burgeoning post-war economy. North American and British 
social attitudes had long romanticized the countryside while considering cities as places of sin and vice, 
necessary evils. With money finally in everyone’s pockets and a car within reach, suburban development 
seemed the perfect compromise between the city and the country. Car-oriented suburbs started to 
become the norm, and governments encouraged home ownership, built highways and started to focus 
on the car as the best way to get around.

(Example: Image of a city’s growth pattern over time? Toronto/Montreal? 1850-1900-1950-2000)

The shift to the automobile has gone so far in places like Edmonton that it has effectively crowded out 
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other options. Our urban environment is so car-oriented, and so many people drive, that providing 
convenient and affordable public transit is difficult, while biking or walking have become less and less 
useful for most trips because the distances are so great between destinations.

(Example: Journal article “Edmonton Most Addicted to Cars” 77% of trips by car)

Land use planning in general, and zoning in particular, began around the turn of the 20th century as 
a way of dealing with the worst aspects of the industrial city, separating out the most undesirable land 
uses such as smoke-belching factories from homes and other businesses. But once zoning became 
established, it expanded its focus to separate almost everything else out as well. By the 1960s, the 
common approach was to keep everything entirely separated, with the problem of distance between 
uses being bridged by car travel. Only recently, with the influence of the ideas of Jane Jacobs and others, 
has mixed use development, which puts different uses in close proximity to one another, or ideally in 
the same building, become planning orthodoxy again. There is still an inertia to segregating different 
land uses, however, as many developers are accustomed to and prefer (often for reasons of financing) 
single-use development, and residents fight the intrusion of different uses or higher densities into their 
neighborhoods in order to protect the quiet suburban lifestyle which they’ve come to consider normal.

The result today is that we have an urban form, even with pockets of density, which is incredibly 
spread out. It is inefficient in its use of space. It makes living without a car difficult, not just because 
travelling distances are increased, but also because in most areas, the combination of different uses like 
commercial and residential is not considered appropriate. In Edmonton, where so much of the city has 
been constructed in the last half century, the problem is particularly acute.

Problems with Car-Dependency

It’s not just a question of convenience. Depending on cars to the extent we do currently is bad for us. It’s 
bad for us locally, and it’s bad for us globally.

Environmental Challenges

Cars use oil, lots of oil, not just to drive them, but also to build them. Not to mention lots of other 
natural resources: metals, rubbers, etc. And apart from oil being a non-renewable resource which we 
will eventually run out of, cars create huge amounts of pollution. Transportation is the single-largest 
source of greenhouse gas emissions in Canada, responsible for about 25% of CO2 emissions. In Alberta, 
the expansion of oil production from the oil sands is responsible for huge increases in greenhouse 
gas emissions, not to mention more localized pollution in the form of toxic tailings ponds, so our 
dependency on oil is causing problems in our own backyard.

Even if you’re not yet convinced by the arguments about climate change, cars contribute to many other 
forms of pollution. Runoff pollution from roadways is the largest source of water pollution. Carbon 
monoxide, nitrogen oxides and volatile organic compounds emitted by cars all have negative human 
health implications and affect air quality. 

Technology is often touted as the “easy-way-out” to these problems. But human behaviour plays a role 
in this that technology cannot necessarily fix. Increased fuel efficiency, for instance, can make it more 
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affordable to drive gas-guzzling vehicles like SUVs, resulting in no overall improvement in consumption. 
Simple solutions to complex problems can cause unforeseen problems of their own. And even if we 
could erase through technology all of the pollution coming directly from vehicles, there are still the 
pollution effects of roadway construction and the automobile manufacturing process to contend with. 
Beyond pollution, automobile-oriented development eats up wildlife habitat, playing a major role in the 
loss of biological diversity.

Social Challenges

On the pollution front, traffic is the most common cause of unwanted noise in people’s homes and over 
the long-term can contribute to health problems. People living auto-dependent lifestyles are less likely 
to be physically active and more likely to be overweight, and Canadians are fatter today than they ever 
have been.

Deaths. In 2000, an estimated 1.25 million people died worldwide as a result of traffic injuries, more 
even than deaths resulting from war or interpersonal violence.

Car ownership is often associated with freedom: freedom of the open road, freedom to travel where you 
want when you want, to choose where to live and work. But the freedom offered by cars is not equally 
distributed. Freedom is not provided to those who cannot or will not drive, such as the young and the 
elderly. Affordability poses constraints on low-income households: while operating a car is a relatively 
small expense for someone making $100,000 a year, it is an onerous burden to someone making 
$20,000.

Traffic can divide communities and make neighboring behaviors less likely as people are discouraged 
from occupying the shared public space of the street. New Edmonton neighborhoods currently devote 
about 30% of their land to roadways and associated infrastructure designed for the use of cars, while 
only 10% is devoted to people-focused community space in the form of schools and parks. There is also 
evidence that safety from crime in the city is reduced as public activity gives way to private life. 

Economic Challenges

Beyond the individual costs to households of operating a car (or multiple cars) there are the costs 
imposed upon society. The lower density, segregated land uses encouraged by an automobile-dependent 
transportation system require much more infrastructure (and therefore result in higher taxes) than more 
compact, walkable or transit-oriented forms of development. Single-family homes require more of 
everything (roads, curbs, water and sewer mains) than higher-density forms of development, yet that 
expanded infrastructure serves far fewer people. Services such as police, fire, snow removal and social 
services are also more difficult to provide in low-density, spread-out areas.

As well as wildlife habitat, automobile-oriented development eats up prime farmland around cities, 
and the growth in the use of land is much greater than population growth. In the U.S. between 1982 
and 1997, the population grew by 17% while urbanized land grew by 47%. Our hunger for land seems 
greater than our hunger for food!
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Global Context

These challenges are mostly felt locally, but the implications are global. As countries like India and 
China (with over a third of the world’s population combined!) start down the path that we blazed 60 
years ago, these challenges, especially the environmental ones, will only intensify. Greenhouse gases 
aren’t interested in national borders and the competition for resources affects everyone in a global 
economy.

What Could a More Balanced Transportation System Accomplish?

Environmental Effects

 • reduce automobile emissions, including greenhouse gases, and help to improve air quality. 
 • allow for less hard-surfaced roadway, thereby reducing runoff-related water and ground 
  pollution. Existing roadway space could be given over partially to the use of transit, 
  cyclists and pedestrians, improving the viability of those modes.
 • reduce the need to drive for every trip. More efficient use of land would reduce 
  development impacts on wildlife habitat and farmland.
 • reduce oil-dependency

Social Effects

 • contribute to health by providing for more active modes of transportation and reducing the 
  effects of pollution
 • improve transport accessibility for youth, the elderly and the mobility-challenged
 • improve transport affordability for all, with particular benefits for low income or fixed-
  income groups
 • improve the livability of our cities by reducing traffic congestion and noise. Would also 
  allow for more usable and attractive public space dominated by people or nature instead 
  of traffic
 • reduce the potential for social isolation posed by car travel and car-oriented environments

Economic Effects

 • reduce the cost of providing city services
 • reduce the cost of constructing and maintaining transportation infrastructure
 • reduce the negative health effects and costs of the transportation and land use system by 
  encouraging more active forms of transportation (combating obesity) and reducing 
  pollution
 • reducing time stuck in traffic, which is both a personal and societal problem and can 
  impede economic growth
 • improve the attractiveness of the city as a place to live, which can work as an economic 
  attractor


