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Smart Growth, Sprawling Suburbs and Heritage Environments in the GTA     By Steven Bell
Smart Growth responds to the growing concern of current development patterns in suburban areas with a view to fostering a strong urban design ethic.  Its principles are formulated to serve the long-term interest of cities, towns, rural communities and natural areas alike.  A key objective of the smart growth movement is to strengthen and direct development towards existing communities already served by infrastructure and localized resources.  By adopting new urban structures and intensification efforts, the outcome of smart growth is believed to be more cost-effective, improving stronger tax bases, economic development and an improved quality of life in communities among other aspects.
The results of sprawl and the execution of smart growth principles provoke a series of questions regarding design issues and impacts on heritage contexts.   For example, heritage environments in suburban areas may greatly benefit from smart growth plans when certain urban design and place-making tools are utilized to conserve aspects of setting, context and ‘experience’.  Conversely, intensification efforts and infill development in existing urban contexts will require careful design strategies and solutions that carefully integrate new with old. 
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Steven Bell has a dual specialty in urban design and historic preservation planning.  In 1993, he completed his undergraduate degree in Architectural Science at Ryerson University where he undertook intensive heritage conservation and design training.  Professionally, Steven has worked for the Ontario Heritage Trust (an agency of the Government of Ontario), the municipalities of North York, amalgamated City of Toronto and Vaughan, in positions responsible for the care, stewardship, and preservation of significant properties and heritage districts, including publicly owned heritage assets.
Having a strong interest in contextual issues, sustainable development, and city building aspects, Steven returned to academia in 2001 to complete a Masters Degree in Urban Design at the University of Toronto.  He then joined the City of Vaughan as Senior Urban Designer, responsible for the coordination of development review, urban design research, policy and special studies.

Mr. Bell recently returned to the City of Toronto, working with the City’s Cultural Assets office as Project Coordinator.  He is a registered professional planner with the Ontario Professional Planners Institute (OPPI/CIP) and holds membership with the Canadian Association of Professional Heritage Consultants (CAPHC) and is a member of the advisory board of the Canadian Smart Growth Network.
Mr. Bell has also authored several papers, professional articles and given presentations on the history and significance of landmark heritage properties, heritage districts, and noteworthy architects throughout the Toronto area.  His latest research into the impacts of intensification and sprawl on built heritage environments focuses on design and contextual aspects and the blending of historic preservation theory and urban design principles as a means to encourage place-making efforts, sustainable development and the preservation of cultural resources.
