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A critical time in human history

• Youval Noah Harari: humanity’s three self-
generated existential threats: climate change, 
nuclear war and technological disruption

• Faced with the seeds of our own destruction, 
humanity’s response seems to be tribalism 
(populism), unfettered capitalism and narcissism

• We know what has to be done for a sustainable 
future but seem to be unable to do it
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Sustainably managed cities are 
part of the solution
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• Cities as humanity’s greatest invention: an 
organic entity

• Cities and sustainability

– Ability to house and feed large numbers

– Ability to focus on conservation of key resources: air, 
land, water, energy and financial/human capital

– Ability to innovate

• Self-determination and management by and for 
citizens



What is “citizenship?”

• Two meanings:

1. “A legal term to define one’s status within a city or a 
country”

2. “A term that describes the spirit of a person who is 
aware of a set of rights and responsibilities as a 
member of a human community”

• 20th Century transition from subjects to citizens

• Citizenship now has local, national and global 
dimensions
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The Oberlander family and Vienna

• The family’s 400 years in Austria
• World War I: the ruination of the Austro-

Hungarian Empire
• Vienna: a tolerant, well-planned city
• Fritz Oberlander the first generation to live in 

Vienna and acquire university education
• A home environment of liberal Judaism and 

international humanitarianism – a prosperous, 
middle-class Jewish family

• School with Harry Seidler
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The day everything changed

• March 12 1938 –Anschluss

• Fritz as a target of the Nazis: Free Mason, 
defender of the innocent, Jew

• Mauthausen

• An escape with their lives and a typewriter

• “Fifth columns” and the fall of continental 
Europe

• Britain under siege: “Collar the lot.”
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“A complex and ambivalent 
welcome to Canada”
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Canadian attitudes to Jewish 

refugees

• “Canada places a greater emphasis on race 
than on citizenship” – Frederick Blair

• “One is too many” – anonymous official

• “My own feeling is that nothing is to be gained 
by creating an internal problem in an effort to 
meet an international problem” – Mackenzie 
King

• “The only way you will be allowed to stay in 
Canada is six feet under” – guard to Peter
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Life in camp: work and mutual 
learning
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The Axis powers had no monopoly on 

humiliation
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“The uniform an internee is required to wear is both degrading 
and unworthy of a civilization that believes in encouraging the 
individual, rather than treading on his soul. It was disturbing to 
find distinguished university professors dressed as clowns. The 
red circle which is commonly supposed to be a target for the 
machine gun, is a shabby insult to men who are ready to wear 
the red cross.”

- Alex Paterson, British Commissioner of Prisons,  Report on 
Civilian Internees Sent from the United Kingdom to Canada 
During the Unusually Fine Summer of 1940
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The turning point 
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• Ben and Tony Robinson

• John Bland and McGill

• Harvard – the best (and only) choice



Harvard Graduate School of Design 
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• Architecture, landscape architecture and city 
planning with a studio component

• Social view of design led by Walter Gropius 
with Marcel Breuer, G. Holmes Perkins and 
Martin Wagner influenced by CIAM

• Canadians: John C. Parkin, Jean Sutherland 
Boggs, Jean Barnes, and Charles Trudeau

• The Boggs salon

• Harry Seidler as a roommate 



Many years later – Seidler and 
Gropius in Australia 
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The picnic on Walden Pond 
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Cornelia Hahn
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• Fully assimilated German Jewish family; refugees 
nonetheless

• Life-time ambition to be a landscape architect

• Dynamite Gugelhupf cake

• “When I met Peter at Walden Pond he skipped 
stones with me. He jumped over tree trunks, and 
he never talked about the past….He was able to 
distance himself from his pain and struggle of the 
war years because his head was always full of 
ideas: build things, make town plans.”



Gen. George Marshall – Harvard 
Graduation address June 5 1947
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“It is logical that the 
United States should do 
whatever it is able to do 
to assist in the return of 
normal economic health 
in the world, without 
which there can be no 
political stability and no 
assured peace.”



Postwar reconstruction in Canada 
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• An economy transformed by war into an 
industrial, urban nation

• Legacy of the wartime leadership role of the 
federal government; for example, what to do 
with 36,000 units of “wartime housing”?

• Spirit of “reconstruction” (even though no 
physical war damage in Canada): how can we 
build a new, modern society?



Housing the postwar generation 
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Massey Commission on the Arts, 
Letters and Sciences  
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• One of the members was Dr. Norman 
Mackenzie, President of UBC

• Oberlander and Humphrey Carver drafted 
CMHC’s brief on the research and education 
role of the federal government in housing and 
planning

• “If we are serious about rebuilding, designing 
or expanding Canadian cities, it has to be 
done by Canadians”
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Canada’s first professional 
graduate planning program
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• Community and region

• “A melding of subjects of multi-disciplinary 
education in an interdisciplinary fashion”

• Studio component focused on real-life issues 
in British Columbia communities

• Studies always took a regional perspective and 
always recommended appointment of full-
time planning staff



Dr. Henry Angus – “Relate and link to 
everyone, be subservient to none”
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Selling the program to the UBC 
Senate 
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• “What the hell is planning?”

– “Keeping bad things from happening”

• “Where will these people work?”

– “They will create their own jobs”



SCARP’S first 20 years

• 9 national bureau heads

• 5 provincial bureau heads

• 11 regional government planning directors

• 6 city government planning directors

• 8 consulting firm principals

• 2 university department chairs
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Active citizenship: local level
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• Vancouver City Planning Commission and the 
freeway controversy

• Project 58

• TEAM – Vancouver’s first local political party

• Trustee and chair, Vancouver School Board

• First Vancouver Civic Merit Award to recognize 
a couple (2008)



TEAM Council elected in 1972 
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Active citizenship: national level: the 
Ministry of State for Urban Affairs 
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• “Between a rock and a hard place”

• First tri-level consultative meetings

• Social housing and community planning

• Railway relocation

• The non-airport in Toronto

• Granville Island



Ron Basford Park on Granville 
Island
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Active citizenship: international 
level 
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• Planning and planning education projects in 
Ghana, Trinidad and Tobago and the Colombo 
Plan

• 1972 UN Stockholm Conference on the 
environment recognizes human settlements

• First UN Conference on Human Settlements –
Vancouver 1976 –UBC Centre for Human 
Settlements



Bill Reid mural at Habitat 1976 
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Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau and UN 

Secretary General Kurt Valdheim
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Active citizenship: international 
level (2) 
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• Habitat II – Nairobi 1996

• Oberlander to Darshan Johal “You are the 
Acting Director; therefore you must act!”

• Scheming to host the World Urban Forum III 
2006

• UN Habitat Scroll of Honour 2009



Canada invites the World Urban Forum to 
Vancouver – Johannesburg 2002 
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Tikun olam: to repair or heal the 
world 
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The imperative of global citizenship: a 
special role for Canada
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• The future of humanity is at stake and global 
cooperation is required

• We must pursue a sustainable future

• Planning and management of cities are key to 
sustainability

• There can be no successful cities without 
active citizenship

• Bonnie Menes Kahn: Success of cities can be 
judged by how they treat newcomers



Canada offers a new concept of 
citizenship
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Mark Kingwell: “Justice is long and hard work, 
never-ending, the work of citizens....‘Canadian is 
not an identity; it’s a relationship.’”
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