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The Garden City Lands “public consultation” 

The Garden City Lands application gives the impression that the public have been 

meaningfully consulted about the project and application. For instance, “3.0 Public 

Consultation” (pages 22–25 of Appendix 5), describes “three crucial phases for public 

engagement.” I contend that the consultation has been largely a façade and that the public 

have often been misled, manipulated, and ignored in the first two phases.  

The third phase would be post-exclusion. With the Lands’ dollar value multiplied fifty-fold 

by then and with the City getting no land unless each step meets the approval of its 

partners, there would be less possibility of real consultation than pre-exclusion.  

The applicants initially made much of the “public consultation,” presumably expecting to 

use it to prove to the Commission and community that they had public support. As it 

turned out, citizens soon identified the shortcomings of the methods and discredited them. 

Since Canada Lands Company is the project manager for exclusion application, this 

analysis inevitably reflects on the credibility of that party in the three-party applicant 

consortium, as well as on the credibility of the other two parties to a lesser extent. One 

aspect of the public consultation is that it showed that the parties are not as credible as 

one might expect, at least in matters related to the Garden City Lands. 

In this submission, I will analyze the consultation in the first phase and then briefly 

address the second one. The first phase consisted mainly of the following: 

 Richmond Community Survey 

 Open house display boards and open house survey 

 Notices of application on the Lands 

 Garden City Lands in Richmond’s City Centre brochure  
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Richmond Community Survey 

The so-called Richmond Community Survey in 2007 was used to mold opinions under the 

guise of gathering them. In the survey report, there are figures for support of the Garden 

City Land agreements, as expressed early and late in the phone interviews, and those 

statistics seemingly show that respondents became more supportive while being 

interviewed. However, far from proving public support, the figures show that misleading 

methods begot misleading results. 

To understand better, let’s delve into an example. First, the context: only a minority of 

the respondents initially said they understood the ALR or were aware it includes the 

Garden City Lands. Most of them had to rely on what the interviewers told them. When 

asked the key question of whether ALR lands can be used for non-agricultural community 

use, the respondents did surprisingly well, with only about a quarter of them choosing the 

incorrect answer. (The question was fuzzy, but I am saying that “Yes” is better than “No” 

because ALR can sometimes be used for non-agricultural community use.) 

Now the mind-boggling part. All the respondents were then told this: “In fact, lands in the 

ALR may only be used for agricultural and not for other community uses.” Of course that 

is wrong. People who are familiar with the Agricultural Land Commission Act know that 

the Commission may permit non-farm use “on any terms the Commission considers 

advisable” (ALC Act, 29.1b), typically for uses that don’t compromise the farmland’s long-

term viability for farming. What’s more, the “survey” company’s press release would later 

express the same correct fact.  The press release correctly states that “playing fields, 

recreational and cultural amenities . . . would require application to the Agricultural Land 

Commission to either remove the land from the Agricultural Land Reserve or obtain 

special approval from the Agricultural Land Commission for ‘non-farm use’” 

(www.richmond.ca/news/2007_city/communitysurvey.htm, September 18, 2007). 

The falsity highlighted in this example was fed to the respondents at a pivotal point. It 

undoubtedly misled them, inflating the figures that the survey leaders construed to be 

support. The example is just the tip of the iceberg. 

The survey results are based on responses from 508 Richmond people. Those were 

citizens who consented to be interviewed with the expectation that their input would be 

gathered for the common good, not manipulated. And the situation was actually worse 

than that, as has been explained by one of the citizens who were interviewed. For the 

rest of the story, please see the letter to the editor from that Richmond citizen, Barbara 

Huisman, on the next page. 

http://www.richmond.ca/news/2007_city/communitysurvey.htm
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Open house display boards 

In February 2008, the applicants held a series of open houses with related 

communications materials that included a set of display boards (attachment 9 of 

application appendix 5). As an example of the kind of information provided to the open 

house visitors, I will analyze the images, particularly the photos. In application appendix 5, 

the images are described as “images of the potential development built forms and open 

space” (p. 23). I do not know what the term “development built forms” means. However, 

since the Garden City Lands Coalition had members interacting with the public at all the 

open houses, I do know that the visitors assumed the display board photos were meant 

to enable a good impression of what the proposed development would be like. 

In the analysis, the 54 relevant photos (all the photos except aerial shots and transit 

images) consist of the following: 

20 of open space/park 

17 of food growing and food 

9 of low-rise buildings (“low rise” = 3–5 storeys, according to Appendix 10) 

8 of sports 

The photos include no high rise buildings other than in the distance in one photo of open 

space. In contrast, analysis of the proposed development shows that almost all the 

construction would have to be high rise (6-16 storeys, according to Appendix 10). If the 

trade and exhibition centre goes ahead, 65% of the Lands will be covered with high-

density construction. Without the trade centre, 57.5% would go to high-density 

construction. (That’s because the purchase agreement allots an extra 7.5% of the Lands 

to the Band-CLC partnership in that event.) While the display board photos show 

ubiquitous sunshine, the City spaces scattered throughout the property (as specified by 

both the MOU and reiterated in the purchase agreement) would very often be in the 

shadow of the high rise buildings.  

In brief, five-sixths of the photos show open space and activities that could be permitted 

with the Lands current status as ALR land. In contrast, the images do not realistically 

depict the proposed development; on the contrary, they ignore the high-rise 

construction, which is what the development is all about. Predictably, open house visitors 

looked mainly at the pictures, rather than the overwhelming text. (I and other Garden 

City Coalition members attended and chatted with the visitors.) Therefore, I conclude 

that the visitors were misled, not meaningfully informed. Many of the visitors may have 

seen through to the truth, but that was typically in spite of the display boards or in 

reaction against them. 
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Open house survey 

The public relations staff at the open houses, who were friendly and capable, passed out 

survey forms to the visitors and also pointed out the option to fill out the survey online. 

The applicants have included the open house survey results with the application. I find 

them revealing, as I believe the Commission will if the panelists can somehow find time to 

go through the comments in the completed surveys.  

As those of us who tried filling out the survey know, it was difficult to fill it out in ways 

that would not enable the applicants to “show” support for the application. The questions 

are skewed, with limited options. For example, there is no built-in way for respondents to 

indicate that they do not want the lands to be removed from the ALR, an option that the 

respondents would most likely have overwhelmingly chosen that option, as they did in 

newspaper polls (e.g., 92% opposed to ALR removal).  

Sound statistical analysis of the survey forms would show strong support for ALR-

permitted uses of the lands. More important, the opinions expressed in comments, which 

the survey designers could not skew, are enlightening. A representative example is this 

comment from a retired Richmond farmer: 

There will be no benefit to Richmond as long as land speculators continue to buy farmland for 
the single purpose to make windfall profits through rezoning sooner or later with no work—
and very little cost: a scandal of our times where the rich continue to get richer at the 
expense of the rest of society. (John Massot) 

Here is another representative comment, this one related to question 3: 

This sentence is extremely difficult to understand. I am not sure I understand it, and I am 
university educated and English speaking. I strongly disagree that developing the Garden City 
lands will benefit agriculture. Please make your questions simpler. Otherwise your results are 
questionable. 

I hope the commissioners find out from the comments what the community really thinks. 

More specifically, I wish to bring attention to the egregious question 6, the question that 

everything else in the open house survey leads up to, presumably in order to get 

respondents to express support for the proposed development: 

The principles of “Smart Growth” involve urban development approaches that are socially, 
environmentally and fiscally responsible. The Smart Growth principles are: building a complete 
community; building green; building economic vitality; and fostering a legacy. The agreement 
between the three partners will allow the City of Richmond to follow these Smart Growth 
principles on future development of Garden City Lands. Do you support future development of 
Garden City Lands based on the Smart Growth principles? (“Feedback Form,” p. 4) 
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It’s safe to say that the opponents of the exclusion application (along with the 

supporters) support any future development of the Lands being based on Smart Growth 

principles, so our answer would be “Strongly agree.” However, that would be incorrectly 

taken to mean support for the proposed development, which is not based on genuine 

Smart Growth principles. The stated phrases describing “Smart Growth” in the question 

are nice sentiments, but they are not the principles stated by Smart Growth B.C., which 

are consistent with the principles of other Smart Growth America and Smart Growth 

Canada Network organizations. 

The falsity of representing the proposed development of the Garden City Lands as 

“Smart Growth” (and it was a capitalized “Smart Growth,” by the way) was so extreme 

that the executive director of Cheeying Ho went beyond Smart Growth B.C.’s usual 

practice of not commenting on specific local issues. She sent Richmond council a 

diplomatic but strong letter. After quoting question 6, Ms. Ho wrote: 

However, one of the key smart growth principles absent from the above statement is to 

“Protect and Enhance Agricultural Lands” including land within the Agricultural Land Reserve 

(ALR). This principle is included in the definition used by dozens of smart growth 

organizations and advocates from across North America. Furthermore, for a project or 

proposal to be considered “smart growth" it must incorporate not only some, but all of the 

principles: [The ten principles were then listed.] 

We are therefore writing to request that the term ‘smart growth’ be removed from the 

Garden City Lands public consultation process and that all principles of smart growth 

(including farmland protection) be used when defining the term in the future.  (Feb. 20, 2008) 

Despite Ms. Ho’s letter, the project manager and the other applicants have not publicly 

acknowledged their error. I can only assume that they see nothing wrong with 

misleading the public in such a serious way—misconstruing and devaluing the important 

concept of “Smart Growth” while supposedly informing the citizens and learning from 

them. 
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Notices of application on the land 

This is a relatively minor point, and the error I will point out may be simply a matter of 

sloppy information. However, it is still part of the pattern of misleading and confusing 

information in the applicants’ engagement with the public. 

 

From February 2008 on, signs with the content shown above were posted around the 

Garden City Lands. The photo shows misleading wording. According to the signs, the 

Garden City Lands are “surplus from the Agricultural Land Reserve.” Since they have 

not been excluded from the ALR, they are not surplus to the ALR, and they are also not 

surplus to anything. They were once surplus to federal needs, but they are not surplus 

now.  

Beyond that, it happens that they are quite likely not to be surplus later if federal 

ownership of the Lands is restored. Hon. Gerry Ritz, Minister of Agriculture, responded 

to a Garden City Lands Coalition petition with the somewhat encouraging letter that I 

am providing on the next page. 

 



The Garden City Lands “Public Consultation” Resource 2-8 

 

  



The Garden City Lands “Public Consultation” Resource 2-9 

 

Garden City Lands in Richmond’s City Centre brochure 

 

Prior to the public hearings, the applicants sent a lavish brochure—four large pages 

printed in colour—to almost all Richmond homes as a newspaper insert. I described it in 

my submission to the Garden City Lands Public Hearing on March 12, 2008: 

It appears to be an expensive brochure for a luxury upscale development, “Garden City Lands 

in Richmond’s City Centre.” That kind of brochure would typically show what the homes are 

like. However this propaganda flyer shows buildings that are not like the typical buildings. Out 

of the eight buildings that look as though they might be part of the development, only one 

has more than four levels. The other seven out of eight are all three or four levels, including 

parking. Even the City’s general manager of planning and development has said more than 

once that the buildings would be mid-rise, which means six to twelve storeys (with one or two 

parking levels as well). If the buildings would fit into the mid-rise category, most would be 

near the top of that range. In other words, the photos throughout the propaganda flyer 

provide a thoroughly false impression of what the buildings and development would be like. 

It’s just like the thoroughly irrelevant photos that a Canada Lands person went on and on 

showing us yesterday. (Day 2 submission, p. 22) 

Once again, the project manager, presumably with the acquiescence of the other 

applicants, had gone to great expense to mislead the people of Richmond about the 

proposed development of the Garden City Lands. It seems likely that one reason for doing 

that was to be better able to show community consultation, community need, and 

community support when bringing this application to the Commission. However, any 

community support the applicants may have attracted would be meaningless, since it 

would be support for a fictional development that is very unlike what will come about if 

the Lands get excluded from the ALR. 
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Phase 2: The Public Hearing 

The citizens finally had a real opportunity to express themselves in the Garden City Lands 

Public Hearing, which took place in a period of almost 24 hours in five days. The huge 

blemish, however, was that the applicants practically prevented the public from speaking 

on the first day. People were jammed into every bit of space in the council chambers and 

outside the doors, waiting to hear fellow citizens and be heard themselves. The hearing 

was scheduled for three hours and thirty minutes, and the applicants used up three hours 

and twenty-five minutes, which was about two and a half hours more time than they 

should have needed to make their case. Although Richmond Council mercifully decided to 

extend the hearing by half an hour to let a few people be heard, the enthusiasm of many 

of the citizens who came to participate had been smothered. A large number of those 

who had lined up early to get on the speakers’ list did not return, and there were far 

fewer people present to participate on the subsequent days. 

Despite the inexcusable first day, I commend Richmond Council for allowing each speaker 

ample time to get his or her message across. As the commissioners have probably noticed 

for themselves by now, there were many excellent presentations, with the majority 

opposed to the application. (My feeling was that the ones in favour of the exclusion were 

generally parties with a financial stake in the development going ahead, while those who 

were opposed seemed to be speaking for the good of the community. However, my view 

may not be entirely unbiased.)  

The advice of the majority of presenters did not seem to have much effect at the time. 


