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Introduction
Waterloo in Ontario, Canada, was one of 31 cities selected to receive a Smarter 
Cities Challenge® grant in 2013 as part of IBM’s citizenship efforts to build a  
Smarter Planet®. From October 20 to November 8, 2013, a team of seven IBM 
experts worked to deliver recommendations on a key challenge identified by  
Mayor Brenda Halloran and her senior leadership team:

Support the realization of the Northdale Plan, 
particularly repositioning the image of the 
neighbourhood in order to increase the sense  
of community and attract new investments.

The challenge
The City of Waterloo is home to two of Canada’s top institutions of higher learning, 
the University of Waterloo and Wilfrid Laurier University. Over the past 10 years,  
their combined student population has swelled to more than 45,000, which is 
approximately one-third of the city’s total population. This evolving demographic 
has led to pressure for the development of student rental housing in and around 
Northdale, the neighbourhood adjacent to both campuses. 

In reaction to this growth, there has been a steady ad hoc conversion of prewar, 
single-family homes into multi-bedroom student rental housing and more recently, 
rapid construction of high-rise, high-density housing. The transient nature of student 
renters has impacted the neighbourhood’s sense of community, and their growing 
numbers have generated quality-of-life issues for permanent residents. Increased 
wear and tear on the rental properties has helped fuel a negative image of Northdale 
that has pressured the City to take action. As a result, there have been efforts to 
control student behaviour by changing and enforcing new bylaws and controlling 
new real estate development with rigorous zoning requirements.

The Northdale Plan is the City’s effort to achieve a cohesive mechanism for a new  
way forward. The plan is divided into three parts, as below:
•	 A set of zoning bylaws (put into effect in July 2013) 
•	 A Community Improvement Plan (a set of financial incentives to encourage  

new investment)
•	 An accompanying set of urban design guidelines (on such architectural matters 

as compatibility, transitions and creating attractive environments)

Even with the plan in place, questions remain on how to interpret it. This is 
compounded by strained stakeholder relationships, which have led to frustration 
and confusion. The City of Waterloo asked IBM to help develop a two-year roadmap 
to implement the Northdale Plan, transform the image of Northdale, renew the 
sense of community and attract economic investment.

Highlights: 
Findings in three key areas: 

•	 Vision:	implementing	the	Northdale	vision	

•	 Plan:	establishing	a	project	management	
culture

•	 Innovate:	identifying	and	implementing	
innovative	projects

Key recommendations:

•	 Establish	executive	alliance	to	demonstrate	
vision	leadership

•	 Develop	a	brand	strategy

•	 Develop	a	project	management	culture

•	 Implement	quick	wins

•	 Identify	key	ecosystem	projects
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Innovate: To generate positive momentum for the Northdale initiative, 
these recommendations include “quick wins” or projects that are 
relatively small in scope and can be completed in a short timeframe.  
The new program management mechanisms should mature as the  
City and stakeholders successfully complete quick wins. A new sense  
of community should emerge as Northdale transforms into Waterloo’s 
innovation hub.

For more information
To learn more, send an email to ccca@us.ibm.com or visit 
smartercitieschallenge.org

Findings
In a period of a little over seven days, the Smarter Cities Challenge team 
toured Northdale and interviewed more than 60 stakeholders, including 
City Hall staff, architects, real estate developers and agents, residents, 
Region of Waterloo services (police, licensing and standards, schools), 
students and university executives. Patterns of inhibitors and their 
consequences emerged from these interviews, but so did strengths, 
opportunities and more than 200 innovative ideas.

The team discovered four sets of inhibitors and consequences as below: 
•	 Lack of variety: Current and proposed structures are primarily for 

student housing and are being designed to meet constraints, raising 
the potential that Northdale will not achieve the vibrant streetscape 
and diverse demographic envisioned in the Northdale Plan. 

•	 Lack of agility: Real estate developers, the universities and investors 
voiced a concern that City processes specific to Northdale lack clarity 
and are not agile enough to keep pace, which makes it difficult to  
do business. This could cause economic development to move  
to other municipalities.

•	 Lack of coordination: Almost all stakeholders appear to be functioning 
in silos. This isolation has generated unintentional misalignment of 
plans and created an environment of distrust, cynicism and weariness 
among many stakeholders.

•	 Lack of collaboration: The silo effect exacerbates the lack of 
collaboration among stakeholders, inhibiting creative problem  
solving and stifling innovative solutions. 

However, there is general agreement from all stakeholders that  
the Northdale Plan provides a good foundation from which to work.  
Most recognize the need to coordinate, collaborate and align priorities 
across the Northdale ecosystem. 

City Hall is in the midst of a reorganization, which provides an opportunity  
to foster a new way of serving the community. There is a shared sense  
of urgency to act on new ideas and strive for innovation.

Recommendations
The team’s recommendations provide a framework to help the City move 
from a culture that is reactive to one that is proactive and innovative.

Vision: The City needs a common agenda so that all stakeholders  
have a compass for their activities. These recommendations provide  
the means to establish and maintain an executive alliance between  
the City and the universities; the creation of a Stakeholder Relationship 
Manager role; and the development of a comprehensive brand  
strategy and communications plan. 

Plan: To build and expand organizational excellence, the City should 
transition to a project management culture and embrace continuous 
improvement. These recommendations are broken into tasks specific  
to implementing the Northdale vision and establishing portfolio 
management across the City’s many programs and projects. This  
is key to providing the procedural structure necessary to rebalance 
priorities and consistently communicate as situations change.

Conclusion
The Northdale Plan provides the foundation for a vibrant new 
community of innovation. The team has provided 14 recommendations 
to help realize the City’s vision, align priorities at the executive level, 
establish a project management culture and successfully implement 
innovative ideas. Collaboration among the City, universities, businesses, 
Region and the community should help accelerate the achievement 
of the Northdale vision, as described in the Northdale Plan: 

By 2029, Northdale is revitalized and 
reurbanized into a diverse, vibrant 
neighbourhood, integrated with 
educational, residential, commercial, 
cultural, heritage and recreational 
functions, and improved open space, 
pedestrian, cycling and transit networks.

http://ccca@us.ibm.com
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