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On May 11, 2016 Mayor Crouse provided notice in accordance with Section 23 of 
Procedure Bylaw 35/2009 that he intended to bring forward the following motion: 
 
In order for Council to debate the motion, the motion must be formally moved. 
 
(Mayor Crouse) 
That Administration propose to Council in Q-1, 2017 additional provisions or 
measures, that are not currently in place, that can re-affirm additional back 
alleys/lanes are not to be planned for within St. Albert.  This shall include, but not 
be limited to provisions within the MDP, the LUB, or within any bylaws and/or 
policies. 
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Administrative Backgrounder 
Back Alleys/Lanes 

 
 
On May 11, 2016 Mayor Crouse provided notice in accordance with Section 23 of 
Procedure Bylaw 35/2009 that he intended to bring forward the following motion: 
 
In order for Council to debate the motion, the motion must be formally moved. 
 
(Mayor Crouse) 
That Administration propose to Council in Q-1, 2017 additional provisions or 
measures, that are not currently in place, that can re-affirm additional back 
alleys/lanes are not to be planned for within St. Albert.  This shall include, but not 
be limited to provisions within the MDP, the LUB, or within any bylaws and/or 
policies. 
 
BACKGROUND: 
 
Administration understands the intent of the motion to bring forward provisions 
within the Municipal Development Plan (MDP), Land Use Bylaw (LUB), and other 
statutory documents, bylaws, policies and plans to re-affirm that additional public 
lanes are not to be planned within St. Albert.  These provisions would be subject 
to the same process and approvals as any required changes to these statutory 
documents. 
 
During the Council Meeting on May 11th, 2016, Council requested an 
informational report on lanes also be provided.  This report has been attached as 
Attachment A to this Administrative Backgrounder. 
 
ATTACHMENTS: 
 

A. Administrative Report on Lanes 
 
 
Report Date  May 12, 2016 
Committee/Department P&E 
General Manager Review 
(Electronic Initials)  GP, May 18, 2016 
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For Information Only 

Back Lanes 
 
Cities in North America and around the world are increasingly demanding that their infrastructure contribute to sustainable 
development which considers all aspect of living within the community.  Alleys or back lanes used to be places that were easily 
forgotten and overtime have come in disrepair.  However, there are cities that have started paying attention to the potential that 
back alleys old and who are taking efforts to leverage these spaces into environmentally friendly urban amenities.   
 
New lanes, by contrast can be designed using green asset that promote vegetation, stormwater management, traffic calming and 
spaces with amenities.  Long term management and planning coupled with modern day standards requiring the road structure to 
be built to support traffic loads, would extend crack sealing and rehab work for approximately 15 years.  When these road 
structures are actively maintained they would likely have a similar lifespan to a local road.  For comprehensive financial impact 
analysis, a holistic look would be required examining costs, increase lot density and laneway suites throughout an entire 
neighborhood as a component of an Area Structure Plan FIA.   

Lane History 
The incorporation of lanes throughout the world has evolved but had founded roots throughout history.  The evolution of lanes to 
its settlement within Western development has yielded tremendous lessons learned and diversified examples of what a lane can 
do and its functionality.  

Ancient Origins 
Differentiated from streets by their width, intensity of use, and purpose, laneways have been a common element in urban form 
for more than four millennia.  As early as 2500 BC, narrow lanes connected housing blocks.  Lanes are also evident in the large 
urban centers of the highly advanced Indus Valley Civilization, which flourished around 2600-1900 BCE in what is now Pakistan, 
parts of India, Afghanistan and Iran1.   

 
Laneways are also found in ancient Egyptian, Indonesian, Greek and Roman communities.  In highly planned, streets of the 
ancient Greek cities, laneways were constructed as steps to accommodate the terrain.  In more organically developing street 
networks of ancient Rome, pedestrian only laneways known as itinera offered a relaxing quiet space from the ceaseless conflict 
with vehicle traffic2.   

Medieval Period 
Following the 5th Century of the western the Roman empire, the country patterns of many settlements paths and lanes became 
the organic street networks of modernized medieval communities3.  But as the primary agricultural economy of Western Europe 
became urbanized under the influence of feudalism, planned communities re-emerged as towns that had previously acted as 
military bases..  Whether communities developed organically or had rigorous holistic plans, laneways were as common as 
                                                      
1Hodge &Gordon (2007) 
2 Morris (1993) 
3 Kostof (2005) 

https://www.google.ca/imgres?imgurl=http://2.bp.blogspot.com/-UyDIltlveIM/T9HtcG-zbtI/AAAAAAAAAns/QkoXUzoLZdc/s1600/2576801311_2ecc738782_b.jpg&imgrefurl=http://thehistoryofindiansubcontinet.blogspot.com/2012/06/indus-valley-civilization.html&docid=4_0gXY9d7m6jkM&tbnid=CbzU2SSEx4M_YM:&w=1024&h=768&bih=621&biw=995&ved=0ahUKEwjezOWVmOLMAhWIxYMKHdCDDs4QxiAIAg&iact=c&ictx=1
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streets, churches, administrative buildings, residences, private gardens, and market places.  They often formed as narrow 
passageways off mains streets to allow access to new minor streets and back gardens.4  
 

 
 

Renaissance Influence 
As the Renaissance re-ignited interest in classical art forms, scientists and explorers expanded knowledge of the physical world, 
cities swelled, and urbanism rejected asymmetrical informality and sought balance and beauty.  In Continental Europe, planners 
created districts with grand avenues, punctuated by fountains, arches and monuments.  They experimented with creative 
variations on road layout and curvilinear or radial alternatives.  Many laneways of old survived these civic space makeovers and 
became cherished elements of European cities.  

The British Mews 
By the mid 1600s, London laneways were typical of many medieval cities, narrow, meandering and required wheeled traffic to 
move a slow speeds providing a safe space for local pedestrians and/or children playing.5  In 1666 the Great Fire impacted much 
of London, during the reconstruction efforts, new standards were established for widths, construction and building heights 
located on laneways.  The Mews, or additional living along the lanes, were established while larger homes faced the street.  By 
1805, these areas had come to provide an emergence housing support to the growing middle class.6  In London this area 
became a tourist attraction, their narrowness providing optimized traffic calming and a beautiful feathering into the adjacent 
residential suites.  The human-scale housing and street lighting provides a very friendly and welcoming environment.  Kids play 
in the streets, and residents enhance their mews with flower filled pots in the spring.   These are then coupled with the larger 
streets that serve the larger homes behind the lanes, these streets are now renown for their charm, intimacy, greenery and 
walkability as they have minimal conflict points for young and old alike. 7 
 

 
 
 

North American Evolution 
Laneways are commonly found in the oldest communities and mixed districts. Examples include St. Johns (founded in 1583), 
Quebec City (1608), New Castle, Delaware (1651), Detroit (1701) New Orleans (1781) and many other beautiful Cities and 

                                                      
4 Morris (1993) 
5 Morris (1993) 
6 Morris (1993) 
7 Morris (1993) 

http://www.google.ca/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjS3ZXgmOLMAhVh_IMKHdNiBQsQjRwIBw&url=http://triskelartscentre.ie/christchurch/christchurch-history/christchurch-lane/&bvm=bv.122448493,bs.2,d.ZGg&psig=AFQjCNETnNxLuF30rtACJP7f0zy_BmnSlA&ust=1463611716566146
http://www.google.ca/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=&url=http://everchangingmews.com/properties/bathurst-mews/&bvm=bv.122448493,bs.2,d.ZGg&psig=AFQjCNGM90Gimnh8LGhFzceXjEY8n_U_8Q&ust=1463611828603002
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Towns.8  Laneways in residential areas throughout North American communities are results from the best planning practices of 
the time. 
 
Not all cities embrace rear lanes in an equal fashion.  For example the City of Chicago has about 3,058 linear kilometers of them, 
the Cit of Los Angeles, more than 1,448 km, the City of Vancouver about 650km,  the City of Montreal 540km, the City of Toronto 
about 312 km, the municipality of Hamilton has about 72km, and Manhattan, almost none9.   
 
Laneways were incorporated into North American planning in slightly different ways.  They are common element in the 
rectilinear, grid like plans that are evident in pre-1930 north American communities, such as down town New West Minister.10 In 
Toronto, laneways provided access to long, narrow lots  that have resulted in original larger lot subdivisions over time. In 
Montreal, planners turned to generous use of laneways not only as service streets but as firebreaks, after the 1852 fire levelled 
much of the City’s compact building infrastructure. Laneways also found their way into some Renaissance-inspired alternative 
developed; the hexagonal honeycomb street pattern evident in Detroit, and the curvilinear streets in Circleville Ohio and the 
curved street pattern in some of the Portland Oregon sustainable community development. 11 

 
 

Decline of Laneways in North America 
The prevalence of laneways decreased as technological advancement and new standards of urban development emerged.12  As 
the development industry endeavored to cut costs and better meet lending institutions requirements, the incorporation of lanes 
within residential communities decreased in the standard grid like community development.  By the end of World War II, 
laneways had been virtually eliminated from the new street plans, and regarded as a maintenance liabilities.  Their elimination 
from planning was described in 1960 by the Urban Land Institute’s Community Builder’s Handbook as “one of the advances 
which has been made in planning during the motor age.”  In 1978, former American Planning Association President described 
laneways as “the academic, geographic and social outcast of the built environment for at least a half century.” 13 

Revolution of Laneways 
Although laneways were generally eliminated in  pre World War II planning and are often regarded by residents as dirty or 
dangerous (when they are thought of at all), in other settings they host positive, social cultural and recreational activity, especially 
in residential area.  Generally speaking when neighborhoods are built with laneway products they are often valued by adjacent 
residents as “theirs”.  Research has also shown that in some residential areas, neighbours are more inclined to meet and interact 
over their rear lanes than across wider, front streets that have higher traffic loadings.14   
 
A study of laneways in Toronto neighborhoods revealed that they were used for socializing with neighbours, active recreation 
opportunities like street hockey and basketball, and children’s play.  In Montreal, block parties and cultural events are not 

                                                      
8 Duany & Plater-Zyberk (1992) 
9 Plourde-Archer (2013) 
10 Hayes (2005) 
11 Martin (2001) 
12 Engler (1997) 
13 Clay (1978) 
14 Martin (2001) 

http://www.google.ca/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjDwZGSnOLMAhWnxYMKHfjTDQEQjRwIBw&url=http://www.greatcity.org/campaigns/green-infrastructure/&psig=AFQjCNGvgSrcSkQgOYcJtUXOOM0t3DxdjQ&ust=1463612625109708
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uncommon in residential laneways, and parents are known to negotiate arrangements with their neighbours and the City to allow 
kids to turn under-utilized rear lanes into block-level hockey games. 15 
 

Case Studies throughout Communities 
 
Montreal’s Ruelles Vertes 
Montreal’s Ruelles Vertes, which translates to “green lanes”, are laneways in primarily residential areas that have been 
transformed by citizens with the assistance from the City into beautiful green spaces that host gardening, active play, block 
parties, and slower pace of vehicle traffic.  16 
 

 
 
The first Ruelle Verte was done in 1997 and the programs aims to: 

• Improve quality of urban life 
• Reduce urban heat island effect 
• Improve air quality  
• Manage stormwater 
• Promote biodiversity 
• Reduce noise pollution 
• Augment City greenspace in areas with limited park space for community use 

Melbourne’s Animated Laneways 
Melbourne laneways have been transformed over the past 40 years.  The City’s revitalization effort was aimed to: 

• Enhance the form and character of laneways through green and innovative design 
• Encourage activity, active/passive recreation and interaction between residents 
• Enhance laneways pedestrian 

 
The program obligated new and infill buildings along the identified animated lanes to activate the “rear” frontage..  Three decades 
later, Melbourne’s laneways have become a top cultural attraction that inspires similar programs around the world.17    

Chicago Greened Alleys 
Chicago’s Green Alley program began in 2004, when the City looked for more sustainable alternatives to repaving and 
expanding storm water sewer system to chronic flooding in its more than 3000 linear kilometers of alleys.   
 
The Chicago Green Alley Initiative is a green infrastructure project that is aiming to incorporate environment-friendly 
characteristics, such as permeable and high-albedo pavements, recycled materials, and dark sky-compliant light fixtures into city 
Alleys (City of Chicago, 2010).  These measurements not only help to filter and drain stormwater into the ground to reduce urban 
run-off , but also alleviate urban heat island effect and reduce light pollution.   

                                                      
15 Hess (2008) 
16 Ruelle Verte (internet, accessed May 15, 2016) 
17 Melbourn’s Hidden Laneways (Accessed May 16, 2016) 

http://www.google.ca/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjwmMvelOTMAhXsz4MKHXYiCP8QjRwIBw&url=http://julienlebreton.com/ruelles/lafontaine/index.html&psig=AFQjCNGjBjX7QrMyU_L3Tscp-SlHZYeqlg&ust=1463679256660164
http://www.google.ca/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwiTxobDlOTMAhUC74MKHSzBBpgQjRwIBw&url=http://julienlebreton.com/ruelles/lafontaine/index.html&psig=AFQjCNGjBjX7QrMyU_L3Tscp-SlHZYeqlg&ust=1463679256660164
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The primary goals that were established in this initiative were to: 

• Recharge of groundwater through natural filtration.  
• Optimize the management of stormwater and to mitigate flooding 

 
In the absence of state standards, the City conducted research which led to development, testing and use of permeable and 
reflective pavements and innovation within the regional pavement industry.   
 
Public support has been a critical component for the program’s  success.  Residents living along a greened alley received a 
Green Alley Handbook identifying simple and powerful initiatives that they are encouraged to do.  These initiatives provided 
individualized community identification within these areas and optimized the green asset.  Overall this program supported the 
City’s initiative in becoming more sustainable and considering all aspects of a community.  Current practice standard practice for 
every alley rehabilitation in Chicago utilizes the green-alley treatment.  This program is wildly studied by planners and engineers 
around the world.  18 
 

Los Angeles Avalon Green Project.   
Los Angeles is home to a unique lane program known as the Avalon Green Alley Network project.  It aims to transform about 
identified alley segments and streets in a 14 hectare area of higher density residential areas into a “green, connective tissue” 
between two parks and two school sites.  Two of these segments have permeable pavements, plants, fruit trees and public arts, 
one will be transformed into a pedestrian pop up mall, and all will be cleaned up and beatified with vines and artwork. 19  

  
This project completed in 2014, and considered a holistic integration of the amenities that a lane could provide as an amenity 
space for residents within the area.  The goals that the project delivered include: 

• Enhance health, wellbeing, safety and sense of community 
• Promote active transportation and connectivity 
• Reduce urban heat island effect and light pollution 
• Provide additional greenspace in underserved areas 
• Improve water management 
• Deliver environmental  education 

 

                                                      
18 Feuerman (2010) 
19 Newell et al. (2013) 

http://www.google.ca/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwiM-Ku1nuLMAhVp5YMKHRWoBT4QjRwIBw&url=http://www.greengaragedetroit.com/index.php/Green_Alley_Project&psig=AFQjCNEIYeFtA7Y2BfNsvO4htg6nEC1SEA&ust=1463613250626970
https://www.google.ca/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjWkrKQluTMAhUF_IMKHdeaB4MQjRwIBw&url=https://www.tpl.org/green-alleys&bvm=bv.122129774,d.amc&psig=AFQjCNG7BJjZnT-RaQjcdIhpN2HBQAYJ3A&ust=1463679749250482
http://www.google.ca/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&ved=0ahUKEwjJxNTIl-TMAhWh4IMKHUhCD3QQjRwIBw&url=http://www.scpr.org/news/2015/01/26/49432/how-two-south-la-alleys-will-soon-provide-clean-wa/&bvm=bv.122129774,d.amc&psig=AFQjCNHa_FbIHM9Ja9y7wfrGXwRnSRTIbQ&ust=1463680116370292
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The goals were achieved through community involvement in design, a block-watch program to augment safety, se of the network 
for cultural events and installation of student art projects, the latest techniques in water-savvy street redesign, water-wise 
plantings, reflective pavements and single direction use20 

Overall Sustainability Considerations 
Social 
The physical outcomes of a lane can provide new places for residents to meet, gather, share, celebrate, reflect, play and relax.  
By giving people more good reasons be in engaged in their laneways, the eyes on the street promoting and overall crime 
prevention optimizes the feeling of being safe.21  As the incorporation of lanes within a community can increase housing options, 
like laneways homes in residential neighborhoods, it then can bring more age-in-place housing opportunities, which benefits the 
sociality of the community by facilitating diversity and inclusiveness.  Lanes can also enhance social networks by providing 
opportunities for residents to come together to implement and maintain green initiatives within the public realm building a sense 
trust within the community. 22   
 
Green lanes can support community wellbeing by helping to beautiful our communities, and offering safer, quieter and greener 
passages.  Lanes can increasing the walkabillity of our neighborhoods and create safer streets for divers and pedestrians.23   
 
The successful delivery of a green lane considers a number of factors: 

• The use of green lanes create new, free spaces for people to gather and socialize.  Where space and traffic 
considerations permit, include amenities like public seating, picnic tables, lay areas, awnings, garden space and free 
little libraries can be incorporated into the design. 24  

• The long term maintenance, construction and design is thoughtful and unique for the service area.  
• Encourage collaborations, such as ecological, research, planning, gardening groups, schools and general community 

members.  
• Strengthen connections between teams, local schools and conservations programs that promote green assets and 

education 
• Create programs that recognize and publicizes positive laneway behaviour 

 
Safety considerations are key to the successful delivery of a lane that promotes the human interactions within the public realm.  
25 

• Plantings need to be scale appropriate and avoid creating dark, concealing spaces 
• Increase social amenities in laneways to bring people into them, thereby increasing eyes on the street 

Physical  
Depending on the features incorporated into a lane a number of physical infrastructure components can be incorporated making 
lanes safe, efficient places to live, play, and work.   Throughout the design of a lane standards can require the inclusion of traffic-
calming measures to protect pedestrians, cyclists, kids and residents while still allowing residents to navigate the area at slow 
speeds.  By connecting laneways, in both curvilinear developments and grid like neighborhoods the road network will function in 
a more efficient manner.  Lanes can also help absorb urban growth in a more incremental and community-friendly fashion than 
big-box or skyscraper development, facilitating the achievement of required target densities.26    

Natural  
More intensive use of laneways the increased mitigation of urban sprawl, which is costly to service and more likely to impact 
agricultural lands and green spaces.  By improving urban environments, green lanes can give more reasons to walk or cycle 
instead of drive, which in turn reduces emissions.  Trees, shrubs and greened areas can help purify our air and absorb 
emissions.  These naturalized areas can increase the tree canopy when trees are incorporated into the design, provide heat 

                                                      
20 Bergren (2014) 
21 Cai et al. (2012) 
22 Herrod (2011) 
23 Nathanson & Emmet (2008) 
24 City of Vancouver (2013) Building Your Laneway housing guideline 
25 City of Vancouver (2013) Laneway Housing How-To Guide 
26 Newell et al. (2007) 
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absorptive surfaces that are coupled with reflective surfaces in some instances reducing the overall urban heat island prevalent 
during the summer months.  27 
 
Laneways can have the ability to provide the following natural environment enhancements: 

• Optimize areas to increase urban tree canopy both in the back and within the front of residential lots, thereby absorbing 
emissions, purifying air and increasing the natural cooling effect.  

• Provide opportunities by process for neighborhoods to reduce lanes to one direction, providing a more park like 
atmosphere with garden structures supporting community minded activities.   

• Run concrete swales lengthwise down the center of the laneway to convey overall drainage to an oil grit interceptor or 
stormwater management facility 

• Encourage container gardening in laneways 
• Incorporate dark sky compliant lighting  

Conclusion 
 
The incorporation of any lane product into a community must be done in a thoughtful manner incorporating best practices that 
optimize the active and passive use of this potential green asset.  Communities can proactively incorporate lanes that promote 
community sustainability, naturalization and safety.   
Lanes have a long standing history and a rich array of possible future incorporation into a community.  There are active 
examples across the world where laneway revitalization projects have successfully delivered powerful community tools within a 
neighborhood that provide a benefit to the localized residents.   
 
As with any infrastructure component though and care should be done in conjunction with any neighborhood master plan to 
consider the possibilities, limitations and challenges that a lane would provide a community.  Additional considerations that would 
need to be examined is lighting, design and construction standards, and optimization of pedestrian connectivity and naturalized 
opportunities.  

 
 
  

                                                      
27 Newell et al. (2007) 
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