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The principle of “Do No Harm” emerged from 
the fields of medicine and international 
development as a way of mitigating the harmful 

effects of providing medical or humanitarian aid. 

Debates ensue about the applicability of the principle to other 
professional fields, including urban planning, and the extent to which 
the impact of eliminating harm is achievable. Minimizing harm or “harm 
reduction” is also applied to the realm of urban development.  

“Both Do No Harm and harm reduction principles, when 
applied to practice, intend to engage in proactive efforts 
toward social inclusion…”
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Both Do No Harm and harm reduction principles, when applied 
to practice, intend to engage in proactive efforts toward social 
inclusion, rather than engaging in urban planning processes 
that depend solely, if not reactively, upon conflict resolution and 
mediation processes.

Harm reduction is predominately considered in practices of urban 
health, community safety, and drug policy in the framework of “right 
to the city.” By contrast, the principle of Do No Harm is founded on 
implementing human rights to planning practices. The Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights recognizes “the inherent dignity and 
the equal and inalienable rights of all members of the human family 
is the foundation of freedom, justice and peace in the world.” Dr. 
Sandeep Agrawal has also made the case for a broader application of 
human rights to solving complex urban problems and recommends 
its inclusion in planning education.

Applying human rights in the development of inclusive planning 
policy in Ontario will test the principle of Do No Harm in practice. 
For example, following the National Housing Strategy Act in June 
2019 which brought human rights into its declaration, the City of 
Toronto’s municipal housing and homelessness plan and the City 
of Kitchener’s Housing for All strategic plan are founded on human 
rights. Furthermore, inclusionary zoning policy in Toronto, passed 
in November 2021, also put forward human rights as foundational to 
accessible and affordable housing.

The principle of Do No Harm should also be considered by those 
who work on and communicate visually with data, because systemic 
discrimination is perpetuated by the use and misuse of data. 
The US-based Urban Institute’s Do No Harm Guide recommends 
mitigating discriminatory practices in data visualization by actively 
implementing equity through practices, including using “people first 
language” in data labels; ordering responses purposefully, rather 
than according to historical biases (i.e., reinforcing whiteness as 
the norm); and carefully considering colours, icons, and shapes 
associated with stereotypes. 

For the principle of Do No Harm and human rights to not be 
relegated to a trend, planners need to actively learn them, engage 
with them, teach them, and embed them into practice. 
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“The principle of Do No Harm is founded 
on implementing human rights to planning 
practices.”

9Y MAGAZINE  |  WINTER 2022  |  ISSUE 10

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/01944363.2020.1775680
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/01944363.2020.1775680
https://www.kitchener.ca/en/resourcesGeneral/Documents/DSD_PLAN_Housing_For_All_Kitchener_Housing_Strategy.pdf
https://www.kitchener.ca/en/resourcesGeneral/Documents/DSD_PLAN_Housing_For_All_Kitchener_Housing_Strategy.pdf
https://www.kitchener.ca/en/resourcesGeneral/Documents/DSD_PLAN_Housing_For_All_Kitchener_Housing_Strategy.pdf
https://www.kitchener.ca/en/resourcesGeneral/Documents/DSD_PLAN_Housing_For_All_Kitchener_Housing_Strategy.pdf
https://www.toronto.ca/news/toronto-city-council-adopts-new-inclusionary-zoning-policy-to-get-more-affordable-housing-built/
https://www.toronto.ca/news/toronto-city-council-adopts-new-inclusionary-zoning-policy-to-get-more-affordable-housing-built/
https://www.toronto.ca/news/toronto-city-council-adopts-new-inclusionary-zoning-policy-to-get-more-affordable-housing-built/
https://www.toronto.ca/news/toronto-city-council-adopts-new-inclusionary-zoning-policy-to-get-more-affordable-housing-built/
https://doi.org/10.1162/00c13b77.37642b33
https://doi.org/10.1162/00c13b77.37642b33
https://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/acts/n-11.2/FullText.html
https://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/acts/n-11.2/FullText.html
http://www.ohrc.on.ca/en/planning-and-human-rights-legal-cases-and-resources
http://www.ohrc.on.ca/en/planning-and-human-rights-legal-cases-and-resources
http://www.ohrc.on.ca/en/planning-and-human-rights-legal-cases-and-resources
https://www.urban.org/research/publication/do-no-harm-guide-applying-equity-awareness-data-visualization/view/full_report
https://www.urban.org/research/publication/do-no-harm-guide-applying-equity-awareness-data-visualization/view/full_report
https://www.urban.org/research/publication/do-no-harm-guide-applying-equity-awareness-data-visualization/view/full_report
https://www.urban.org/research/publication/do-no-harm-guide-applying-equity-awareness-data-visualization/view/full_report
https://www.un.org/en/about-us/universal-declaration-of-human-rights
https://www.un.org/en/about-us/universal-declaration-of-human-rights
https://www.un.org/en/about-us/universal-declaration-of-human-rights

