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1. Introduction 

 

“The revitalization of Toronto’s Waterfront provides the city, the 

province and the country an excellent opportunity to ensure that 

Toronto remains among the best places in the world to live, 

work and visit.”  

Toronto Waterfront Corporation, Corporate Background 

(www.waterfronttoronto.ca, 12.03.2008) 

 

The revitalization of the Toronto Waterfront is a project that is interesting from different 

matters. The Waterfront and especially the harbor of Toronto have a long history that reaches 

back over 100 years. The harbor once was a very important factor for Toronto as a location 

for economies. There were big investments into the development of this harbor. Anyway in 

the late 60s the harbor began to lose its importance. Plans for the redevelopment of the harbor 

and the whole waterfront were also made a few years earlier (Schubert 2002, p.377ff). Of 

course those plans have changed a few times from the 1960s up to now. Over the huge 

importance that the Waterfront redevelopment has for the city of Toronto one has to look at 

the process in association with the redevelopment of Waterfronts in the whole world that has 

its roots in the late 1970s. 

 

When many harbor spaces became fellows in the late 1970s there where different factors that 

were responsible for this development. On the one hand there were technological 

achievements in the logistics and transportation sector, like containers, that reduced the need 

for space. Another point that’s much more important is that the harbors just lost their 

importance with the change from fordistic to postfordistic production. In this context the 

fellows symbolized the changeover from modernity to postmodernity. In this point of view 

the revitalization of waterfront is not only a building project. It is a symbol for the change of 

society, too. It represents the postmodern society. Consequently the way of planning which is 

done in such a project also represents the power of specific groups in the society under 

postmodern conditions. This idea is also described in the persistence approach (Werlen 2004, 

p.180ff). From this point of view it seems to be very worthwhile to take a closer look at the 

stakeholders involved into the planning process and also at those who are not involved.  

 

http://www.waterfronttoronto.ca/
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In this manner the planning of the Waterfront is a special case in two ways. First we find an 

exceptional concept in North American planning, because all three layers of federal 

government work united in one company - the Waterfront Cooperation - to redevelop the new 

spaces. In addition to that there is far more public participation provided by this corporation 

than it is necessarily required by the Canadian law. Second the spaces that are to be 

redeveloped are mostly not inhabited now, but will be very attractive properties when they are 

rebuilt because they are located nearby downtown Toronto and next to Lake Ontario. It means 

for the public consultation process that there is no fixed public, like when there would be a 

restructuring of a populated part of the city, where participants would be the inhabitants. The 

fact that mostly everyone could have an interest in this new space is makes it even more 

meaningful in matters of who or which groups have a voice in this planning process as an 

indicator of power. 

 

Another aspect is that there are different grades of participation that are indicated by how 

much power is delegated to the public in the decision-making process (comp. Chap. 4). We 

think that participation in the planning is fundamental to have part of public space. Only if 

specific groups are involved into the planning process it can be made sure that their needs in a 

city become satisfied. 

 

1.1 Research question and Methods 

Our project deals with the topic of how planning is done at the Toronto Waterfront. The 

central question is which grade of participation is reached in the process of the waterfront 

redevelopment. That means to take a closer look on how participation is realized at this 

project and to analyze the influence of the different actors that are dealing with this term. Our 

hypothesis is that there is an inclusion and an exclusion of specific groups. The “Public 

Consultation and Participation Strategy” of the Waterfront Corporation (no date, p.14) 

promotes to be open and inclusive to everyone. We suppose that the reason for an in- and 

exclusion in this context goes further than it would just be the framing of the participation 

concept and is anchored in power relations of society. 

The basis for our research is formed by expert interviews and observational research that we 

did in the context of a field trip of two weeks, from July 20
th

 to August 1
st
. For our 

observations we visited two public meetings concerning different sections of the Waterfront. 
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We had Expert interviews with persons who are differently connected to the Waterfront 

Toronto. 

As a representative of a social movement we had an interview with Colin Lacey from the 

“Public Space Committee”. He gave us an overview over the different projects that are 

planned at the Waterfront.  

Prof. Dr. Gene Desfor and Jennefer Laidley from the York University are doing research 

projects on Toronto’s Waterfront for many years. So they are very familiar with the 

development of this area. We had a tour along Waterfront with them and did an interview in 

the end of our field trip where we talked to them about our results. 

To get an inside view on the planning process we had an interview with Prof. Dr. Charles 

Waldheim who is a member of the Design Review Panel of Waterfront Toronto. He is a 

freelancer at the company and talked to us from his view as an architecture scientist. 

At the public meetings that we visited we got in contact with some persons who are involved 

in the planning and participation process of Waterfront Toronto in different ways. One was 

Cindy Wilkey. She is an original member of the West Don Lands Committee. This 

organization is incorporated to the planning process since the very beginning of Waterfront 

Toronto Corporation.  

To get an inside view of the organization of participation we had the possibility to talk to 

Jason Diceman and Susan Hall of “Lura Consulting”. This company organizes public 

consultation in most of the sectors of the Waterfront.  

 

1.2 Structure 

After giving an introduction on Toronto’s waterfront redevelopment and defining our research 

question and methods the next chapters will deal with the topic of how the planning is done at 

the Toronto Waterfront. First we will introduce the phenomenon of Waterfronts and deal then 

with the conceptualizations of planning models and how the planning has changed over the 

years, because this examination makes visible how the role of public participation is defined 

in different concepts. The following part shows an overview on Toronto’s Waterfront 

redevelopment which leads to the constitution of the Waterfront Corporation, the Institution 

that organizes the redevelopment and invites the public to participate. Thereafter we examine 
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the planning history and what has changed in the recent years, which will lead us to the next 

chapter about the term of participation and how it can be realized in the planning process. 

After the theoretical aspects we will give an insight on how consultation is required by law 

and how Public Consultation and Participation Strategy of the Waterfront Corporation are 

provided. This is the basis which makes it possible to assess the participation process and 

come to work on the hypothesis. All this together will lead us to our final conclusion. 

 

2. What is “Waterfront”? 

In the contemporary urban planning a Waterfront is defined as a district that lies on the bank 

of bigger water bodies like oceans, lakes and river. It is an area that is mostly transformed 

from industrial ports to commercial places for recreation which are well integrated into the 

townscape (Oxford Pocket Dictionary 2008). 

 

All the time ports have played an important role for the world- wide economical trade. Up to 

the middle of the 19
th

 century harbors were mainly places for trade of wares. From then on 

ports began to expand, because of the developments during the age of industrialization. 

Enhancements in the railway transportation on the landside as well as the accuracy of 

steamboats made it possible to handle even a bigger amount of goods in the same time 

(Schubert 2002, p.18ff). The environment progress went continually forward. In the 1960s the 

introduction of container led to a radical change of dock labor. A rationalization of dock 

workers took place and there was also a need for more space to handle the goods. This space 

was located in marginal parts of the city, so the old storage buildings lost their function. The 

containerization and the computerization changed the look of transshipment stations. The 

ships were now much bigger in order to fulfill the needs of greater cargo units. Since these 

ships were so big, they required deeper port basins. Not every port could provide these 

expectations. Just a few ports could handle these requirements and achieved significant 

position in the world wide container trade (Schubert 2002, p.21f). Today the top three 

positions are taken up by Singapore, Hong Kong and Shanghai. Shenzhen, Busan, Kaohsiung, 

Rotterdam, Hamburg, Dubai and Los Angeles are also among the top ten positions and attract 

high attention.
1
 

                                                
1 There exist several resources with divergent information. So I refer to diverse: 

 1) http://www.mardep.gov.hk/en/publication/pdf/portstat_2_y_b5.pdf  (3.9.2008).  

 2) http://www.stern.de/wirtschaft/unternehmen/maerkte/:Umschlagpl%E4tze-Die-H%E4fen-

Welt/609495.html?cp=1 (3.9.2008). 

http://www.mardep.gov.hk/en/publication/pdf/portstat_2_y_b5.pdf
http://www.stern.de/wirtschaft/unternehmen/maerkte/:Umschlagpl%E4tze-Die-H%E4fen-Welt/609495.html?cp=1
http://www.stern.de/wirtschaft/unternehmen/maerkte/:Umschlagpl%E4tze-Die-H%E4fen-Welt/609495.html?cp=1
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The ports’ revitalization of the fallow ground is accompanied by this change. For cities 

derelict Waterfront areas have become places of special interest for city planners. The 

attractiveness of unused port zones and a central position ensures that the redevelopment of 

these waterfront areas attract attention towards city planners. The restructuring has taken 

place on Waterfronts all over the world. The reasons and problems of the redevelopments are 

often similar in many port-cities, but the question of financing, the planning system and the 

idea where this is leading to differ (Schubert 2002, p.7). 

 

Canada is a country that was developed by waterway. Since the beginning the port cities have 

played the most important economical role for Canada. In comparison to cities of the United 

States the Canadian revitalization of the harbor areas started later and ended earlier, because 

of different problems and different planning structures. There exists less formation of ethnical 

separation and social polarization that influences the planning of the city in another way 

(Schubert 2002, p.396). Toronto, Vancouver and Montréal are the most important harbor 

cities in the country. And since the 1980s Toronto has become the Canadian “world –city” 

above others. Despite that, Toronto shows the largest concentration of corporate offices in 

Canada. Fifty of Canada’s largest financial institutions are headquartered here, whereas 39 of 

them are located in the financial district. They include the majority of Canada’s banks, foreign 

banks, and trust companies (Schubert 2002, p.379). So there is a high attractiveness for 

companies to invest in these cities whereas the city constructs a global atmosphere and sticks 

to this level.  

 

The history of Toronto’s waterfront and its redevelopment is a history of many changes. Since 

the middle of the 19
th

 century Toronto is one of the most important port cities for container 

trade. But it stood in a competition with Montréal that is better reachable by ocean than 

Toronto. For this reason Toronto tried to balance this disadvantage by forming a rail network, 

for a better transportation capacity at the land side. But the rail transport separated the 

waterside from the landside (Schubert 2002, p.376). To surmount this problem and to control 

the revitalization of the port the Toronto Harbor Commission (THC) was founded in 1911. 

They ensured i.e. an enlargement of the harbor area and the opening of the Saint Lawrence 

Seaway. 1962 ended the construction work of the Gardiner Expressway. This Expressway 

created a further separation from the waterside towards the landside and made the city’s 

connection to the water more difficult (Schubert 2002, p.377f). In the same year the Plan for 

                                                                                                                                                   
 3) http://www.bts.gov/publications/pocket_guide_to_transportation/2006/html/table_22.html (3.9.2003).  

http://www.bts.gov/publications/pocket_guide_to_transportation/2006/html/table_22.html
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Downtown Toronto and one year further the Study “The Core of the Central Waterfront” tried 

to develop the area between Bay Street and York Street with a connection to the waterfront. 

The Vision: a “city in the city”, this was a concept to concentrate high-rise buildings. The 

Harbor Square Hotel, diverse condominiums, the Waterpark Place, the One York Quay, and 

the World Trade Centre were in this context finished in the 1980’s
 
(Schubert 2002, p.380). In 

1967 the bold concept was created, a waterfront plan for metropolitan Toronto. The concept 

separated the land use towards the port, the Toronto City Centre Airport and the Harbor City. 

By this new housing buildings were also raised. But there were criticisms on the financing 

plan (Schubert 2002, p.378f). In 1968 the Canadian Pacific Railroad Company and the 

Canadian National merged into the Metro Centre Ltd., which created a new plan for the 

waterfront. Because of the uncertainty in financing this whole area, the CN Tower was the 

sole project that has come to an end (Schubert 2002, p.379). Economic representatives 

demanded a modernization of the City Centre Airport in order to stay in contest. But there 

was criticism from the living neighborhood. In the meantime the railroad traffic was settled 

down in the North of Toronto. 1972 a ”reform council” was established that made plans for 

the St. Lawrence Neighborhood, an area in the east of the central business district.  For the 

plans’ conversion the Harborfront (Development) Corporation (HC) was established in 1976 

(Schubert 2002, p.383). The “Harborfront Development Framework” (1978) should have 

changed the central waterfront into a new area for the citizen. Different interests led to a low 

realization of the intentions and halt on buildings in 1987. To conduct the divergent ideas of 

the THC and the HC the Royal Commission on the Future of Toronto Waterfront (RCFTW) 

was established in 1988 (Schubert 2002, p.384). It should moderate the different interests. 

David Crombie, the mayor then, has had the chairmanship and has been an advocate of the 

“bioregion approach”. A lasting strategy that comprised cleanness, preservation of the green 

zones, usability of water, variety of use, openness and accessibility, integration into the 

landscape,  payable uses and attractiveness (Schubert 2002, p.358).  

 

Further conflicts between THC and HC led to a dissolving of the Harborfront (Development) 

Corporation. Instead of high-rising buildings that were carried out by HC, a more moderate 

type of construction was wanted. The Waterfront Regeneration Trust (WRT) was the 

successor of RCFTW. WRT was a non-profit organization which tried to arrange and to 

convert private public partnership ideas (ibid.). They built the Waterfront trail, developed the 

Lake Ontario Greenway Strategy (a naturalization of the shore), the Lower Don Lands 

Strategy (the naturalization of the Don River and more green areas), the Toronto Central 
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Waterfront Implementation Program (a better public transportation between downtown and 

the waterfront), cultural institutions and the planning of the Olympic Village at the industrial 

port that has never started because the bid for Olympia 2008 was rejected in favor for Beijing 

(Schubert 2002, p.386).  

 

In 1999 the port was new regulated by the Toronto Port Authority (TPO) who operated a 

small area in the industrial port area and carried on looking after the airport. The Toronto 

Economic Development Corporation (TEDCO), a connection to the city authority, got huge 

areas of the port zone which they mainly use today for high-tech- and film industry. With the 

changes the THC lost a bit of their influence (ibid.).  

 

In 2001 the Toronto Waterfront Revitalization Corporation (TWRC) as a successor was 

established and was up running in 2002.It is now responsible for the current planning and 

realizations of East Bayfront, West Don Lands and the Lower Don Lands. Later on the 

Toronto Waterfront Revitalization Corporation was renamed into WATERFRONToronto. 

This institution is an urban partnership between the private sector and three levels of 

Canadian government. These three levels are: the Government of Canada, the Province of 

Ontario, and the City of Toronto. Together they work on the creation of Waterfront Toronto. 

The goal is to ensure that Toronto remains among the best places in the world to live, work 

and visit. Waterfront Toronto has a strong mandate to coordinate and oversee an integrated 

strategy to making waterfront revitalization a reality. This institution is governed by a 13-

member Board of Directors, including the chair, who are appointed by the three levels of 

governments. The objectives are to develop accessible new waterfront communities that offer 

a high quality of life, to attract innovative, knowledge-based industries to the Port Lands, as 

well as to engage the community as an active partner in revitalization. (Waterfront Toronto 

2008a) 
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 Fig1: Central Waterfront 

 
Source Waterfront Toronto 2008

2
 

 

3. A Change in Planning 

Besides the formation of a Waterfront redevelopment, city planning also underwent a major 

change in the last decades. So between the World Wars planning was mainly dominated by a 

rational comprehensive approach (Filion 1999, p.423). By developing the survey-analysis-

plan this form of planning gained a logical structure. Accompanied by this structure was the 

blueprint planning. This form of planning assumes science to be all seeing and the planner 

omnipotent (Lane 2005, p.288). Thus there was a very heavily drawing upon experts (Filion 

1999, p.423). Although this concept was overthrown in the 1960s, two dimensions still 

remain in actual planning theories: the ethic of planning as apolitical and the concept of a 

single, unified public interest. 

 

Planning was orientated by street urbanization and a planned metropolitan region was 

structured by new towns and green belts surrounding the city. Clearly planning was fordistic 

influenced. At that time governments were expected to be engaged in ambitious infrastructure 

programmes to provide a built environment suited for fordist production and consumption. 

(Filion 1999, p.424)  

 

Since the 1960s different forms of planning have emerged, transformed and shifted. For 

instance the synoptic planning dominated the 1960s (Lane 2005, p.289). This form had a 

rational comprehensive paradigm approach. It was also a starting point for more pragmatic 

planning models, which followed the years after. It emphasizes the specification of goals, 

                                                
2 http://waterfrontoronto.ca/gallery2.php?id=464cb84054f50 (12.08.08) 

http://waterfrontoronto.ca/gallery2.php?id=464cb84054f50
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quantitative analysis, concerns to identify and evaluates alternative policy options and 

evaluation of means against end. In that time citizen groups questioned expert-driven 

proposals and were successful in opening planning to public participation, too (Filion 1996, 

p.1651). So this was the first call for public participation and therefore it represents a shift in 

the role of the planner concerning the public. Public participation in this perspective has 

become an orthodox element of planning activity. (Lane 2005, p.292) 

 

In the late 1960s and early 1970s a transition to postmodernism commenced which was 

triggered by a rejection of modernism’s conformity and confidence in progress. Five 

processes can be contributed the dislocation of fordist arrangements (Filion 1999, p.422): 

1.  Productivity slowdown 

2.  Automation and relocation followed by job losses 

3. Declining income 

4. Stagnating fiscal entries & rising demand of welfare support 

5. Standardization & product differentiation 

 

Following the synoptic planning two variants emerged, the Incrementalism, where public 

participation was largely restricted to consultation but also provided mechanism to 

incorporate informal actors, and the Mixed Scanning, which overcame the problem of 

information overload (Lane 2005, p.290ff). Planning in this case could be functional and 

normative. 

 

A single unifying model of planning was not to emerge, instead a range of new approaches 

was suggested throughout history.  

 

 

Tab. 1: New planning approaches 

Transactive planning - Face-to-face contact with the planning community 

- Relies on interpersonal dialogues in which ideas are validated 

through action 

- Emphasizes on personal and institutional development  

- Decentralize planning by empowering people 

Advocacy planning - Response to the failings of the synoptic model 

- Assumes social and political pluralism 

- Built upon profound inequalities, advocating the interests of less 

articulate actors 

- Public participation became fundamental 
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Marxist approach - Marxist ascendency result of the increasing problems of large 

urban industrial areas and the powerlessness of planners to 

respond 

- The planning system a construct of the capitalist state  

- Planning served the state 

- No scope for public participation 

Bargaining 

 

- Planning as an element of policy making rather than a technical 

field 

- Give and take between active participants involved in the 

planning process 

- Fundamental political nature 

- Decision-making process 

Communicative theory 

 

- Decline of authority of scientific rationalism forced a 

reconsideration of the nature and role of reason  

- Recognizes different existences of rationality 

- Infers a substantial role for public participation 

-  public participation more than consultation and placation, instead 

involving negotiations, bargaining and debates  Fundamental to 

planning 

Source: Own draft according to Lane 2005, p.293ff. 

 

These emerging planning theories are showing a great deal about the importance of the public. 

In all of them public participation is a key to planning and development. Regarding this, 

participation in the planning process is also anchored in the Canadian Planning Act (comp. 

4.1).  

 

3.1 So what about Toronto?  

In the 1960s Toronto also underwent the fordist boom. Major infrastructural constructions 

were done. New suburban forms were developed and an increase of car use and ownerships 

could be noticed (Filion 1999, p.428). The planning vision was of an enlightening urban 

planning, which provided affordable housing and urban renewal. This renewal took mostly 

place by constructing office buildings. Another effect in this period was the upcoming urban 

sprawl. Two major plans were developed, the  “Metro Official Plan”, which called for bold 

infrastructure investments and the “City of Toronto Official Plan”, also known as “The 

Changing City” (ibid., p.429), which comprehended urban renewal, housing rehabilitation and 

downtown redevelopment. With these plans conflicts with ratepayers emerged. By building 

urban expressways ratepayers expressed concerns about the quality and property value of 

their land, the segmentation of neighborhoods and loss of park spaces. From 1969 on protests 

against prevalent planning opened out into a “reform” bloc – which was committed to social 
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equity, public participation and environmentalism. Between the 1960s and the late 1980s 

planning documents expressed periodically interest in matters related to metropolitan 

development in Toronto (Filion 1996, p.1641).  

 

Toronto is one of the fast growing cities in North American metropolitan regions. In this 

perspective an institutional reorganization has taken  place in which the local municipalities 

were reduced from thirteen to six. Also four regional governments “suburban Metros” were 

set up in the agglomeration surrounding Metro. Planning in the late 1980s consisted for 

instance of a recommendations for additional green and less energy demanding forms of 

urbanization and transportation. The “democratic and socially sensitive city” (Filion 1999, 

p.433) consisting of public accessible spaces, affordable housing and encouragement of public 

participation. Unfortunately this vision clashed with the “world class city” vision, which 

comprehended the application for Olympia 1998/2008 and the World Exposition 2000. Since 

there is an obvious absence of a consensus over planning visions, planning policies and urban 

development were but a pale reflection of the forceful intensification vision permeating 

planning documents. 

 

Nevertheless the planning process in Toronto has become concurrently a stage for public 

participation and a forum for postmodern values especially environmentalism (Filion 1996, 

p.1654). 

 

4. Participation in planning 

The Lexikon of Landschafts- und Stadtplanung (Evert 2001, p.141) defines public 

participation as „ involvement of the public as individuals or organized groups in decisions 

taken as part of the planning process, sometimes at the basis of legal provisions in the 

planning legislation”. What is a definition that does not say anything about the quality of 

participation procedures only that people have to be involved. But how big does this 

involvement has to be in order to call it participation? In addition to that the comprehension of 

the word participation changes in different contexts. The public view on this is generally a 

positive one, like Arnstein (1969, p.217) describes - „The idea of citizen participation is a 

little like eating spinach. No one is against it in principle because it is good for you.“ Her 

words deliver a „seminal critique of citizen participation in a range of federal (US) planning 

programmes“ (Lane 2005, p.284), because they are lacking the required degree of delegated 
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authority to make citizen participation meaningful. It is necessary to differ between going 

through the empty ritual of participation and having the real power that is needed to affect the 

outcomes of the process (Arnstein 1969, p.216). There are eight levels of participation that are 

a simplification which helps to illustrate that there are gradations of citizen participation 

(ibid., p.217). These gradations are corresponding with the amount of citizen power that is 

determining the end product (Figure 1).  

 

Fig. 2: Arnstein’s ladder of participation. 

 

Source: Arnstein (1969, p.217) 

 

 

The bottom rungs of the ladder are Manipulation (2) and Therapy (1) and are describing the 

levels of “non participation” which seek to educate or cure the citizens. These rungs are 

followed by the rungs of Informing (3) and Consultation (4) which are the levels of 

“tokenism” where hearings and presentations are taking place, but the lack of citizens power 

refers to that the status quo is not changed. Further Placation (Rung 5) is a higher rung of 

“tokenism” because citizens are able to advise but the power-holder still decide. The three 

topmost rungs are the degrees of citizen power, Partnership (6), Delegated Power (7) and 

Citizen Control (8), where citizens have the majority of decision-making seats or the full 

power (comp. Arnstein 1969, p.217). 
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Further the rungs of the ladder are showing that those who invite the public to participate are 

able to set the terms of that participation (Lane 2005, p.285). For this work it will be 

interesting to analyze which grade of participation is achieved in the planning of the 

waterfront, because which grade citizen participation is realized is always grounded in how a 

planning is done (Chapter 4) and how much power is delegated to the citizens. But there are 

critics on Arnstein’s view on power and participation, because she only rests on an analysis of 

relative power prior of formal power (Lane 2005, p.286 after Painter). After Painter „any 

analysis of public participation in planning must be concerned with both formal and informal 

policy-making areas. It also demonstrates that participation in planning can involve the 

exercise of both formal and informal power“ cause formal power is an empty shell if for 

example consultation, that Arnstein regards as tokenistic, can influence decision-making in an 

for the participants effective way (Lane 2005, p.285ff). So in this work the analysis has to 

deal with the formal and informal power of the participants. Furthermore May (2008) says 

„that the amount of realized participation makes visible the grade of democratization of the 

society“, what counts as well for participation in planning. What means that there has to be as 

well a focus on who is participating in a planning process to call it democratic. 

 

4.1 Consultation requirements by law3 

Public consultation and participation is anchored in the Canadian Planning Act. Regarding the 

Planning Act, Part III compromises the point of interest: the official plans. In the Planning 

Act, Chapter P.13 s.1.0.1 is stated that Information and material has to be made available to 

the public. Regarding the proposals of official plans Planning Act, Chapter P.13 s.17 (15)(c) 

also states clearly that adequate information and material, including a copy of the current 

proposed plan, is made available to the public. Also that at least one public meeting is held 

for the purpose of giving the public an opportunity to make representations in respect of the 

current proposed plan. In addition to that the council shall also ensure that at least one open 

house is held for the purpose of giving the public an opportunity to review and ask questions 

about the information and material made available (Planning Act, Chapter P.13 s.17 (16)). 

Not only is the consultation and public meetings mandatory but also the participation. The 

Participation aspect is stated in the Planning Act, Chapter P.13 s.17 (19.2): every person who 

attends a public meeting shall be given an opportunity to make representations in respect of 

                                                
3 Planning Act, R.S.O. 1990, c. P.13: http://www.e-

laws.gov.on.ca/html/statutes/english/elaws_statutes_90p13_e.htm (11.09.08)  

http://www.e-laws.gov.on.ca/html/statutes/english/elaws_statutes_90p13_e.htm
http://www.e-laws.gov.on.ca/html/statutes/english/elaws_statutes_90p13_e.htm
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the current proposed plan. In the following the Planning Act deals with time limits regarding 

public meetings, open house and the right to appeal. 

 

4.2 Public Consultation and Participation Strategy of the Waterfront 

Corporation 

In general there is to say that the redevelopment of Toronto’s waterfront in the way that 

public consultation is included is an exception in North American planning, because there is 

more involvement than there is required by law. 

 

Waterfront Toronto postulates on their website presence a public consultation policy. In this 

policy it is important for the corporation that public consultation is an integral part of the 

revitalization of the Waterfront. The involvement of the public consultation improves the 

quality of decisions because it provides an opportunity to examine a project's underlying 

issues. Furthermore public consultation is a key objective of the Corporation. The principles 

are, that Consultation is a legitimate part of the decision-making process, as well as it is 

effective early in the decision-making process. The upcoming differing views and the 

accompanied diversity is encouraged and respected during this process. The policy moreover 

states, that it will identify and notify interested parties, issue public notice and provide 

opportunity for input. What’s more, the constitution of the Corporation requires approval by 

all three levels of government for certain activities. Results of public consultation may 

influence Government approvals, particularly at the City level. (WATERFRONToronto 

2008b) 

 

Other forms for Communication with the public are, publicly announcing major decisions and 

milestones as well as publishing an annual report. Moreover the Corporation keeps regularly 

updating the Web site as well as regularly publishing a newsletter. Beyond that, the 

corporation also holds public meetings.  

 

For attending the meetings, the Waterfront Corporation states in their paper “Public 

Consultation and Participation Strategy” (WATERFRONToronto no date, p.13) about their 

Guiding Principles for Consultation that “Participation will be open to any member of the 

public or other stakeholder groups that want to be involved“ and that „all citizens will have 

equal rights when exercising their right to access to information and participation“. In the 
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further analysis there has to be discussed if equal rights in the participation process can 

provide the same openness to any member of the public or if there are other barriers like 

social status or education standard that still lead to an in- or exclusion of parts of the public. 

 

4.3 Public meetings – observational research 

Influences 

As important factors for public meetings there’s the time and the space where it takes place. 

Those two factors are crucial factors for the composition of the people participating at those 

meetings. For our observation the most important factor was to see which persons are 

participating at those meetings. Which social background they do have, of what age they are 

and from which ethnic group they do come from?  

 

Observation 

Staying in Toronto we had the possibility to visit and to participate at two public meetings 

concerning the development of Toronto’s Waterfront. The first meeting dealt with the „Lower 

Don Lands“, the second one with “East Bayfront”. Both are emerging neighborhoods in the 

east part of the Waterfront. 

 

The Lower Don Lands meeting took place at the St. Lawrence Hall at July 23 from 6:00 to 

9:00 pm. This was a public meeting which had to be held by law. In the timetable for the 

meeting there were two parts. The first one was the “Open House” from 6:00 pm to 7.00 pm. 

In this time there was the possibility given to get the latest information regarding the actual 

situation of planning. From 7:00 pm to 9:00 pm there was the “Presentation and Facilitated 

Discussion”. This part took place in a big congress room with about ten to 14 round tables. At 

each table there was space for eight people. It started with an introduction into the actual stand 

of planning. After this there was time to discuss ideas for the new neighborhood at Lower 

Don Lands. In the first phase there were round table discussions. As a fundament there were 

papers handed out that outlined three points to discuss. After a certain time the discussed 

ideas at the single tables were presented to the plenary and listed on a computer. The 

presentation of ideas was stopped at 9:00 pm, since that was officially ending. At this time 

only the first issue was discussed, the rest was skipped. The meeting was attended by about 80 

persons, so the offered space was not completely filled. The audience of the meeting mostly 

consisted of white skinned persons. As it seemed most people were well educated citizens. 
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Even though there were some people in the age of 20 to 40, most of the participants had an 

age of 40 or more. We think that the expression “white middleclass” might be a good 

description for the people participating at this meeting. 

 

The meeting dealing with East Bayfront took place at the Novotel Hotel. It was held at July 

24th, from 6:00 to 9:00 pm. The timetable for this meeting was very alike the one for the 

meeting about Lower Don Lands. From 6:00 to 7:00 pm there was “Open House” after that 

there was the “Sugar Beach Presentation”. This presentation dealt with the planning of “Sugar 

Beach” (comp. Fig. 3) which is a small part of the East Bayfront neighborhood. Afterwards 

there was the possibility to ask questions concerning “Sugar Beach”. This time there was no 

roundtable discussions or possibilities for positioning ideas from the visitors, it was a simple 

Question and Answer Game.   

 

Fig. 3: Sugar Beach (red circled) 

 
 Source: Waterfront Toronto 2008

4
 

 

The audience of this meeting was very alike the one at the “Lower Don Lands” meeting – 

mostly white middleclass, with the only difference that there might have been about 90 

persons, so the meeting was better visited and the average age might have been a little higher 

than at the meeting before.  

 

                                                
4 http://waterfrontoronto.ca/gallery2.php?id=46487bf9b42c4 (12.08.08) 

http://waterfrontoronto.ca/gallery2.php?id=46487bf9b42c4
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The most noticeable thing about the public meetings we visited is the composition of the 

audience that was very similar at both meetings. It is remarkable that in a city as Toronto, 

where nearly half of the population consists of first generation immigrant there were virtually 

white middleclass people participating at those public meetings. We think that there are 

different reasons for this. One might have their roots in the structure of society but also the 

choice of the place and time where these public meetings are held seems to influence the 

composition in a selective way.  

 

5. Examination 

To evaluate the possibilities of participation that are given in the planning process of 

Toronto’s Waterfront it is expedient to differ between formal and informal ways of 

participation. Formal participation is the way of participation that is opened to the whole 

public as it happens at the public meetings. For the formal way of participation there are laws 

that regulate the minimal level that has to be offered. Informal participations are possibilities 

that are not open to the whole public but to some individuals. There are no laws for this kind 

of participation. We got to know some examples for informal participation at our interviews. 

We met also “Cindy” from the “West Don Lands Committee” that is involved in the planning 

process in addition to the public meetings. 

 

5.1 Formal participation 

The formal way of participation is the way that is open to the whole public. There is a 

minimum of participation possibilities that are required by law. As we already mentioned the 

Waterfront Toronto offers more possibilities for participation than those. But there are also 

different criteria for a successful participation process. It is important that the demographics 

of the city are reflected in the audience of the public meetings so that all different groups 

living in Toronto have the possibility to influence the planning process of this big project. 

Another point is the effective influence of the meetings to the planning process.  

The effort of Waterfront Toronto to involve the public into the planning process seems to be 

higher than in most other Canadian projects. This was also confirmed in some of the 

interviews we had. 

 

Susann Hall: “I think the Waterfront quite progressive in some of those ways, they really are 

trying, they are trying a few different, that’s very different for a, for a lot of the organisations 

that we work with, […]. What we usually do is more strategic advise of how to, when you 
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need to consult with the public like what are the key points that you need to talk to them about 

how should you present that information in a way that is in plain language so people can 

easily understand it[..].“ 

 

In reference to the demographics of the city the meetings that we visited did not reflect the 

different groups living in Toronto. Most of the audience clearly belonged to the white 

middleclass while nearly half of the population of Toronto are immigrants in the first 

generation. Also the age of a big part of the audience was relatively high. Most of the people 

visiting the public meetings had an age of 40 or more.  

The origin of the composition might be anchored in the power relations of society. Lots of 

people do not have time to visit meetings in the evenings because they have to work, have to 

care of their children or similar things. In case of immigrants the language might be a barrier. 

From this point of view the problem is not one that is specific for Waterfront Toronto. 

Experiences from other public meetings affirm this idea. 

 

Jason Diceman: “The demographics of who shows up to the meetings and the demographics 

of the population who are infected don’t match up. It’s just reality of who just can show up. 

[..] People that can find the time to show up and make it to a meeting you know. I think it’s 

just disproportional number of retirees you know. At meetings we often get retirees. Very 

difficult to get youth like 30 and under. Maybe a few interested students. But there’s 

definitively like young families are not really represented so well. And definitively trying to 

get new immigrants eh. [..]” 

 

As a factor connected to the composition of the audience the choice of place for the public 

meeting must be paid more attention. Aside of the time the place might be a barrier for some 

people to participate. For example the East Bayfront meeting took place at a hotel. This 

choice of space can have an excluding effect for some groups. 

 

The participation possibilities offered by Waterfront Toronto are exemplary in the Canadian 

context. From this point of view one has to judge about them. It is not self evident that 

participation possibilities are offered in this relatively wide range. But anyway there are some 

problems in the participation process that affect an exclusion of big parts of the population of 

Toronto. The participants are mostly white middleclass citizens and with that representatives 

of a group whose interests are already disproportional strongly represented in politics. So the 

offered possibilities are progressive but still there is the question if they really have an 

elementary changing influence on planning.  
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5.2 Informal Participation possibilities 

Beside the formal participation there exists an informal participation. The transfer of ideas, 

sentiments and critics can also occur on other ways. Different stakeholders try to get heard in 

the process of planning or try to get implicate. And this works on an informal way, this  

means people who do not attend the public meetings and engage on the discussions.  

Lura for example tries to involve many different stakeholders in the redevelopment process of 

the waterfront by accosting them directly.  

 

Susann Hall (00:29:00): “But one of the things that we often do is say to make sure that 

that’s true, that that’s what this community needs is we do a small sample of telephone calls 

to key-stakeholders in that area o say, this is what we are thinking of doing, does that work 

for your community? `Cause they might say coming out to a public meeting, nobody is going 

to come.”   

 

They attempt to achieve the groups that could have an interest in the planning process that 

wouldn’t come across to the official meetings. Those are people who mostly live in the 

surroundings of the planning area or those who have a generally interest or an interest in the 

use of it.  

 

Susan Hall (00:30:00):” I think actually, I think we’ve seen that with public meetings for 

other projects, mostly environmental assessment projects where, unless it’s really really 

controversial and they hate the idea, they don’s really come out. I mean the meeting, the 

Lower Don Land meeting was probably a hundred people, they always seem to have a 

hundred to two-hundred people that come out. And part of the, so that’s just average public 

who come. And that’s why we advised them to do that stakeholder-group so that we make sure 

that their key-groups do come and have (Word?) to have input. Cause sometimes they feel like 

if they’re at a public meeting they not gonna get heard. So if they are in a smaller group of 15 

to 20 they have more time to give more constructive feedback so that’s one of the things that 

we’ve been working with them “ 

 

There are also self organized groups like the West Don Lands Committee who are standing 

between the official waterfront organisation and the public. Their function is a mediatory one.  

 

“Cindy Wilkey (00:59:19): We think they should go to the review panel with the information 

and feedback from the community because once the design is done, the panel, ..., we cant,... 

they wont pay any attention to us. Its profession and we can't go anywhere after that. And so 

they've been thinking about well for whatever reason, the agreed. The agreed that they won’t 

take stuff to the panel that we haven’t seen first.”      
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The ideas and doubts of them get heard of Waterfront Toronto.  

Cindy Wilkey (01:00:01): “Yeah, that’s our primary focus, I think that, we are a stakeholder 

for the whole .. waterfront, so if the others stakeholders and the we, like there’s another kind 

of informal coalition of the West Don Land committee and other stakeholders, not as the West 

Don Lands committee organized as. If we decided we wanted to have the same thing, then so 

far we'd say there hasn’t been a waterfront building. Waterfront Toronto spots or buildings 

are yet designed.”  

 

Waterfront Toronto approaches to a lot of different groups. But groups who could have also 

interest in a participation of planning, that are not superficial, get abstract away from the 

comprehension.  The Waterfront organization shows a huge interest including the doubts and 

ideas of the public. And how it is mentioned before, the planning approach is one of the most 

robust in Toronto and Canada.  

 

6. Conclusion 

The way Waterfront Toronto deals with the public must be seen as a very progressive form in 

contrast to the Canadian standard of participation. There are much more possibilities to 

influence the planning process than at most of the other planning projects. On the basis of 

Arnstein’s “Ladder of Participation” the level of participation must be settled at the higher 

rungs of “Tokenism”. That means a participation level of four to five which are the rungs 

“Consultation” (4) respectively “Placation” (5). These are rungs in the middle of the ladder 

but one has to attend that this ladder shows a very idealistic idea of participation and so the 

highest levels are hardly ever realizable. 

 

The level reached by the public meetings is about grade four “Consultation” (4). At those 

meetings the public has the possibility to make unaccommodating proposals for the 

development of the particular parcels of the Waterfront. It seems that those proposals 

influence the planning process even though not in an essential way. As a negative aspect of 

the formal way of participation there’s to name the fact that only a relatively small part of the 

population is reached. On the one hand this is a problem anchored in the power structures of 

society. On the other hand there are effects like time and location of these meetings that have 

a very selective influence on the composition of the participants. As an example the decision 

to have a public meeting in a hotel means an exclusion of certain parts of the population. To 

come to a head one could say that time and location of these public meetings functions as 

some kind of a reproduction of the middleclass in public space.  
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The informal way of participation takes place on a higher level. This is shown by the example 

of the West Don Lands Committee. Also the involving of key stakeholders that do not show 

up at public meetings as it was described in the interview with Lura Consulting upgrades the 

level of participation because on that way the diversity of social groups involved to the 

planning process increases.  

 

The revitalization of Toronto’s Waterfront is a project that influences the city in the long 

term. That’s one of the reasons why participation in the planning process is so important to 

make the grade of this highly diverse city. Waterfront Toronto seems to have a good approach 

on this topic, but still it is seems that it does not overcome the previously fixed power 

relationships of society, whereas it is not clear, whether it is volitional or not.  

 

Tables of figures 

Cover picture: East Bayfront: Waterfront Toronto (2008): 

http://waterfrontoronto.ca/gallery2.php?id=47c84b612c2a1 (10.08.08). 

Fig. 1: Central Waterfront: Waterfront Toronto (2008): 

http://waterfrontoronto.ca/gallery2.php?id=464cb84054f50 (12.08.08). 

Fig. 2: Arnstein’s ladder of participation. Arnstein (1969): "A Ladder of Citizen 

Participation". In: Journal of the America Planning Association, Vol. 35, No. 4, p.217). 

Fig. 3: Sugar Beach (red circled): Waterfront Toronto (2008): 

http://waterfrontoronto.ca/gallery2.php?id=46487bf9b42c4 (12.08.08). 

 

Tab. 1: New planning approaches: Own draft according to Lane, Marcus (2005): Public 

Participation in Planning: an intellectual history. In: Australian Geographer, Vol. 36, No. 3, 

p.293ff.  

 

References 

Arnstein, Sherry R. (1969): "A Ladder of Citizen Participation". In: Journal of the America 

Planning Association, Vol. 35, No. 4, p.216-224. 

Evert, Klaus-Jürgen (2001): Lexikon – Landschafts- und Stadtplanung. Verlag Springer. 

Berlin, Heidelberg. S. 141. 

http://waterfrontoronto.ca/gallery2.php?id=47c84b612c2a1
http://waterfrontoronto.ca/gallery2.php?id=464cb84054f50
http://waterfrontoronto.ca/gallery2.php?id=46487bf9b42c4


| 24 

Filion, Pierre (1996): Metropolitan planning objectives and implementation constraints: 

planning in a pot-Fordist and postmodern age. In: Environment and Planning A, Vol. 28, 

p.1637-1660. 

Filion, Pierre (1999): Rupture or Continuity? Modern and Postmodern Planning in Toronto. 

In: International Journal of Urban and Regional Research, Vol. 23 Issue 3, p.421-444. 

Lane, Marcus B. (2005): Public Participation in Planning: an intellectual history. In: 

Australian Geographer, Vol. 36, No. 3, p.283-299.  

May, Michael (2008): Partizipative Projektentwicklung im Sozialraum. Unveröffentlichtes 

Dokument. 

Oxford Pocket Dictionary (2008): Internet:  

http://www.encyclopedia.com/doc/1O999-waterfront.html  (10.09.2008). 

Planning Act R.S.O. 1990, CHAPTER P.13 (2008): Internet: http://www.e-

laws.gov.on.ca/html/statutes/english/elaws_statutes_90p13_e.htm (11.09.08) 

Schubert, Dirk (2002): “Canadians do it better“ – Der Umbau von Hafen- und Uferzonen in 

Toronto und Vancouver. In: Schuber, Dirk (Hrsg.): Hafen – und Uferzonen im Wandel: 

Analysen und Planung zur Revitalisierung der Waterfront in Hafenstädten. Leue, Berlin. 

S. 375 – 399. 

WATERFRONToronto (no date): Waterfront Revitalisation Corporation Public 

Consultation and Participation Strategy. On the internet: 

http://www.waterfrontoronto.ca/dbdocs//441e1a4d157b3.pdf?PHPSESSID=9da6f4c793

47f20bd236471cf90203cb (15.08.08), see also: Public Consultation Policy, Internet: 

http://www.waterfrontoronto.ca/dynamic.php?first=43fa75d24da26&second=440c957c

79944 (11.09.08) 

WATERFRONToronto (2008a): Corporate Background, Internet: 

http://waterfrontoronto.ca/dynamic.php?first=43fa759348c04 (10.09.08) 

WATERFRONToronto (2008b): Toronto Waterfront Revitalization Corporation 

Backgrounder Public Consultation Process, Internet: 

http://waterfrontoronto.ca/dbdocs//447e4b882903b.pdf (10.09.08) 

Werlen, Benno (2004): Sozialgeographie. UTB. S. 180-185. 

 

 

http://www.encyclopedia.com/doc/1O999-waterfront.html
http://www.e-laws.gov.on.ca/html/statutes/english/elaws_statutes_90p13_e.htm
http://www.e-laws.gov.on.ca/html/statutes/english/elaws_statutes_90p13_e.htm
http://www.waterfrontoronto.ca/dbdocs/441e1a4d157b3.pdf?PHPSESSID=9da6f4c79347f20bd236471cf90203cb
http://www.waterfrontoronto.ca/dbdocs/441e1a4d157b3.pdf?PHPSESSID=9da6f4c79347f20bd236471cf90203cb
http://www.waterfrontoronto.ca/dynamic.php?first=43fa75d24da26&second=440c957c79944
http://www.waterfrontoronto.ca/dynamic.php?first=43fa75d24da26&second=440c957c79944
http://waterfrontoronto.ca/dynamic.php?first=43fa759348c04
http://waterfrontoronto.ca/dbdocs/447e4b882903b.pdf


| 25 

Declaration 

We hereby assure, that this paper is self-written and none other than the specified sources and 

resources were used. 

 

Frankfurt, 10.09.08 

 

 

Vanessa Faix Anil Paul Maria Planer Martin Temmen 

 


