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IN tRoDuC t IoN

Municipalities and school boards are the first order of governance for 

community members. They work to bring communities together, make 

key infrastructure decisions, protect our natural environment, shape 

our local economies, safeguard public education, and develop healthy 

schools. They are perfectly placed to contribute to the environmental, 

social, cultural, and economic sustainability challenges emerging for 

our communities.

At Columbia Institute’s Centre for Civic Governance, our goal is to 

inform, inspire, and connect community leaders who are using progres-

sive policies to build inclusive, sustainable communities. We share the 

proceedings from our inaugural Governance Forum in Ontario in order 

to inspire and inform community building across Canada.
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PA Rt  1

‘LEED’ing Ideas  
for Building Green

How can you LEED the way to green buildings in your municipality or 

school district? Not entirely sure what LEED is? This section features a 

roster of Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED) profes-

sionals, including an engineer, two design experts, and an architect, who 

will explain the ins and outs, reveal the importance of building green, 

show you ideas of how to make it feasible in your jurisdiction, and use 

innovative examples of LEED buildings to show you what’s possible.



8 INNoVAtIVE StRAtEGIES

P a r t  1 . 1

the aBCs of LEED
StEvEn CarPEntEr is the founder and president of Enermodal Engineering, 

a firm that specializes in the design of energy efficient buildings.

LEED – Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design – is a green 
building system developed by the Canada Green Building Council, based 
on a system established by the US Green Building Council. LEED began 
in the mid-1990s when a group of organizations representing profes-
sionals, manufacturers, and government agencies got together to create 
a green building rating system. In the US they released the first version 
of LEED standards in the year 2000. Shortly after that the Canada 
Green Building Council was formed and in late 2004 LEED standards 
for Canada were released. These standards have attracted an amazing 
amount of interest since that time.

MoR E  t h A N  N E W  BuILDINGS >

When people say they are doing a LEED building, they are usually talking 
about new construction, or what we call LEED-NC. But LEED goes far 
beyond new construction, which is only one part of the construction 
picture.

There are also LEED certifications for building interiors for people 
who are renting and LEED for building shells for developers putting up 
outer buildings. Most municipalities own and occupy buildings, so they 
would be concerned with the NC system.
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There’s another system called LEED-EB for existing buildings. This 
system focuses on the operation and maintenance of existing buildings. 
It has been in use in the US for a couple of years and we are looking at 
bringing it into Canada. Regular LEED also applies to major retrofits, 
in which mechanical systems are replaced (as in ice rinks).

LE E D ’ S  P oIN t  S Y S t E M >

LEED works by a point system. There are a total of 70 points available 
for each building project. If you earn 26 points, you have reached the 
certified level, or LEED Bronze. LEED Silver is achieved if you get 33 
points, Gold for 39 points, and 52 points earns you the Platinum level. 
One thing I like about the LEED certification system is that the first level 
is easy to achieve. Even bottom-line oriented private sector developers 
can easily get LEED certified and not break the bank.

Often we hear from municipalities that are eager to demonstrate that 
they are forward-thinking and so are aiming for the LEED Platinum 
level. However, LEED Platinum is a very challenging level that the best 
designers are working hard to get to. Of all the 70 buildings certified 
in Canada, only one is platinum. The second platinum certification is 
coming soon.

Points are awarded equally for energy efficiency, water conservation, 
the materials used to make the building – whether they are recycled or 
are local materials, site development, measures to deal with storm water, 
and measures taken to discourage car use. Another criterion that many 
people find surprising is the quality of the building’s indoor environment. 
LEED also deals with questions like natural lighting, occupant control 
of workspaces, and operable windows, among other things. So LEED 
is not only looking at creating a healthy outdoor environment, but a 
healthy indoor environment, too.

LE E D  IN  C A N A DA >

To date LEED in Canada has been more popular on the west coast. There 
are approximately 70 LEED certified buildings in Canada, including 
17 or 18 in Ontario. A building is certified when a builder has actu-
ally designed and built the building, collected all the documentation, 
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submitted it to the Canada Green Building Council, and the building 
has gone through a third-party review.

There are about 500 buildings across Canada that have registered for 
LEED. Builders register as soon as they’ve decided they want to build a 
LEED-certified building. When everything is added up, there is roughly 
about 50 million square feet of green building activity in Canada, with 
a construction value of about $10 billion.

In Ontario a number of towns and cities – Kitchener-Waterloo, 
Kingston, Vaughan, Toronto – have mandated LEED for all of their 
municipal buildings. The York Region and the Region of Waterloo 
have also mandated LEED for all of the buildings that they build. In 
most cases those groups have selected LEED Silver as the level they are 
targeting to achieve, with the exception of the City of Vancouver, which 
is aiming to achieve LEED Gold.

The most interesting development is East Gwillimbury in the York 
Region, which is the only municipality in Canada or North America that 
has mandated LEED for all buildings, including private sector buildings. 
East Gwillimbury is a very small municipality and it will be interesting 
to see how the private sector reacts to having LEED as a mandated 
environmental standard.

Outside the municipal sector, the federal government has set LEED 
Gold as the standard for all federal government buildings. Infrastructure 
Ontario is using LEED certification for their buildings.

LE E D - ING  E x A M P LE S >

Builders have designed buildings so inefficiently and so poorly that they 
can easily make dramatic improvements in performance. It’s embarrass-

ing that it’s so easy to reduce 
our water and energy use by 
two-thirds. We make these 
reductions by collecting rain-
water off the top of the building 
into a buried cistern, and use it 
for flushing toilets, the cold side 

of the laundry, and to wash down the building and vehicles.
To show how LEED works, below are a couple of projects with which 

our firm has been involved.

Builders have designed buildings so 

inefficiently and so poorly that they can 

easily make dramatic improvements in 

performance. 
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thE PARAMEDIC SERVICES hEADquARtERS IN ottAWA

Slightly larger than 100,000 square feet;•	

Includes ambulance, training and administration facilities;•	

LEED Canada certified, the entry level;•	

Low water use fixtures, heat recovery from the ventilation air, •	

and the use of low off-gassing materials; and

Greenguard certified furniture used in the offices.•	

thE REGIoN of WAtERLoo EMERGENCY MEDICAL SERVICES fACILItY

The second building to be LEED certified in Ontario;•	

LEED Gold; and•	

Uses 66 per cent less water, 67 per cent less energy, and 75 per •	

cent less construction waste.

thE NEW tWIN PAD foR thE CItY of KItChENER

Includes a double ice rink, plus other recreation facilities;•	

Rather than dumping the heat that is removed when cooling the •	

arena ice, waste heat is recovered and used to heat the arena via 
radiant floor heating and radiant heating in the seats, resulting 
in a 60 per cent energy savings; and

Rainwater is collected off the roof for ice resurfacing, avoiding •	

the need for chemical systems to make Kitchener’s hard water 
soft enough for ice.

thE toRoNto REGIoN CoNSERVAtIoN AuthoRItY ENVIRoNMENtAL WoRKShoP

11,000 square foot building just submitted for LEED Platinum •	

certification, the first in Ontario;

Composting toilets and waterless urinals;•	

No sewage water is produced; and•	

Small septic system deals with water from lab sinks.•	

thE NEW CAMBRIDGE CIVIC ADMINIStRAtIoN BuILDING

Submitted for LEED Gold certification;•	

Plant biowall that purifies the air; and•	

Atrium for natural office lighting.•	
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fou R  S t E P S  to  GR E E N  BuILDINGS >

here are the top four things to consider in order to get a green building in your 

municipality:

StEP oNE: AChIEVE oWNER CoMMItMENt

In the case of municipal buildings, a strong commitment is necessary from 

municipal council, reflected in a resolution that is carried through to staff, the 

design team and the construction team. We have sometimes found that LEED 

certified buildings are harder to achieve than LEED Platinum because often 

the people that want LEED certified are aiming for the lowest level because 

they are unwilling to change the way they do things. Even for LEED certified, 

you’ve got to do things differently.

StEP tWo: GEt thE PRoCESS RIGht

Since LEED is about changing the way we design and build buildings, we must 

do things differently. one of these things is the process we go through to 

deliver buildings. It becomes necessary to spend a lot more time at the concept 

design stage figuring out what you want in the building. the integrated design 

process involves getting all the players together, including getting feedback 

from building users on new design features. A traditional design team will give 

you a traditional design, so for LEED buildings you need someone on the team 

who is looking out for the environment.

StEP thREE: SEt A SEPARAtE BuDGEt foR LEED

While the cost of green building is not great, the environmental features are 

susceptible to so-called value engineering. When a project comes in over 

budget, LEED gets blamed for every cost overage that occurs. Look at the 

paybacks down the road in savings. once that has been considered, green 

buildings are your best investment.

StEP fouR: ChooSE SuBStANCE oVER SIZZLE

there are a lot of green technologies. Green roofs, for example, are good in some 

buildings and they’re not good on other buildings. In the end, it’s the ultimate 

environmental benefit the building user wants. Designers and users should look 

at the benefits they want rather than choosing particular technologies.
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P a r t  1 . 2

new Educational  
and research Work  
at the Kortright Centre

anDrEW BoWErBanK is the Executive Director of the World Green 

Building Council, formerly the Executive Director of the Greater toronto 

Chapter of the Canada Green Building Council, and Manager of Sustainable 

Development for the toronto and Region Conservation Authority.

There is a great deal going on today with green buildings. There’s a big shift 
in the marketplace that will make this change work, but those of us who 
are concerned with sustainability must work to encourage this movement.

t h E  toRoN to  A N D  R EGIoN  CoNS E R VAt IoN  A u t hoRI t Y >

The Toronto and Region Conservation Authority (TRCA) goes back 
50 years, looking after the river valley corridors and the watersheds in 
the Greater Toronto Area. The Authority owns many important pieces 
of parkland, including the sites of the Toronto Zoo and the Ontario 
Science Centre.

A major problem we face today is buildings encroaching on our 
protected waterways. With the population of the GTA due to increase 
by about 40 per cent by 2020, we at the TRCA are asking ourselves 
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whether we are going to be able to continue to maintain the level of 
protection for waterways as we have for the past 50 years. We are ask-
ing if we can consider a new mandate for the TRCA that encompasses 
sustainable development.

Looking at the history of the TRCA and other conservation authori-
ties, our mandates have shifted many times already. We now have a 
mandate for education, which we carry on in our residential field centres, 
and at the Kortright Centre for Conservation in Woodbridge, which is 
located between Rutherford Road and Major Mackenzie Drive, and 
along Islington Avenue west of Highway 400.

LI V ING  CI t Y  C A M P uS >

The 325 hectare Kortright Centre has become Ontario’s premier 
environmental and renewable energy education and demonstration 
centre, and today the TRCA is developing the Living City Campus at 
the Kortright Centre.

Kortright seemed to be an ideal place to create a centre for green 
building design and technology. By allowing people to kick the tires of 
these emerging technologies, we can build confidence in what we are 
trying to do with green buildings.

We have been told by the US and Canada Green Building Councils 
that we will have the largest concentration of green building types in 
North America at Kortright when the Living City Campus is completed. 
A unique feature of this project is that we will not be touching any of 
the natural features that exist at Kortright. We are trying to create a 
relationship between the natural and the built environment and deter-
mine whether that is possible in an urban context.

We’re looking at six main areas of research at the Living City Campus: 
core research, design technology, biodiversity, energy conservation, 
sustainable living practices such as urban agriculture and biofuels, and 
preservation of natural wetlands.

Kortright Centre
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The Living City Campus is not just a vision any more, we’ve got 
buildings on site. The Earth Rangers Building is the first LEED Gold 
building in the York region. This building delivers environmental educa-
tion to younger people through school programs. The building’s design 
is part of that education.

N E W  INI t I At I V E S >

The Archetype Sustainable House project is under way and it’s supposed 
to demonstrate the best in sustainable green design for new communi-
ties coming up. This initiative will hasten the day when LEED-certified 
residences can be built.

Beyond Kortright, we are looking at green buildings such as the 
TRCA’s new Restoration Services Building in Vaughan, which has been 
awarded LEED Platinum status. This building provides a place for our 
habitat regeneration and restoration projects, and minimizes its own 
impact on the environment.

The TRCA is looking at a $20 million opportunity from Ryerson Uni-
versity to build a Centre for Sustainable Technology Research. Ryerson 
is also considering working with Seneca College on that centre.

We’ve won a friendly competi-
tion to host the headquarters for 
the World Green Building Council, 
which will be hosted in the LEED 
Gold Earth Rangers Building at 
Kortright.

The WorldGBC has developed 
partnerships with a variety of organizations including the World Business 
Council on Sustainable Development and the Clinton Foundation to 
develop its environmental work.

There’s a new initiative from BC called the Living Building Chal-
lenge. It’s a challenge that goes beyond LEED Platinum. It looks at net 
zero energy, zero water waste, and using only salvaged materials in its 
construction. This initiative looks at actually giving back to the land as 
opposed to causing any impact whatsoever.

The Authority looks forward to building on its work to date with ini-
tiatives such as new educational facilities and challenges such as the living 
building and more environmentally sensitive modes of transportation.

there’s a new initiative from 

BC called the Living Building 

Challenge. It’s a challenge that 

goes beyond LEED Platinum.
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P a r t  1 . 3

renewing our 
apartment towers
GraEmE StEWart is a designer with E.R.A. Architects and has worked 

on a number of projects involving some of toronto’s major historic sites.

mIChaEL mCCLELLanD is a registered architect with more than 

20 years of experience and a founder of E.R.A. Architects.

Lo oK ING  At  t h E  S u Bu R B S >

E.R.A. Architects is a firm that works with heritage buildings. We also 
focus on social equity and appreciating existing buildings. With these 
things in mind, we wanted to look at the issue of sustainability within 
an urban framework.

Our efforts to make the suburbs more sustainable have materialized 
in the Sustainable City Tower Renewal Project. We wanted to take on 
the suburbs with love and appreciation. The point of this project, which 
also involves the Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation and the 
University of Toronto, is to produce significant increases in energy 
efficiency, renew and update existing building stock, encourage social 
investments, enable entrepreneurship, and strengthen communities across 
the city and region of Toronto. We also want to provide workable models 
for appropriate and thoughtful intensification and relate them to current 
patterns of transit and existing clusters of densification. We want to shift 
urban design to encourage a clean and beautiful city.
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But the buildings we are focusing on are those that people hate the 
most: high-rise residential towers, which we define as having 12 or more 
stories. These buildings are everywhere and the Toronto region and 
Ontario are unique for having more of these buildings than anywhere 
else in North America. Most people go out of their way to ignore these 
buildings, but a lot of people live in them.

In 1968 Buckminster Fuller, the geodesic dome architect, said, “In 
Toronto an unusually large number of high-rise towers poke above the 
landscape, miles from downtown. This type of high density development 
is far more progressive and better able to deal with the future than the 
endless sprawl of the US.” So 40 years later we are going to see if that 
is true.

u R B A N  S P R AW L >

There’s a belief that these apartments are mostly situated downtown, 
but in Toronto, the opposite is true: they are equitably placed in all parts 
of the region. In reality this is the 
environment most people live in.

Back in 1954 municipal plan-
ners and leaders were as concerned 
with urban sprawl as we are today. 
They decided to make new com-
munities compact. It is interesting 
to note that when these towers 
were built they didn’t break up 
existing neighbourhoods.

At the time, these buildings were considered sexy. People wanted 
them like they want condos in the current condo boom. Last year there 
were 15,000 condos built in the Greater Toronto Area. In 1968 twice 
as many of these high-rise apartment units were built. Although we 
don’t think of Toronto as being a high-rise city, Toronto has the second 
largest number of these high-rise residential towers in North America 
and twice as many as Chicago.

An important issue today is that many of these high-density areas are 
related to low incomes. In many cases, these areas are under-serviced by 
transit and the situation doesn’t seem to be improving. Something must 
be done around these issues.

the buildings we are focusing on are 

those that people hate the most: 

 high-rise residential towers. 

most people go out of their way 

to ignore these buildings, but 

a lot of people live in them.
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high-rise residential 
towers are everywhere 
and the toronto region 
and ontario are unique 
for having more of these 
buildings than anywhere 
else in north america.
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R E tRof I t t ING  to W E R S  ISN ’ t  N E W >

Many of these towers are energy inefficient – more energy inefficient 
than single-detached homes – which will surprise most people. These 
towers were built before insulation was required and they were built 
with single-glazed windows.

The best thing about these buildings is that they are extremely easy 
to retrofit. Putting in insulation, solar water heaters, and urban gardens 
can make these buildings attractive and make them candidates for LEED 
certification. And because these towers are so similar, a retrofit job on 
one building is easily repeatable. We can make major cuts in energy use 
and CO2 emissions.

There is a precedent for this idea. In Europe most cities are surrounded 
by high-rise tower blocks that began to be retrofitted a decade ago. 
In Moscow they changed the wastelands that used to surround these 
buildings into shops and cafes. Other cities in Europe are retrofitting 
buildings and improving living standards. It’s easier there because most 
buildings are owned by the government.

INC E N t I V E S  N E E DE D >

In Toronto the challenge is that these buildings have a variety of owners. 
We need to develop incentives to encourage owners to retrofit these 
buildings, because demolishing them is a short-term and irresponsible 
way of looking at this problem. The windows are failing, so they need 
to be fixed. But the fundamental infrastructure of each building is fine. 
The concrete in these buildings could last another 200 years.

Owners have to be given incentives to invest in these buildings. They 
are falling apart right now because their owners don’t want to invest in 
them. With our work on this project, we hope that maybe these areas 
can accept new densities in beneficial ways.

If the owners put in new windows, new insulation, new services such 
as Internet connections, new cladding, and enclosed some balconies, 
many could wind up looking completely different.

The communities in these buildings are vibrant and we are looking at 
how we can make them work better. Retail shops and gardens in these 
buildings and subway stops nearby would get people out of their cars. 
Investing in these buildings would maintain affordable housing. We can’t 
allow these buildings to gentrify.
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PA Rt  2

Environmental 
Leadership
Creating a Local Green agenda  
and the Bylaws to make It happen

Local governments are at the forefront in pursuing an agenda to make 

Canada’s cities and communities as green as they can be. In this section, 

Rick Smith from Environmental Defence identifies the most pressing 

environmental issues for local governments in Ontario to prioritize. Next, 

three examples of inspiring local environmental initiatives will show 

you what’s possible: one small town’s success with banning single-use 

plastic shopping bags, the pursuit of a community-right-to-know bylaw 

in Toronto, and the eradication of pesticides in Peterborough.
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P a r t  2 . 1

an agenda  
of Green Cities
Dr. rICK SmIth is the Executive Director of Environmental Defence 

Canada, which works on the connections between environmental and 

health issues. he has worked on a number of initiatives, including 

the greenbelt campaign, which brought together leaders from more 

than 70 municipalities in ontario committed to defending greenbelts.

t h E  t IM E S  h AV E  A LR E A DY  C h A NGE D >

I am operating on two premises: First, to paraphrase Bob Dylan, the 
times they aren’t a changing. They’ve already changed. Today you can 
look at the Toronto Star or the Globe and Mail and usually find a front 
page story that shows that we live in environmental times. Even Preston 
Manning has been writing and speaking extensively from his point of 
view about the importance of the environment.

My second premise is that municipalities have a lot more power 
than most people think they do. We should all have a copy of the Sierra 
Legal Defence Fund – now Ecojustice – document entitled the Munici-
pal Powers Report. It talks about the Hudson decision, in which the 
Supreme Court of Canada upheld the town’s bylaw aimed at reducing 
non-essential pesticide use. The report has some interesting case studies 
from across the country and underscores the notion that the sky is the 
limit after the Hudson decision when it comes to what municipal leaders 
can do. This is a good time to be pushing the envelope.
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t h E  P u BLI C  IS  CoNC E R N E D >

A Strategic Counsel poll in the Globe and Mail says that environmental 
issues have shot up in the consciousness of the public. From May 2005 
to January 2007 the environment as a top-of-mind issue has gone from 
about 3 per cent to about 26 per cent. This growth in concern is reflected 
in the volume of calls we’re getting in our office. The weird weather that 
a lot of people experienced in the winter of 2007, Al Gore’s activism 
on climate change, and other things have created a heightened interest 
in the environment.

What IS thE moSt ImPortant ISSuE faCInG CanaDa?

What Do CanaDIanS fEEL IS thE BIGGESt EnvIronmEntaL thrEat thEy faCE?

The poll also shows that concern about global warming and pollution 
is driving this heightened interest, rather than other environmental issues. 
The poll shows that 76 per cent of Canadians are willing to pay to have 
their house retrofitted, 61 per cent are willing to reduce the amount they 
drive by half, 73 per cent will reduce the amount they fly. While we can 
question the sincerity, the sentiment is certainly there.
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t h E  SI x  P RIoRI t IE S  foR  oN tA RIo >

PRotECtIoN of thE BoREAL foRESt

the protection of large intact boreal forests is critical to carbon sequestration. 

these forests contain huge amounts of carbon and ontario has one of the 

largest intact boreal forests in the world. We want a land use plan for north of 

the 50th parallel before there’s a stampede for resources.

ENERGY

the supply mix in this province in terms of coal and nuclear power is far from 

ideal. It needs to change in favour of conservation and renewable energy. there 

needs to be more emphasis put on conservation and demand management, 

including incentives for renewable energy and different policies around fossil 

fuel use.

thE GREAt LAKES

the Great Lakes are a source of drinking water for 80 per cent of ontarians 

and are a resource we take for granted. We are a signatory to the Great Lakes 

Water quality Agreement and very little happens with it. there’s been very little 

improvement in terms of sewage. there are more than 300 invasive species 

in the Great Lakes and more brought in every year. We are destroying this 

incredible ecosystem and we have no sense of what the costs will be. We need 

to pay more attention to the headwaters of our various rivers and we need to 

pay attention to all the lessons of Walkerton.

GREENBELtS AND uRBAN SPRAWL

there’s a zoning freeze on 1.8 million acres of land. Greenbelts in other countries 

give tax advantages to agricultural producers inside the greenbelt boundaries, 

but we don’t. We are looking for that. there are infrastructure problems in 

the greenbelt. In spite of official greenbelt protection, we aren’t seeing much 

change in terms of expansion of highways and gravel pits. More needs to be 

done to make greenbelts the centre of natural heritage system planning. And we 

all know we need to fix the ontario Municipal Board, and we need to modernize 

conservation authorities.
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Clearly now is the time to be pushing an environmental agenda. The 
public is hungering for some environmental action and its time we give 
that to them.

Priorities for Ontario is an initiative that’s unprecedented in recent 
times. It is supported by almost every major environmental movement 
in the province. We took the leaders of 14 major environmental groups 
and argued our varying priorities down to six. We wanted a short list of 
priorities to put on the table with the political parties in advance of the 
October 2007 Ontario election. Interestingly, the Conservative platform 
for the election responded directly to this demand set.

S oM E  E N V IRoN M E N tA L  P RIoRI t IE S >

I want to recast those provincial priorities to make them more relevant 
to a municipal agenda. I have 15 priorities for you to think about.

PRIoRItY 1: PRotECt thE GREENBELt

I want to encourage you to think about the greenbelt as a powerful 
anti-sprawl brand. Developers in southern Ontario have spent huge sums 
of money trying to defeat the greenbelt, limit its size, and undermine 
it. It is a powerful brand for good that, according to the Toronto Star, 

The Six Priorities for Ontario, continued

toxICS AND CANCER CAuSING PoLLutIoN

Almost half of uS states have toxic use reduction laws, which focus on cancer-

causing pollutants. We’re looking to bring that approach to ontario and ban 

the worst toxins. We have to look at these agents in consumer products too, 

such as baby bottles.

WAStE ISSuES

A lot of communities in the province have a lot of work to do to put the three 

Rs first. there’s no reason why we shouldn’t have a packaging reduction law 

and full life cycle product responsibility. After you’ve finished composting 

and finished recycling, you’re left with packaging. Incineration is not a good 

option.
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has 89 per cent of the public’s support. Associating our arguments with 
the greenbelt will strengthen them. The greenbelt is a brand and we 
should use it.

PRIoRItY 2: oPPoSE hIGhWAY ExPANSIoN

A whole new set of 400-series highways and highway extensions are 
being proposed, and these proposals contained in the Places to Grow 
plan will encourage urban sprawl. We need to halt these proposals and 
promote transit in their place.

PRIoRItY 3: PRotECt LAKE SIMCoE

In the Lake Simcoe area, we are proposing a Lake Simcoe Conservation 
Act to encourage conservation regimes and watershed planning as a way 
to deal with relentless sprawl.

PRIoRItY 4: DEtoxIfY

Environmental Defence has been testing the blood of well-known 
Canadians for pollution. We’ve tested federal and provincial environment 
ministers, we’ve tested Robert Bateman, we’ve tested families across the 
country and compared levels of toxins in kids with those of their parents. 
We’ve often found that kids are more polluted than their parents. This 
defeats the idea being propagated by various governments that there is 
progress being made on pollution. Our kids have higher levels of many 
pollutants than we do. Little has gotten better with our pollution laws 
in recent years.

PRIoRItY 5: ADoPt A PEStICIDE BYLAW

Passing pesticide bylaws is critical. Québec now has a province-wide 
pesticide regime. The pesticide issue developed there in much the same 
way as the tobacco issue, starting with municipalities and then becoming 
a provincial issue. We can achieve the same thing in Ontario. I encourage 
you to expand your pesticide-fighting efforts.

PRIoRItY 6: BAN BISPhENoL-A

We need a municipality to ban the chemical Bisphenol-A within its 
boundaries. It’s one of the highest volume chemicals out there. You can 
even find this chemical in baby bottles. It is going to be one of the hot 
topics over the next few years.
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PRIoRItY 7: JoIN thE BLuE fLAG PRoGRAM

Environmental Defence runs a program called Blue Flag, which is 
becoming the acceptable international certification for great swimma-
ble beaches. This program is a way of reconnecting people with their 
waterfront, getting resources to clean up waterfronts, and promote 
water quality. The Clean Water Act has established Source Protection 
Committees and these will be critical for moving water conservation 
efforts forward. The development industry and other vested interests 
are paying a lot of attention to these committees. If we lose control of 
these committees, we are in trouble.

PRIoRItY 8: ADoPt WAtER CoNSERVAtIoN MEASuRES

Some jurisdictions are experimenting with technologies such as permeable 
pavements, where rainwater can pass through pavement and recharge 
the water supply. We need to bring these innovations to Ontario.

PRIoRItY 9: CLIMAtE ChANGE PLANNING

Climate change plans are key. I suggest you load everything into them 
except the kitchen sink: everything from green roofs to greening your 
city fleets to improved building codes.

PRIoRItY 10: INStItutE GREEN BuILDING StANDARDS

It’s clear that municipalities have jurisdiction to introduce improvements 
to the building code beyond what the province is doing.

PRIoRItY 11: INtRoDuCE CoMPREhENSIVE WAStE MANAGEMENt StRAtEGIES

In terms of waste, we estimate that more than half of municipalities are 
not receiving funds from Waste Diversion Ontario. That likely means 
that they aren’t making much progress on waste diversion issues.

PRIoRItY 12: REJECt INCINERAtIoN

Incineration is still being used throughout the province. There’s no way 
to have environmentally friendly incineration.

PRIoRItY 13: PRoMotE AND SuPPoRt LoCAL AGRICuLtuRE

We need to return to things that municipalities used to do a lot of, 
things that seemed quaint but now have assumed renewed importance, 
and look at the advances that have taken place elsewhere. One of these 
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things is promoting local food. There are many advantages to local food: 
it benefits local economies and cuts down on carbon emissions from 
trucking. The province has put out a Pick Ontario Freshness label and 
there’s room for municipalities to take up this issue. I don’t normally 
associate multinational fruit cartels with forward thinking, but Dole 
Banana has created a website called doleorganic.com. It has a whole line 
of certified organic bananas but also a farm labeling system. You can 
look up the farm number when you buy bananas and get information 
online about the farm, including ownership and what is being done to 
raise the bananas organically. If international fruit companies can do 
this, surely local councils can find ways to connect constituents with 
local food producers in a real way.

PRIoRItY 14: PRoVIDE ECoNoMIC ADVANtAGES to LoCAL AGRICuLtuRE

PRIoRItY 15: PLANtING AND PRotECtING tREES

We need to plant lots of trees and stop cutting down the trees we have.

CoNCLuSIoN >

Finally, and this isn’t on my list, the Environmental Defence prize for 
fantastic municipal leadership will go to those municipalities that take the 
most aggressive action against corporate donations to municipal election 
campaigns. Corporate political funding is completely out of control. A 
York University study shows that two-thirds of municipal donations in 
the Greater Toronto Area come from the development industry. This 
will ultimately require provincial action but municipalities have tools 
at their disposal as well.

My grandmother says: “Patience is not always a virtue.” I would 
argue that we’re not getting paid to be patient right now. Let’s do all 
the things we can immediately.

oN  LIN E  R E S ou R C E S >

Priorities for Ontario: www.prioritiesforontario.ca

Blue Flag Program for better beaches: www.blueflag.org

Dole Pineapple organic site: www.doleorganic.com

http://prioritiesforontario.ca/
http://www.blueflag.org/
http://www.doleorganic.com/
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P a r t  2 . 2

Banning Plastic Bags and 
Building Environmental 
awareness

In early 2007, the town of Leaf Rapids, Manitoba made headlines as the 

first municipality in North America to ban plastic bags. BonD ryan was the 

Chief Administrative officer for Leaf Rapids when the ban was introduced.

t h E  to W N >

Leaf Rapids was built in a very green zone in a boreal forest in Northern 
Manitoba. It is a mining community located 25 km from the mine.

R E DuCING  P L A S t I C  B A G  uS E  W I t h  A  LE V Y >

The town council wanted to eliminate or reduce waste resulting from 
single-use plastic bags. Our municipal 
budget showed that this could be an 
opportunity to save money that the 
town had been spending to clean 
up our community. I wanted to take 
some of that money and buy reusable 
bags. If we could get people to use the 
reusable bags, the town would begin 
to realize savings.

We’ve all heard about the three 

Rs. Bond Ryan has five:

Reduce•	

Reuse•	

Recycle•	

Refuse•	

Replace, if necessary•	
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We considered a tax levy to bring in some funds to help pay for those 
reusable bags. Looking on the Internet, the only levy that I could find 
was in Ireland, so I copied that bylaw.

The levy worked to a limited extent. Since it was only a three-cent 
levy, people didn’t mind. If they needed a plastic bag, they were prepared 
to pay the three cents.

A problem with tax levies on plastic bags such as the three-cent levy 
we used in Leaf Rapids is that they may not be big enough. For instance, 
if you have introduce a one cent tax levy, people are able to take 10 
bags and lose just a dime. But make it a 25-cent tax levy like they did 
in Ireland and four plastic bags buys you a reusable bag. People are 
able to see the savings so this is one option that might work. The other 
problem is collecting the levy, however during the six months our tax 
levy was in place, we had no problems collecting it.

I get a lot of questions about tax levies from municipalities who 
wonder where the authority exists in the Municipal Act. Tax levies are 
there, for example for bottles, and we should use them.

GoING  to  t h E  N E x t  S t E P >

Some time after we introduced the levy, we heard from a company out of 
Mississauga, Instore Products Limited, which makes shopping bins that 
reduce the need for plastic bags. They talked to us about what would 
happen if we went shopping bag free. This encouraged us to take up 
their challenge. We looked at the Manitoba Municipal Act to see how 
we could legally ban one-time use plastic shopping bags.
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MANItoBA MuNICIPAL ACt

Section 233: A by-law under clause 232(1)(c) (activities or things in or on 

private property) may contain provisions only in respect of:

(a) the requirement that land and improvements be kept and maintained •	

in a safe and clean condition;

(b) the parking and storing of vehicles, including the number and type •	

of vehicles that may be kept or stored and the manner of parking and 

storing;

(c) the removal of top soil; and•	

(d) activities or •	 things that in the opinion of the council are or could 

become a nuisance, which may include noise, weeds, odours, unsightly 
property, fumes and vibrations. [emphasis added]

One of the biggest problems facing municipalities across Canada that 
want to bring in bylaws to restrict or ban plastic bags is finding room 
in the Municipal Act to be able to do this legally. I found a provision in 
the Manitoba Municipal Act that told us that if something is a nuisance 
in the opinion of council, then the council can write a bylaw to ban that 
nuisance. It’s a pretty broad provision in the law.

When the Leaf Rapids council passed the bylaw banning single-use 
plastic bags in March 2007 and the news hit the media, we had two 
lawyers call us and say: “I want a copy of this bylaw. You can’t do this 
because it’s against the constitution.” I haven’t heard from them since. 
I’ve heard from many lawyers since then, especially lawyers in Ontario 
who are working for communities and cities that are interested in our 
initiative.

t h E  BE N E f I t S  of  t h E  B A N >

The retailers in town think our bylaw is wonderful. They don’t have to 
buy bags to give away. Instead, they sell reusable bags and can make 
money, although most retailers sell reusable bags on a break-even basis. 
One store owner was skeptical at first, wondering if the store would 
lose business to outsiders if bags weren’t given away. But this fear did 
not become an issue.
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to W N  of  LE A f  R A P IDS ,  BY- L AW  No.  4 62 >

Being a By-law of the town of Leaf Rapids for the establishment of Single use 

Plastic Shopping Bags.

WhEREAS Single use Plastic Shopping Bags are a very visible component of 

litter throughout the town of Leaf Rapids, lakeside, trails, roadside and the 

nuisance grounds;

AND WhEREAS Single use Plastic Shopping Bags have a negative impact on 

our wildlife habitat and are not environmentally friendly;

AND WhEREAS the town of Leaf Rapids incurs a significant cost to clean up 

the Single use Plastic Shopping Bags each year;

AND WhEREAS local businesses can reduce merchandise cost by not having 

to purchase Single use Plastic Shopping Bags;

AND WhEREAS the town of Leaf Rapids has provided education to shoppers 

and school children about the environmental advantages and reduced cost 

of using reusable shopping bags;

AND WhEREAS by using a multi-use shopping bag, residents are reminded of 

the positive impact of recycling;

NoW thEREfoRE upon passing this By-law, the Council of the town of Leaf 

Rapids, enacts as follows:

1. thAt the town of Leaf Rapids will be Single use Plastic Shopping Bag 

free effective April 2, 2007.

2. thAt retailers in the town of Leaf Rapids will not be permitted to give 

away or sell plastic shopping bags that are intended for single use.

3. thAt a person who contravenes this By-law of the town of Leaf Rapids 

is guilty of an offence and is liable on summary conviction of a fine of 

not more than $1000.00.

4. thAt where a contravention continues for more than one day, the 

person is guilty of a separate offence for each day it continues.

5. thAt on passing of this By-law, By-law No. 457 is hereby rescinded.

6. DoNE AND PASSED as a By-law of the town of Leaf Rapids at the townsite 

of Leaf Rapids, in the Province of Manitoba, this 21st day of March, 2007, 

A.D.
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Our residents are taking more pride in our community because they’re 
doing something that’s good for the environment and certainly our 
residents are proud to be the first in North America to do this. Because 
the bags are an environmental issue, people are thinking more about 
the environment as a result of our 
initiative. For example, more people 
are joining our recycling program.

The town is much cleaner fol-
lowing the ban and we expect it to 
be even cleaner than that over time. 
The cost for clean-up is reduced this 
year and next year we should see an 
even greater reduction in costs.

MoR E  W oR K  to  Do >

One of the big things the media questioned was the fine for contravening 
the bylaw, which is $1,000 a day. Enforcement for us is simple, because 
we have only two major stores in our community.

Leaf Rapids is not a plastic bag-free zone. It’s a single-use shopping 
bag free zone. You still get those real thin one-time use bags for meat 
and dairy products and bulk items. We are looking at options to deal 
with those bags, but we wanted to start by getting the most unsightly 
bags away from our environment.

Town of Leaf Rapids, By-law No. 462, continued

Exemptions to the By-Law

Small plastic bags that are used to store non-packaged goods such as:•	

Dairy products•	

fruit, vegetables or nuts•	

Confectionery•	

Cooked foods, hot or cold•	

Ice•	

Smaller bags for fresh meat, fish, candy and poultry•	

Bags that cost more than $1.50•	

our residents are taking more pride 

in our community because they’re 

doing something that’s good for 

the environment and certainly 

our residents are proud to be the 

first in north america to do this.
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t h E  E N V IRoN M E N tA L  IM PA C t  of  P L A S t I C  B A GS >

Here are some statistics to consider: The average family of four uses 
1,500 bags a year. One million sea birds and 100,000 sea animals die 
every year from ingesting plastic. I use these statistics when I talk to 
school kids. I show them pictures of whales that have died from swal-
lowing plastic bags. The kids think what we have done is wonderful.

In the United States consumers go through 100 billion plastic bags 
a year, which is equivalent to 12 million barrels of oil. In Canada, the 
statistic is 15 billion bags a year. So dealing with plastic bags can make 
a big impact on our landfills and our environment.

The polls show that about 75 to 80 per cent of Canadians are ready 
to make changes like getting rid of plastic bags. If that many people 
make that change then we will make a big dent in the use of bags. It’s 
certainly going to happen in the US as well, since San Francisco and 
other communities are looking at reducing and banning one-time use 
plastic bags.

IN DuS tRY  DoE SN ’ t  LIK E  t h E  B A N >

The plastic bag industry doesn’t like us at all. If you can take away 80 
per cent of 115 billion bags, they are going to fight it.

When I hear criticism of our decision, my rebuttal is that we did it 
to reduce costs. We didn’t start out to help the environment. But when 
we realized that plastic bags have a huge environmental impact, we 
started looking at this as an issue not just for Leaf Rapids, but as one 
that involves all of North America.

N E x t  S t E P S >

We are thinking about biodegradable options to plastic bags. We are 
looking at a bag made of corn starch and cooking oil, which after 
about two weeks in the landfill begins to break down. There are also 
biodegradable alternatives to disposable diapers and dog waste bags. 
We are still doing research on biodegradable bags, because there are 
some questions about them.

oN- LIN E  R E S ou R C E >

Bring your own bag:  www.bringyourbag.com

http://   www.bringyourbag.com
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P a r t  2 . 3

Community right- 
to-Know Bylaws
fighting Pollution By Disclosure

KatrIna mILLEr is Campaigns Director for 

the toronto Environmental Alliance

We in the Toronto Environmental Alliance are working with the City 
of Toronto to bring in a Community Right-to-know Bylaw. This is a 
type of bylaw that most people probably haven’t heard about, because 
it doesn’t yet exist in Canada. Once this bylaw is in place in Toronto 
we hope that other communities will replicate it.

Community right-to-know is a very broad term. In the context of 
the bylaw we are planning to introduce, a community’s right-to-know 
is about the use and release of toxic substances in neighbourhoods and 
workplaces.

We want disclosure of toxic chemicals that can turn up in our prod-
ucts, in our homes, in our air and our water, and even in our blood. A 
community right-to-know bylaw relates to how much we are allowed 
to know about where those chemicals are coming from and why they 
are being used.
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BE N E f I t S  of  RIGh t-to - K No W >

The benefits of community right-to-know are pretty obvious. If you are 
a resident and you see a great big factory nearby, you can telephone 
or get on the Internet and find out what’s coming out of the stack of 
that factory and you can use that information to raise your concerns 
in an informed and eloquent manner. We want to use that information 
so that we can go and talk to industry and be somewhere on an even 
footing with them.

Community right-to-know and disclosure of toxic chemical use have 
shown time and time again that they lead to significant reductions in 
toxic releases. Experience has taught us that community right-to-know 
leads to pollution reduction, which leads to cost savings most of the 
time for the business. That cost saving causes the business to be more 
sustainable and more viable in the long term.

M A P P ING  toRoN to  tox I C S >

Like most major cities and many smaller centres, Toronto’s air, land, 
and water are burdened by many toxic chemicals. Whether it’s because 
of the disease and death caused by toxic chemicals, or the fact that there 
are hundreds of spills every year in our city from chemical accidents, 
toxics are an issue in the City of Toronto.

We found out the following facts about toxics in Toronto:

1,700 people/year die prematurely from smog.•	

At least nine potent carcinogens are in Toronto’s air at unhealthy •	

levels.

Every year there are hundreds of chemical spills and accidents.•	

In 2003 more than 7,000 tonnes of toxic chemicals were reported •	

as having been released into Toronto’s air, land, and water.

Reported releases are rising in Toronto and elsewhere in Canada.•	

We began our campaign by trying to represent how we are burdened 
by toxic chemicals in the City of Toronto and give people a visual 
ability to see that burden. We came up with a map that shows people 
the reported completely legal toxic chemical releases by air, land, and 
water in the City of Toronto. The map shows the 7,000 tonnes of toxic 
chemicals – that we know about – that are reported through Environment 
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Canada’s National Pollutant Release Inventory. These toxic chemicals are 
released in people’s neighbourhoods, near their workplaces and inside 
their workplaces. There are about 11,000 facilities in Toronto that use 
and release toxic chemicals. Only 3 per cent of them report that use 
and only report around 20 to 50 per cent of their actual pollution. This 
means that there is a massive unknown about how the chemicals in our 
air are getting there, where they are coming from, and the dangers that 
they present to our neighbourhoods right now.

Nowhere in Canada is there any mandatory reporting of the use, 
production, or storage of chemicals. That’s a problem for all of our com-
munities. It’s a problem for workers, because unfortunately neither the 
Ontario Health and Safety Act nor the Workplace Hazardous Materials 
Reporting System do an adequate job of protecting workers.

Toxic chemicals are also a problem for firefighters and other first 
responders when they go to an accident. They don’t have reliable 
information letting them know what 
they’re walking into when they enter a 
facility that’s on fire, or a facility where 
there’s been a spill. This has become a 
major issue for firefighters throughout 
the Greater Toronto Area, who are 
really pushing for more information 
about what is stored where.

S tA Rt ING  W I t h  CoM M u NI t Y  fE E DB A CK >

The bylaw we are working for is based on the idea that the community 
has a right-to-know what chemicals they are being exposed to, where 
they are coming from, why they are being used, and some potential ways 
of reducing their impact. One of the ways we’ve been trying to really 
engage communities in Toronto about this problem is to get people to 
look around their neighbourhoods to find what kinds of facilities exist, 
especially facilities about which there is little information and serious 
concerns about what is going on inside.

We embarked on a project where we asked residents to take pictures 
and tell us their stories. In response we got pictures back from com-
munity groups of an abattoir with a smokestack in a residential area 
in downtown Toronto. We also got photos of an ice-making plant with 

nowhere in Canada is there 

any mandatory reporting of 

the use, production, or storage 

of chemicals. that’s a problem 

for all of our communities. 
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odd-looking bins and strange substances. People wondered about dry 
cleaners that advertise themselves as being solvent-free.

We’re going to make an interactive website of Toronto with the pic-
tures and stories and then begin conversations with the facilities involved 
on behalf of the residents. We will send the questions from the residents 
to the facilities and let the communities know what the answers are. This 
is one way we’re trying to engage communities and begin conversations 
with some of these facilities to see if they’ll voluntarily disclose some 
of that information.

t h E  C A M PA IGN  IN  toRoN to >

The City of Toronto is heading toward a more mandatory approach to 
community right-to-know. In 2000 the city council actually committed to 
adopting a community right-to-know bylaw that empowers community 
members to know the locations, sources, and health effects of toxins in 
their neighbourhoods.

We had been working to get that bylaw passed, but we put it aside 
for a time because we got distracted with another campaign. Later on 
we came back to the idea of community right-to-know in the Riverdale-
Beaches area to show that there was a real need for community right-
to-know and that communities wanted it.

Our campaign triggered a second stage of action. We are expecting 
a thorough report from the City of Toronto Public Health Department, 
which we believe will likely recommend a mandatory approach to com-
munity right-to-know with a bylaw.

Like most major cities and many smaller centres, toronto’s air, 
land, and water are burdened by many toxic chemicals. 
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RIGh t-to - K No W  IN  t h E  u NI t E D  S tAt E S >

There are lots of success stories about community right-to-know, but 
unfortunately none of them so far are in Canada. This is a movement 
that comes from the United States, in states such as Massachusetts, that 
have had wonderful success. In 12 years the Massachusetts Toxic Use 
Reduction Act has caused the use of toxic chemicals to fall by 42 per 
cent and a reduction in releases of 92 per cent. That’s massive and the 
reduction itself is voluntary. The disclosure is mandatory and the reduc-
tion is voluntary. New Jersey and 
California also have community 
right-to-know laws.

There are also municipal right-
to-know laws in the United States. 
New York City is the best-known 
example. Eugene, Oregon has one 
of the most comprehensive laws 
on disclosure and it’s a town of 
140,000. So if Eugene, Oregon can do it, certainly the City of Toronto 
and other municipalities can do it.

CoS t  S AV INGS  foR  BuSIN E S S >

The traditional viewpoint is that pollution prevention is going to cost 
lots of money. It’s true that initially there will be up-front costs because 
owners have to go into their facilities and spend money and time to track 
and audit their use and releases of toxic chemicals. However facility 
operators often find that they are either using more of a toxic chemical 
than they actually need, or that the chemical isn’t being used in an 
efficient way, and its release is unnecessary. By halting or reducing the 
use of these chemicals, facility operators save money by not having to 
buy that toxic chemical any more and by no longer having the liability 
of that toxic chemical in their facility. For example, the Canadian Auto 
Workers audited one of their workplaces and found a very carcinogenic 
solvent that they were using to clean some of their machinery. They 
brought this matter to the attention of the company and pointed out that 
the solvent was very expensive to buy, handle, and dispose of because 
it is considered toxic, hazardous waste. They also found out that they 

In 12 years the massachusetts toxic 

use reduction act has caused the 

use of toxic chemicals to fall by 42 

per cent and a reduction in releases 

of 92 per cent. that’s massive and 

the reduction itself is voluntary.
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could get the same job done with soap and water. That is much cheaper 
and doesn’t have a liability associated with it.

In Massachusetts people are finding that the average business savings 
from the pollution prevention that is triggered by disclosure and tracking 
is between $60,000 and $100,000 per facility, which is considerable. 
Cost savings from chemical disclosure has been a very important argu-
ment in Toronto, where we are losing some of our good jobs in the 
manufacturing sector. We have been very careful to ensure that our push 
for a community right-to-know bylaw is complementary to the idea of 
keeping good industry in Toronto.

BuILDING  A  Co A LI t IoN >

Because we use both the health message and the economic development 
message, we have a broad coalition of people that is pushing for this 
bylaw in Toronto. We have environmental groups, cancer prevention 

groups, firefighters, labour 
groups, and worker health 
and safety clinics who support 
community right-to-know. 
Twenty residents’ associations 
have formally signed on to a 
position statement on com-
munity right-to-know. Getting 
that much support is really 
hard to do, because residents’ 

associations don’t meet that often. We even have some community-
minded and green-minded businesses that are now writing letters in 
support of this.

We’ve gained a broad coalition of support and I would suggest that 
when you try to promote community right-to-know in your communities, 
you first look for that broad coalition of support. This is a very basic 
principle and a very basic right. Most people believe strongly that it is 
their right-to-know and are willing to support the community right-to-
know initiative, if you are able to show how it connects to their lives.

“Community right-to-know is simply our 

inherent right-to-know in a democratic 

society. It’s ridiculous that we don’t 

know about toxic chemicals. the health 

result of this is that you get some major 

pollution prevention.”
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S tA Rt  BY  E NG A GING  You R  CoM M u NI t Y >

To enhance community right-to-know in your area, you don’t need to 
start with a bylaw. What you really need to do at the beginning is to 
engage your community, first by making information that you have 
more available and accessible. Municipalities receive large amounts of 
environmental information, whether it is tests on brownfield sites, water 
quality tests, air monitoring tests, or certificate of approval applications 
that come through. You can also make more information available at 
the school board level.

You also need to talk to the public about the information that you 
don’t have and find out what information they really want, so you can 
move on to the next step, which is link disclosure to existing environ-
mental concerns. In Toronto the main concern today is air quality. The 
bylaw that I think we will see in Toronto will emphasize air quality and 
chemicals that are in our air at unhealthy levels, including chemicals that 
cause smog and global warming.

If you are interested in bringing in a bylaw, ensure that you have 
jurisdictional authority. We have used a general review conducted by the 
Canadian Environmental Law Association and found that there is broad 
jurisdictional authority under the same authority that governs pesticide 
bylaws. That’s as far as anyone in Canada has gone so far in terms of 
looking at jurisdictional authority. We will learn more as we get closer 
to our goal of bringing a community right-to-know bylaw to Toronto.

E NG A GE  t h E  CoM M u NI t Y >

Make available information accessible•	

tell the public what they don’t know and find out what they want to know.•	

Prioritize concern•	

What toxic secrets have the biggest impact on the community?•	

Collaborate with Broad Allies•	

universal issue can bring wide support•	

Establish Jurisdictional Authority if passing bylaws•	

Likely same authority that allows for pesticide bylaw adoption.•	



42 INNoVAtIVE StRAtEGIES

P a r t  2 . 4

PEStICIDE ByLaWS

Citizen action to  
Ban Pesticide use
LorI PEttErSonE is an elementary school teacher in Peterborough 

and the co-founder of Pesticides Beware, a local citizens’ group.

In 2005 the City of Peterborough passed a bylaw that effectively bans 
the use of pesticides inside its boundaries. This bylaw was passed after a 
lengthy process that involved local citizens working together with envi-
ronmental groups. This is the story about how we made it happen.

I am not a politician – I am a citizen who is concerned about pesticide 
use. In March 2001, I attended a pesticide seminar put on by Peterbor-
ough Green-Up, a wonderful non-profit environmental organization 
that runs a number of environmental programs in Peterborough. The 
seminar had some great speakers, including Janet May from the Toronto 
Environmental Alliance, a doctor, a former pesticide applicator turned 
organic farmer, and an organic landscaper. They spoke to a full house 
of people concerned about pesticides.

Many of us were very moved by the presentations and at the end of 
the evening, Patricia Dixon and I organized a group called Pesticides 
Beware. We had 60 people sign up that evening. From that initial 
meeting, about 10 or 12 people met regularly every couple of weeks to 
drive the project. In the first year, we worked to educate the public and 
elected officials.
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During that year we printed and sent out a flyer to almost every home 
in the city that we funded through a sale of perennials at my home. The 
flyer outlined the harmful effects of pesticides and explained alternative 
lawn care practices and products.

P E t I t IoN  DRI V E >

One of our main goals was to collect signatures on a petition and in 
our first year we collected 4,000 signatures in the City of Peterborough, 
which has a population of 70,000 people.

Wherever we could, we got out and ran tables, talked to people 
and collected signatures. During these activities we used information 
produced by Green-Up, including their Pesticide-Free Naturally kit. We 
went to events like the Saturday Farmers’ Market, the Love of Gardening 
Show, and the Buckhorn Health Fair with positive results. Many people 
really wanted to see something done about the spraying of pesticides 
in Peterborough.

Patricia Dixon and I also emailed and phoned councillors in Peter-
borough regularly. We received a great deal of information by email 
from Mike Christie, an activist on the pesticide issue who is based in 
Ottawa. We didn’t send along all of Mike’s emails to the councillors, 
but we talked to them about the more important ones. We kept them 
informed and let them know that we were not going away.

Pesticides Beware made a PowerPoint presentation to the Peterborough 
Health Unit to win their support. That same year our Member of Parlia-
ment read our petition in the House of Commons and we were interviewed 
a number of times by the media. We were getting our message out.
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GoING  to  CI t Y  h A LL >

In the spring of 2002 two councillors invited us to come to city hall to 
meet them. They suggested we go to Peterborough City Council’s next 
meeting and ask that they form a pesticide committee to work on the 
pesticide issue. We thought that was a good start and the city set up a 
pesticide committee that year.

The committee was composed of 13 members, chosen by the city 
from a pool of applicants. I was the only person formally representing 
Pesticides Beware. There were three pesticide applicators and several 
people who were in the middle on this issue. They were interested, but 
wanted to learn more. This committee would meet about every two weeks 
and we educated each other with presentations. I shared information 
on the harmful effects of pesticides and alternative lawn care practices 
and products.

A year later, the committee decided that we needed to hold some sort 
of public forum to see what the rest 
of the city thought about pesticides. 
The response was substantial. A 
large number of people came out to 
the forum and more people wanted 
to speak than we had time for, so 
we met a second night. Ninety per 
cent of the presenters were there to 
support a pesticide bylaw.

Mo V ING  BE YoN D  t h E  CoM MI t t E E >

Meanwhile, the work of the pesticide committee had become a very 
frustrating process. We rarely came to a consensus on anything because 
the two sides were so divided. The one thing we did agree on was that 
pesticide use should be reduced in Peterborough. We worked for two 
years on the pesticide committee and wrote four different drafts of our 
report intended to go to city hall.

In the summer of 2004, I received a call from Gideon Forman, the 
Executive Director of the Canadian Association of Physicians for the 
Environment (CAPE), who had heard about our work in Peterborough 
and offered to help us. I eagerly accepted Gideon’s offer, put the word out 
to Pesticides Beware members, and a group of  21 met in my backyard 

“this may be the best pesticide 

bylaw in north america. Certainly 

it’s the strongest in Canada.”  

– Paul muldoon, Executive 

Director of the Canadian 

Environmental Law association
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on a beautiful July afternoon with Gideon Forman and Janet May. We 
agreed to work together to get city council to pass a pesticides bylaw 
for Peterborough.

GE t t ING  A  BY L AW >

At Gideon’s suggestion, we formed a core group of five people to work 
on our mission. We met regularly at my home and Gideon came from 
Toronto to help with planning, strategy, messaging, and media. He had 
CAPE commission an opinion poll through Oraclepoll Research, which 
showed that 84 per cent of citizens in our community wanted a complete 
phase-out of pesticides.

We also began lobbying councillors individually, using the poll results 
and a 10-minute video presentation CAPE had produced, called ‘Lawn 
and Garden Pesticides: Reducing Harm.’ We also gave councillors the 
April 2004 Ontario College of Family Physicians research paper that 
discusses the health effects of pesticides. Gideon encouraged us to find 
a champsion on council and a councillor did come forward who gave 
us a lot of valuable insight into what was happening on council.

On the Pesticides Committee I often found myself in the minority 
when we voted on recommendations. At the end, the majority of com-
mittee members voted to support a voluntary 50 per cent reduction in 
pesticide use over four years. That was too little and too long a time for 
Pesticides Beware. Thankfully, the committee recommended that there 
be a month-long public input phase where the public could pick up a 
copy of the report, review it, and give feedback.

the Peterborough bylaw effectively 
bans the use of pesticides inside its 
boundaries. People, the environment,  
the water table, and the land all benefit.
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CI t Y  of  P E t E R BoRou Gh ,  BY L AW  No.  05 - 077 >

(As amended by 06-056)

BEING A BY-LAW to REGuLAtE thE uSE of PEStICIDES WIthIN thE CItY of PEtERBoRouGh

thE CoRPoRAtIoN of thE CItY of PEtERBoRouGh BY thE CouNCIL thEREof hEREBY 
ENACtS AS foLLoWS:

WhEREAS Section 130 of the Municipal Act, 2001 authorizes the City to enact 

by-laws which provide for the protection of the “health, safety and well-being” 

of City residents;

AND WhEREAS the Council of the City of Peterborough desires to respond to 

the concerns expressed by City residents about the health risks associated 

with the use of pesticides;

AND WhEREAS regulating the non-essential use of pesticides will help to 

promote and protect the health of City residents.

NoW thEREfoRE thE CouNCIL of thE CoRPoRAtIoN of thE CItY of PEtERBoRouGh 

BY ItS CouNCIL ENACtS AS foLLoWS:

Definitions:

In this by-law, the following word has the following meaning:

I.P.m. accredited groundskeeper – means a person who:

(a) obtains and maintains accreditation in a recognized integrated pest 

management programme from the Audubon Cooperative Sanctuary 

System of Canada, or equivalent, as determined by the City; and

(b) provides proof of I.P.M. accreditation to the City Clerk on or before 

January 31st of each year.

By-law 05-077 is hereby amended by deleting the definition of pesticide 

in Article 1, and substituting the following therefore:

pesticide – means any substance, other than a substance derived from 

plants, plant extracts, fatty acids, iron phosphate, sulphur, mineral oil, 

borax or microbial pest control agents, which is intended to:

(a) control, destroy, reduce, or repel, directly or indirectly, an animal, plant 

or other organism which is harmful or annoying to a human being; 

or

(b) inhibit or prevent the growth of plants.
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C A M PA IGNING  A Rou N D  CoM P RoMIS E >

In October 2004 the pesticide committee report went to city council. At 
the same time, I prepared a minority report stating my feelings about 
the report, which was put into councillors’ mailboxes the same day as 
the final pesticide committee report.

City of Peterborough, Bylaw No. 05-077, continued

offENCE

the application or use of a pesticide is prohibited within the boundaries of the 

City of Peterborough.

ExCEPtIoNS

Notwithstanding Article 2, it is permitted to apply or use a pesticide in the 

following cases:

(a) In a public or private swimming pool;

(b) to purify water for human or animal use;

(c) Inside of a building;

(d) on land used for the commercial production of food;

(e) to control, destroy, reduce or repel, directly or indirectly, an animal, 

plant or other organism which is harmful to human health; or

(f) on a golf course, provided that after March 1st, 2007, any such use or 

application is permitted only under the direction of an I.P.M. accredited 

groundskeeper.

PENALtY

Any person who contravenes this by-law is guilty of an offence and, upon 

conviction, is liable to a fine or penalty provided for in the Provincial Offences 
Act, as amended.

EffECtIVE DAtE

this By-law comes into force and effect on March 1, 2006.

By-law read a first and second time this 2nd day of May 2005

By-law read a third time and finally passed this 2nd day of May 2005.

Sylvia Sutherland, Mayor
Nancy Wright-Laking, City Clerk
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During the public input phase, Pesticides Beware really got working 
and created a form letter calling for a pesticide bylaw. We went out to the 
malls and to public events and got help from nurses at Trent University. 
In the end we got 1,900 form letters signed by people who wanted a 
bylaw. We also still had our petition from earlier in the campaign, which 
hadn’t yet been submitted to city hall. At the end of the month-long 
public input phase, we had almost 6,000 signatures calling for a pesticide 
bylaw in Peterborough. Only one person submitted a letter to city hall 
against having a pesticide bylaw.

When the pesticide committee was brought to council in February 
2005, one of the committee chairs stood up and recommended that 

the report be accepted, but 
he also raised the results of 
the public input. Council had 
heard a number of speakers 
on both sides of the issue, and 
the evening ended with the 
councillors voting eight to one 
against the committee report, 
deciding instead to look at a 
pesticide bylaw at the next 
council meeting.

I provided city hall with 
bylaws from Halifax, Toronto, 

and Hudson, Quebec. Our Pesticides Beware core group then met with 
Gideon from CAPE and wrote up a sample pesticide bylaw that was as 
simple and clear as possible. Gideon met with the city solicitors, they 
tweaked it a little bit, and the bylaw was written.

t h E  BY L AW  PA S S E S >

In May 2005 city council voted unanimously in favour of the bylaw. 
That evening one councillor succeeded in getting an exemption for 
golf courses put into the bylaw. Even with that exemption, it is still an 
excellent bylaw.

The Peterborough Pesticides Bylaw became effective 10 months 
later in March 2006. Council agreed to fund an education component, 
understanding that pesticide bylaws work better in conjunction with an 

“this is a major victory. It means 

over 70,000 residents have strong 

protection against toxic lawn 

chemicals. Lots of politicians talk about 

protecting children. mayor Sutherland 

and council have actually done 

something about it.” – Dr. Kapil Khatter, 

president of the Canadian association 

of Physicians for the Environment
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education campaign than on their own. Council agreed to spend $60,000 
on education and Green-Up was chosen to do the job.

After the bylaw was put in place, two of the councillors came to 
me and said how impressed they were by how calm and reasonable 
we remained when delivering our message to council. We were never 
angry or hostile in any way. That level-headed approach worked in 
Peterborough. Councillors and citizens appreciated that kind of approach 
when we talked to them.

It is a short, simple, and clear bylaw. It is balanced because it protects 
residents against unnecessary spraying of toxic chemicals, but it also 
allows them to use them if there’s something that affects their health, 
like poison ivy, rats, or harmful infestations.

E N foR C E M E N t  A N D  E DuC At IoN >

Green-Up did a great job in the education campaign, which included 
workshops for lawn care professionals and homeowners, two cable 
television shows, a school poster contest, and a full-colour guidebook 
and a fall lawn care fact sheet that went to all homes in Peterborough.

Enforcement of the bylaw is triggered by reporting possible infrac-
tions to city hall. The legal department sends out a letter to the person 
who is reported to be using pesticides promising that Green-Up will be 
contacting them to provide help with their lawn or garden. If the person 
complies with the bylaw, that’s the end of the matter. If there’s continued 
pesticide use, then the city legal department will seek evidence for court 
action. Anyone convicted under the bylaw can be fined up to $5,000.

Adults, children, the elderly, and pets all benefit from reduced pesticide 
use, along with wildlife, insects, and birds. The environment, the water 
table, and the land all benefit. We are proud of our work to establish 
Peterborough’s pesticide bylaw.

R E S ou R C E S >

Peterborough Green-Up: www.greenup.on.ca

Canadian Association of Physicians for the Environment: www.cape.ca

http://www.greenup.on.ca
http://www.cape.ca
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PA Rt  3

Building Strong 
and Sustainable 
neighbourhoods 
through Citizen action

Building strong and sustainable communities requires effective leadership 

as well as an active and engaged citizenry. This section begins with a 

fresh perspective from one of the most inspiring community engagement 

experts in the US. The remainder of the section looks at five examples 

where neighbourhoods and communities have mobilized, with exciting 

and inspiring results.
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P a r t  3 . 1

Community Engagement
Building a Community voice

GarLanD yatES is one of the foremost figures in community 

mobilization and democratic action in the united States. he 

is well known for the work he did through the Annie E. Casey 

foundation. following the destruction caused by hurricane 

Katrina in 2005, he has been involved with facilitating 

direct action in the reconstruction of New orleans.

P o W E R  IN  P EoP LE >

There is real power in people and I have seen in my life that real change 
can happen when people get together and decide that it’s time to change: 
kids become better educated, neighbourhoods become safer over decades 
and not just during a particular crime initiative.

These things happen when people decide that they aren’t going to 
accept the status quo and they decide that they are going to change. In 
my work, I have not seen a program that can make positive change in 
troubled families without taking account of the family itself, and in the 
larger context, without taking into account the community in which 
people live.

In our country elected officials look at community groups as a threat. 
That’s for good reason: it’s because they make elected officials more 
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accountable. But those officials who have an agenda of change find that 
these groups are invaluable allies.

I believe that the power of people is essential in making change in 
a community, but I don’t for a minute believe that they can do it by 
themselves. I don’t for a moment believe that they can do it without 
the help of local government and in most of the cases that I’ve been 
working on, the institution with the greatest resources and the greatest 
clout is government. For community change, we have to end up in a 
place where we have a solid relationship with local government and 
local officials in particular.

Co oP E R At IoN  IS  E S S E N t I A L >

The strength and sustainability of any community change ultimately 
depends on the willingness and ability of individual residents to cooperate 
with each other on matters of mutual interest and take control of their 
community. The very first reason 
that people organize is to take 
control of their neighbourhood to 
make it safe for their kids.

Social and economic alienation 
and isolation is a major reason for 
the decline of many neighbour-
hoods. People don’t talk to each 
other and most of the time they 
are overwhelmed with fear. They 
don’t come out at night. They 
don’t go to community meetings. They don’t let their kids go to the 
playground. That results in isolation: people live next door to each other 
and don’t know each other.

Overcoming that isolation is essential in building a neighbourhood 
and that’s the first step in our strategy. When we go in and help rebuild 
the community, the first thing we want to do is get people interacting 
with each other. Helping people break down isolation not only helps 
them get acquainted with each other but also helps people share their 
knowledge, which is a valuable resource. Getting people talking to each 
other and working with each other will help them improve their lives.

In our country elected officials look 

at community groups as a threat. 

that’s for good reason: it’s because 

they make elected officials more 

accountable. But those officials who 

have an agenda of change find that 

these groups are invaluable allies.
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ho W  C A N  W E  h E LP ? >

As outsiders, we asked ourselves how we could make these things hap-
pen. How could we encourage people to interact more with each other? 
The most logical thing was to go to people in the neighbourhood who 
had histories of interaction. That involved reaching out to community 
organizers and to community organizations.

Community organizing is controversial, so it’s not every day that a big 
foundation is going to put resources into community organizing. In some 
places, there’s a weird belief that these groups undermine democracy, 
when in reality there is no democracy without them.

After having worked in projects in Denver, Boston, and Detroit when 
I was at the Annie E. Casey Foundation, I learned that there are two 
factors that influence the willingness of people in neighbourhoods to 
get involved in local affairs. One factor is the burden of participation, 
which includes money and time and things like child care. The second 
factor is self-esteem; how people feel about themselves, their children, 
and their neighbourhood.

In a neighbourhood that has a lot of needs, people are going to be 
troubled with a lot of negative feeling about themselves. We know that 
connecting with the people that do the organizing and then working on 
the problems that form the barriers to participating are things to do right 
away. These were things that the Casey Foundation had never funded 
before. That was unheard of – funding things like child care and trans-
portation was considered the same as giving out a welfare cheque.

hIE R A R C h Y  of  N E E DS >

One elected official in Denver told me that people have to deal with 
their immediate needs first before they can engage in neighbourhood 
affairs, something like Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs. Before this official 
understood this, he was surprised that people didn’t come out when he 
called a community meeting. His understanding of that made him a 
more useful ally in getting neighbourhoods involved.

We found it useful to step back and take a look at what would 
encourage people to get engaged in their neighbourhoods. Some of the 
barriers are short term and some are long term. But then there are other 
characteristics that we had to understand so we wouldn’t make things 
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worse. We had to understand as best we could the characteristics and 
composition of these neighbourhoods. Sometimes you have people who 
have immigrated from other parts of the world and you sometimes have 
groups that have migrated from other parts of the country. Understanding 
who was in these neighbourhoods was absolutely crucial.

We needed to find some targets of opportunity. That meant learning 
about neighbourhood events and celebrations, where people went and 
where they felt safe, and what organizations people felt were legitimate. 
We had to understand these things at a basic level before we took any 
steps to do anything in these neighbourhoods. We had to learn which 
events were part of a series of events, as opposed to a one-time event.

How do we get that knowledge? We sat down with the residents 
and asked them how we could learn about their community and create 
opportunities for them. In one 
neighbourhood in Denver a group 
had gone to Appalachia to learn 
about story circles, where people 
got together and talked about their 
experiences. These people were 
so impressed they wrote a study 
guide about story circles and used 
it as a tool.

They came to us and said, “Why 
don’t you let us spend some money 
on things we think are important?” 
They were interested in cutting 
crime, strengthening families, and 
getting youth out of trouble. The list of activities they proposed to deal 
with these goals didn’t go over well at the Foundation headquarters, 
but we set aside $100,000 to help them. Most of what they did with the 
money was social. They formed block clubs and they held multicultural 
dinners. They also designed Spanish classes to allow African-Americans 
and Vietnamese-Americans to communicate with Spanish speakers and 
they designed English classes so that the Spanish speakers could com-
municate with the Vietnamese-Americans and the African- Americans. 
They asked a local resource centre to help them create a good neighbour 
resource guide to better understand the neighbourhood and better talk 
to each other. So here we had three groups using this money to become 
familiar with each other’s language and culture so that they could learn 
to work together. That would never have come from us.

“Sometimes we have gone into 

neighbourhoods and tried to do 

too much. Sometimes we have 

underestimated the knowledge 

and understanding of local 

people and sometimes we have 

underestimated the impact of what 

outsiders say about a community. 

the biggest sin is not trusting the 

people in the neighbourhood.”
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C R E At ING  A  N E IGh Bou R ho oD  V oI C E >

When you get people talking and interacting with each other, that’s a 
good first step. Then how do you get people talking so that they can 
create what we call a neighbourhood voice? We wanted them to think 
collectively about community problems. How do we help them without 
intruding on them or manipulating them? How do we encourage them 
to work together and create an authentic voice? Somewhere, leadership 
has to show up. Anything that happens in the community has to have 
a centre. The authenticity of potential leaders was an issue that arose 
immediately.

One thing that people said to us about leadership was that there are 
too many gatekeepers, people who are anointed by outsiders because 
their views served the interests of outsiders. So we first had to deal with 
that fear. The fear of gatekeeping reflects a concern that someone might 
define and promote an agenda that reflects the agenda maker’s personal 
interests rather than those of the community.

R E P LE NIS hING  LE A DE R S hIP >

We have to remember that leadership needs to be constantly replenished. 
People come and people go. Someone can become a leader in a school, 
for example, but may be forced to step back if something happens to 
his or her family.

Constant investments have to be made. Community organizers have 
to be funded, as controversial as that can be. What we all want is a 
model of leadership that reflects the community.

The first thing that we must recognize is that leadership should be 
representative, even if it is adversarial and works against the interest of 
the funding foundation. This of course wasn’t easy for me to sell at the 
Casey Foundation. When people get organized and become powerful, 
we have to be ready for the possibility that the power will be exercised 
within their close relationships, not directed at some distant place.

Leadership development can be a double-edged sword. On one side 
there is the establishment of people in positions of power and influence 
and on the other side monitoring how and in whose interest that power 
is used. On one hand, we have to build leaders that have power and are 
authentic, and on the other hand, we have to make sure that they are 
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accountable to the residents under them and that they don’t stray into 
the realm of gatekeeping for their own agendas

tR A INING  LE A DE R S >

At the Casey Foundation we believed that the constant recruitment 
and training of new leaders mitigated the concentration of power and 
influence in the pursuit of individual agendas. There were three means 
we used to create an authentic community voice. The first was creating 
and supporting leadership development that was authentic and true. 
The second was leadership training so that these new leaders could 
understand that effective leaders require a following to which they 
are accountable. The third was 
understanding that the real work 
of community organizing was not 
just going to happen: we had to 
fund it.

If you go to a community and 
you help it get organized and ask it 
what it wants, then you had better 
be prepared to give it to them or 
work with them to help them get 
it. When you ask the question, 
you’ve got to be accountable for 
the results. The results can be 
powerful. A politician in Denver 
who listened to what people 
in his community wanted was 
able to help create a very strong 
partnership that enabled him make to make even bigger reforms than 
he had expected to be able to make. We learned that helping residents 
help themselves is the core ingredient of community organizing. This 
reflects what Saul Alinsky once said: “Never do for people what they 
can do for themselves.”

“as a progressive, I believe that 

elected leaders have to come 

together with the people in the 

community who will have to live 

with the consequences of decisions 

that are made and I believe 

that organized labour should be 

represented. I do not believe that 

working people can have a just place 

in their communities if they are not 

organized around their common 

interests and those interests have 

to go beyond collective bargaining.”
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L AY ING  fou N DAt IoNS  foR  C h A NGE >

Once we’ve gotten people to interact with each other and to think col-
lectively, how does all that get converted into an agenda for change that 
is doable, to which people in the neighbourhood feel accountable, and 
to which they can make others in their community accountable?

Interaction and engagement cannot be ends unto themselves. They 
must become the foundation upon which neighbourhoods organize for 
long term sustainable change. The challenge is one of gathering the right 
information and creating the consensus for an agenda that addresses 
community concerns. This involves seeing what individual concerns 
will rise to the level of community concerns that become catalysts for 
action.

t h R E S hoLD  CoN DI t IoNS >

How can we frame those concerns so they become a framework for 
getting things done? Our work in this area involves examining two sets 
of threshold conditions. One of them is making residents feel that they 

are going to be heard in the public 
discourse. The other is that people 
need to know what will happen with 
the information they give. How will 
it be used? If residents are satisfied 
then they will likely want to work 
with others.

In this case, we are talking about 
communities working with public 
officials, which is the most important 
constituency to which communities 

have to reach out. We can stop some kids from criminal activity, but 
we can’t reduce the crime rate without the police department. We can 
help individual kids, but we can’t improve the educational system for 
our kids without working with that system.

In distressed communities that may lack social organization, the 
mechanisms required to support community agenda building are often 
weak or absent. In the communities we’re talking about, when you go 
about building a community agenda for action, the infrastructure and 

Some neighbourhoods are poor 

and some are in desperate need, 

but when people come together, 

there is no question about the 

difference they can make by 

using their collective wisdom 

and collective power.
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resources are not there. These communities require help to develop the 
means to exchange information.

IN foR M A L  W oR K >

We should work beyond social interaction to develop issue recognition 
and consensus building. A resident-friendly environment must be created 
for information sharing and consensus building and action. As much 
as possible must be done that’s non-hierarchical. At the end of the day, 
people must know that we are being sincere and accountable.

Another way to encourage this is to sponsor informal opportunities 
for change such as story circles, multicultural dinners, block parties, etc. 
People just want to talk about what’s on their minds. Social events can 
attract larger numbers of people without emphasizing the attendance 
of certain people. They bring everybody together.

In addition to these informal meetings, there is a need for focused 
discussion of topical events. We ought to do both, but we need to be 
strategic about when we do them.

CoNCLuSIoN >

Community building involves some art, but you have to be direct and 
strategic and you have to be willing to invest in it. Where there’s a healthy 
neighbourhood infrastructure that engages people around things they 
care about, those neighbourhoods tend to be healthier by far. Some 
neighbourhoods are poor and some are in desperate need, but when 
people come together, there is no question about the difference they can 
make by using their collective wisdom and collective power.

When other people are open to working with them and putting up 
with the headaches and accepting the fact that we don’t know it all and 
that the people here are experts in their own way, there is the joy of 
making and sustaining change. If we want to make life better for these 
people, it is worth the journey.
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P a r t  3 . 2

Strong and Sustainable 
neighbourhoods
responding to Community needs in Kingston

CaroLyn DavIES is Director of Community health 

Services at Kingston Community health Centres.

ELaInE raDWay has worked in the community development 

field for many years and has worked over the past few years 

with members of Kingston Community health Centres.

Community health centres are holistic in their orientation, and therefore 

focus not only on primary health care for individuals, but also on taking care 

of community-wide health issues. In this article, Carolyn Davies and Elaine 

Radway show how a community health centre in Kingston supported the 

development of a vital neighbourhood-based and managed community centre 

in response to the city’s decision to close down the neighbourhood arena.

RIDE A u  h E IGh t S >

One of the arenas slated for closure was the Wally Elmer Youth Centre 
in Rideau Heights and it is there that this project took place. In this 
part of Kingston, which includes Rideau Heights and adjacent areas, a 
significant number of families live below the poverty line. The percentage 
of those living below the poverty line in the surrounding areas ranges 
between 27 and 42 per cent, compared to 7 to 22 per cent for the rest 
of the city.
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Slightly more than half of the families are led by lone parents. The 
incidence of obesity in these areas is twice the national average. There 
are 1,500 children under the age of 14 within 10 blocks of the arena, a 
very high ratio that is twice the density of the average city neighbour-
hood. Unlike the rest of Ontario or Canada, the population bulges in 
the younger demographic. In many ways, this neighbourhood will play 
a huge role in our future.

There is a high concentration of subsidized housing in the Rideau 
Heights area, with 500 needy units within 15 blocks of the arena and 
a lot of privately-owned apartment blocks that cater to lower income 
residents. There is a low level of home ownership: 28.6 per cent com-
pared to 58.4 for the rest of the 
city. The residential population is 
about 6,000, just over 5 per cent 
of the total city population. The 
average family income is $33,585, 
compared to $68,396 for the city.

A CC E S SING  S E R V I C E S >

People in this part of Kingston have trouble accessing services, which 
appears to be getting harder as time goes on. The city commissioned a 
consulting firm to do a report, and in 2004 it recommended closing three 
arenas, primarily because of the cost of maintaining these older buildings. 
The city has gone ahead with that plan and is building a recreational 
multiplex in a suburban location that is probably a 25-minute drive 
from this neighbourhood.

There has been a lot of negative media coverage on the Rideau Heights 
area because of its demographics. In spite of that a strong surge of sup-
port came out of the neighbourhood to save the arena.

CoM M u NI t Y  h u B  W oR K ING  GRou P >

As the community health centre in the neighbourhood, we do a lot of 
community development work and we support a lot of community initia-
tives. We called a meeting between ourselves and the city. Both the city 
and CHC agreed to see what we could do to improve services through 

the average family income in rideau 

heights is $33,585, compared 

to $68,396 for all of Kingston.
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the development of a youth centre. To this end, the Community Hub 
Working Group was set up in November 2005. In our work we put a 
priority on inclusion, and here we ensured that a number of community 
groups were invited to the table, along with community members, our 
city councillor, and city staff.

CoM M u NI t Y  C E N tR E >

Out of the Community Hub Working Group’s efforts came a vision 
for a true neighbourhood-based and managed community centre. The 
centre would involve an expansion of the Wally Elmer Youth Centre, 
as opposed to decommissioning the arena. This centre would deliver 
recreation programs and services and be a gathering place for all ages. It 
would be community-driven and supported by the city. We are looking 

at building on existing community 
group partnerships rather than 
replacing them.

Why is a community hub impor-
tant? A number of studies have 
shown the importance of social struc-
tures in neighbourhoods and how 
they affect individual educational 

attainment, employment success, and social connectedness, which in 
turn can have a positive impact on individual health. That’s why the 
community health centre is at the table. Community building is about 
building relationships and bringing people together so they can create 
new conversations and activities.

N E W  uS E S  foR  t h E  CoM M u NI t Y  h u B >

In the visioning process and the focus group work, the question of how 
the Wally Elmer Youth Centre could be utilized as a neighbourhood hub 
was posed and several different focus areas were identified.

Education was one focus area, where the community centre would be 
used to provide English as a Second Language classes and adult education 
programs. Health was another focus area. We discussed having a foot 
care clinic and a place to meet with nurse practitioners available right in 

Community building is about 

building relationships and 

bringing people together so they 

can create new conversations 

and activities.
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the community. Instead of having these services outside the community, 
people could actually walk to the community centre to access them.

Social services could also be delivered from this centre, including a 
place to meet with Ontario Works representatives and social workers. 
With regards to recreation, arts, and culture, the committee expressed 
the hope that the arena would remain available for events like skating 
classes, dancing, and other sports.

The community centre could be used to promote community 
beautification, pride, and safety. This would help make people feel 
comfortable walking in the streets and going to parks, and also foster 
pride in the community. The centre will also have to address the growing 
multicultural makeup of the community. The community centre could 
be a hub where multicultural awareness and activities could branch out 
into the community.

V ISIoNING  W oR K >

In the working group, we wanted to bring the various partners together 
to make sure that the vision was right, that the hub was a good idea, 
and that it had continued support. We have been able to move forward 
because of strong neighbourhood support for the Wally Elmer Youth 
Centre and support for community arenas, and because community 
members and organizations need a place to offer their services.

t IP S  foR  CoM M u NI t Y  oRG A NIZ E R S >

here is what we recognize as the crucial items in this kind of community 

work:

take action when the time is right.•	

focus on the community action and partnerships.•	

Be diverse and inclusive.•	

Make sure you have the right people at the table at the right time. It’s not •	

always the same people all the time.

Know when you need outside help. We’re all busy, we all have jobs, and •	

the momentum will not continue if work is left to staff only.

Get the commitments and keep them going.•	
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We held a visioning day session in September 2006 that was attended 
by 38 community organizations. We were fortunate that the city sent a 
consultant who had been hired to look into repurposing the community 
arenas. The consultant took an active part in our community discussions 
and used the information to write a report that addressed the planning 
and implementation process as well as how to build awareness.

In order to make the vision work, we had to look imaginatively at 
sources of money in addition to money that was already available. We 
had to look at partnerships, including those with city agencies, com-
munity groups, the province, and most importantly community members. 
We discussed potential programming and what would make sense for 
the physical space.

After the visioning session, the working group was very inspired 
and its members agreed that in order to keep the momentum going, 
they needed to go back to the different players and get a commitment 
in principle for the vision. It was essential that the City of Kingston 
and Kingston Community Health Centres agree to continue to provide 
staff support.

On November 16, 2006 a meeting was held with decision-makers 
from the City of Kingston and Kingston Community Health Centres. 
At this meeting, the Community Hub Working Group submitted a 
written report based on the community visioning exercise and 20 letters 
of support from community agencies. The meeting resulted in a firm 
commitment from all players.

CoNCLuSIoN >

We are now working on establishing an interim planning group. We have 
invited the United Way to the table as a potential funder. The City of 
Kingston has assigned full-time coordination help and the health centre 
provides secretarial help. We are still at an early phase of our work, but 
we used community engagement to get us to where we are.

The renewed commitment to the Wally Elmer Youth Centre is taking 
form in a splash pad for use in the summer, which opened in 2007.

What is really exciting about our work so far is that we’ve turned 
a potential loss into what is going to become a major asset for the 
community.
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P a r t  3 . 3

action for 
neighbourhood Change 
Comes to thunder Bay

SanDra aLBErtSon is Manager of Community Capacity 

Building with thunder Bay Action for Neighbourhood 

Change, a project of the united Way of thunder Bay.

CoM M u NI t Y  C A PA CI t Y  BuILDING >

We in the United Way of Thunder Bay are working in an area that is new 
for us called community capacity building. Community capacity building 
is about engagement, learning, and change. It is also about engaging 
residents in the public, private, and voluntary sectors to develop visions 
for the future of their community. It’s about learning to work together 
better to address complex community issues like poverty, safety, and 
declining neighbourhoods. This work is about long-term strategic change 
that will support the development of strong, vibrant communities.

Community capacity building work can address complex community 
problems in a way that is holistic, looking at the big picture from multiple 
views. It involves getting to know the population and who the people are 
that are involved. It’s collaborative and multi-sectoral, bringing together 
people from different groups with a common vision.
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This work is for the long term and we know that it takes a lot of 
time. It is inclusive of all the people who want to come to the table and 
work with you. And of course it is messy work. You have to get out 
there and try new things and take risks. You have to know the people 
in your community and know who is supportive, who is on the edge of 
being supportive, and who isn’t supportive.

ou R  P Ro GR A M  IN  t h u N DE R  B AY >

Action for Neighbourhood Change (ANC) is a community capacity 
building program that began in February 2005.The United Way of 
Canada oversaw the program and funds came from five federal depart-
ments until March 2007. ANC took place in five cities across Canada 
– Thunder Bay, Surrey, Regina, Toronto, and Halifax.

ANC brings together a diverse range of people who live and work in a 
neighbourhood and helps them achieve a common vision. ANC involves 
re-establishing a neighbourhood’s sense of itself and the connections 
between neighbours. In Canada we’ve lost that sense of neighbourliness 
and I believe that it needs to be regained.

The United Way of Thunder Bay selected the Simpson-Ogden neigh-
bourhood as the place we were going to do our community work. We 
asked the community if they wanted the project to happen there and 
the people we talked to gave us an overwhelming yes.

To meet residents, we did something we in the United Way know 
well, which is throw a party. About 300 people came together and the 
outcome was very positive. People came to us and said, “This is the first 
time I’ve met my neighbour from down the street,” and, “it’s the first 
time I’ve felt like I was part of this neighbourhood.”

t h E  SIM P S oN- o G DE N  N E IGh Bou R ho oD >

Simpson-Ogden is the second oldest neighbourhood in Thunder Bay. It 
once had a thriving business district and Ogden Park has been a com-
munity park for over 80 years. Its population of 3,200 people includes a 
high proportion of descendents of European immigrants. A large number 
of Aboriginal people are moving in and out of the neighbourhood. A 
high number of seniors live in the area, as well as a very high number 
of youth and young people.
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This population brings with it a high number of issues that revolve 
around youth. About two-thirds of the housing stock consists of small 
single-family residences and a number of larger houses have been 
converted into apartments.

The effects of a recent economic decline are seen in this neighbour-
hood in the form of boarded up businesses on Simpson Street. Out of 
266 business addresses in the area, only about 60 to 65 are operating. 
There’s a business improvement area with limited ability to leverage 
change due to declining participation. 
There is a high concentration of bars 
along the business development area, 
along with drug trafficking, visible 
street prostitution, and a high number 
of people who are homeless and living 
with addictions and mental illness. In 
spite of this, there’s still a strong core 
of long term residents who really care 
about their neighbourhood and see it 
as their home.

R E SIDE N t S  A R E  K E Y >

From the outset, resident involvement was key because we wanted resi-
dents to take ownership. We worked to engage residents and representa-
tives from the neighbourhood. We looked to the health organizations and 
groups involved in the arts and heritage, education and family services 
sectors, as well as the police.

The people themselves decided how the project would roll out. There 
was some poking and prodding along the way because people weren’t 
sure what they could accomplish together. Residents were involved in 
the consultation, the planning, and in steering the process, and they are 
doing much of the work themselves.

The work of ANC focused on building the capacities of these com-
munity groups. They’ve come together to really plan for the future. The 
neighbourhood city councillor has also played a key role in this work.

The Simpson-Ogden Neighbourhood Advisory Committee is a 
diverse group of residents who care about the long-term future of the 
Simpson-Ogden neighbourhood. They’ve developed a vision statement 
in consultation with the residents of the neighbourhood: “The Simpson-

about 300 people came to the 

party and the outcome was 

very positive. People came to 

us and said, “this is the first 

time I’ve met my neighbour 

from down the street,” and, “it’s 

the first time I’ve felt like I was 

part of this neighbourhood.”
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Ogden neighbourhood is a supportive community that will identify and 
respond to unmet needs allowing our diverse citizens to continue to 
strive for a proud, prosperous, unified place that we are proud to call 
home.” They wanted to get all that in there to show what they want to 
achieve over time.

DE V E LoP ING  A  P L A N >

We invited people from the neighbourhood to meet us at a strategic 
planning event, but nobody came. So we decided to go where people 
were already meeting. It was much better because people were more 
comfortable in their own environment. We presented the information 
that we found and then put people together in groups. They then decided 
what priorities they would pursue.

We have now developed a strategic plan for the neighbourhood. Some 
of the things we are going to pursue are mental health services for the 
neighbourhood and a settlement and welcome program for Aboriginal 
people and families moving into our area from northern communities.

Local residents would like more recreation services for youth and they 
want to set up a public relations effort to combat the negative image 
of the neighbourhood. They want to deal with the community’s safety 
concerns by working with the city. So now we’re working on getting 
funding for these initiatives and helping people prepare grant proposals 
and look for grant money.

Go V E R N M E N t  S u P P oRt >

We have received $160,000 from the federal government to implement 
neighbourhood projects. Since we, as United Way staff, didn’t want to 
select projects, we formed a neighbourhood advisory group to oversee 
project selection. Residents themselves selected the projects that came 
out of it, including the Simpson-Ogden Housing Project, where a group 
of residents came together to learn about housing and bylaw issues. Now 
they’re trained to do housing inspections. People can call our office and 
have a volunteer inspector look at their concerns and report them to the 
bylaw office or the housing project.
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The involvement from the City of Thunder Bay was low at first. 
However as time went on, more councillors got on board and got 
involved. The mayor is interested and our local councillor is very active. 
We’ve done two deputations to council and we’ve been successful in 
getting funding.

As United Way staff, our role is as conveners and facilitators. We 
work to get the discussion going, provide training, learning opportunities 
and get the project going. Residents are running what is becoming the 
structured project they wanted it to be and they’re taking over those 
services.

E A R LY  S uCC E S S E S >

The community itself has begun to work out some problems, starting 
with beautification. The work so far includes an art walk and murals on 
boarded up buildings. A design by a 10-year-old is being transferred to 
banners that are being put up on local streets. Murals are being painted 
in a pedestrian underpass. Neighbourhood cleanups are taking place on 

S oM E  A DV I C E  W E  Got  f RoM  t h E  >
R E SIDE N t S  foR  CoM M u NI t Y  W oR K

take time to lay the groundwork; it will take longer than you ever thought.•	

Be directed from the neighbourhood.•	

Pull together people who know community development and train those •	

who don’t.

Go to people – don’t expect them to come to you.•	

use an asset-based approach rather than trying to grapple with issues.•	

Involve and trust local youth because they have really good ideas.•	

Link with organizations where you can get leverage.•	

Start small and build on small achievable results.•	

find your allies and people who can be your champions and advocates.•	

Get the municipality on board and don’t quit.•	

Evaluate and celebrate your accomplishments.•	

When faced with roadblocks, don’t be afraid to improvise.•	
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Wednesday nights. Last year people picked up 15 bags of garbage at 
one of these events and this year only five bags were collected. Youth 
are painting garbage containers. As a result of this work, things are 
looking better.

Thanks to people in the neighbourhood, we have soccer in this 
neighbourhood for the first time. About 55 children are enrolled in this 
soccer league. People are looking at Tai Chi and wellness seminars for 
this neighbourhood. The third annual block party is being planned and 
this time it’s the residents doing it rather than us. Neighbourhood coffee 
parties are taking place where specific topics are discussed. These events 
have increased membership in the neighbourhood association. These 
activities have been managed by residents with a small amount of our 
own staff time and we’ve tracked about 8,000 volunteer hours.

The garden project, which involves backyard gardens, is just taking off 
this summer. An unusual program is the Underground Gym and Youth 
Shelter, which began when an individual bought three buildings for $200 

and turned them into this gym. Many 
people were hesitant at first but they 
realize that this individual is reaching 
youth who otherwise wouldn’t be 
reached. We provided some funding 
to help them repair the roof of one 
of the buildings. Here these youth 
are training to be boxers and they’ve 
participated in the Aboriginal games 
and have done very well.

LE S S oNS  LE A R N E D >

What have we learned about capacity building? We’ve learned that 
place-based and community-based solutions are essential. They have to 
be rooted and developed in the community to have long lasting effects. 
We need to have champions at many levels. We need to work to build 
the capacities of individuals and families to give them a voice to make 
lasting change. We need to work long term.

thanks to people in the 
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P a r t  3 . 4

Building a Sense  
of Community in 
toronto’s Inner Suburbs
SEan mEaGhEr is president of Public Interest Strategies and 

Communications, a community development organization 

based in toronto. In this article Sean discusses his company’s 

work to build a sense of community in Scarborough Village, 

an immigrant community in south central Scarborough.

R E A C hING  ou t >

We have learned that it is important to reach out to people because in 
order to be successful you need a variety of people at the table. Recently, 
we have been involved in community development work in Scarborough 
Village, an immigrant community in south central Scarborough.

When we work on community development processes, our goals are 
to reach out to residents, businesses, and community service providers, 
and to link up all the different parts of the neighbourhood and support 
the existing systems. We have found that building on the assets you have 
in the community is so much more efficient than other approaches, and 
is more respectful to the community. When we go into a community, 
we look at the systems that work there and try to find a way to build 
and strengthen them.



72 INNoVAtIVE StRAtEGIES

We have found that we need to find the issues and priorities that 
matter to people, and work on those issues and priorities. Everyone has 
their own vision of how to make the world better, and one’s personal 
vision is a great thing to hold dear, when you’re in someone else’s 
neighbourhood, it is their vision that matters. Finding the community’s 
key priorities is critical and so is building on lasting community structure 
and leadership.

R E SIDE N t S  DRI V ING  C h A NGE >

The people who live in the neighbourhood are going to be the ones who 
make community projects successful in the long term. If we are there 
doing a lot of terrific work and then going home, the neighbourhood 
doesn’t get a lot out of it.

If we help people change the way their neighbourhood works the 
neighbourhood is going to get something out of that forever. That’s not 
an easy thing to do, because even neighbourhoods that recognize that 
they are in significant distress have a lot of barriers to deal with when 
they work with folks who want to come into the area and do good.

S uS P I CIoN  of  ou t SIDE  h E LP >

People in these troubled communities are often disillusioned about 
institutional interests and many neighbourhoods in the greatest distress 
have been the subject of a lot of studies and all kinds of programs. Many 
of these programs are of the type that aims to fix problems overnight. 
The people who run the programs don’t stay long and in the end the 
neighbourhood is left with very little.

The people left behind don’t want to go through that cycle again. They 
don’t have a lot of time, energy, or resources to squander on something 
that isn’t going to make a lasting change in their neighbourhood, so 
they tend to be very wary of people like us. They also wonder who the 
winner is in these kinds of processes.

These are challenging neighbourhoods for many other reasons. As 
immigration grows, there are numerous fissures along language and 
cultural lines. There are limits on the level of connection inside the 
community. In many neighbourhoods the physical space to connect with 
each other and create relationships simply doesn’t exist
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toRoN to ’ S  IN N E R  S u Bu R B S >

In Toronto many of the problems are migrating to the inner suburbs. 
These are traditional suburban neighbourhoods that were built around 
car culture, where everything is far apart and accessed by car. Now the 
area is populated by a majority of people who don’t have cars, can’t 
afford to drive, or for various reasons are unable to take the bus so they 
end up physically and geographically isolated.

In such neighbourhoods, people are wary of you, they don’t trust you, 
they’re disillusioned, disconnected, and they are split along language and 
cultural lines. In addition to that, everything is far away. How do you 
get around all of these challenges?

In Regent Park we worked in nine separate languages. Every piece 
that we published, every meeting that we held, every discussion that 
we took part in, was in nine differ-
ent languages at the same time. In 
Scarborough Village, we worked 
in the four languages that are pre-
dominant in the neighbourhood: 
English, Urdu, Bengali, and Tamil. 
Everything we did was available 
to all in the languages. We had to 
put that discipline on ourselves. It 
wasn’t always easy and it wasn’t 
cheap, but it was necessary in order 
to demonstrate that the process was 
about them and not about us.

Whenever we go into a neighbourhood, we ask who is effective in 
communicating with a group of people and then we hire them. We have 
to make sure that the project economically benefits the people in the 
neighbourhood. We also have to make sure that the people who do the 
outreach are people who understand the language, culture, and local 
dynamics. Reaching out to people in familiar venues, such as community 
centres or places of worship, is also very important. We hold meetings 
in mosque basements, parks, kitchens, and living rooms, because that’s 
where people are. People don’t come to us; we need to come to them.

Our place-based, bottom-up, engaged approach to tackling these 
issues of crime and poverty doesn’t have all the splash and splendour 
of a big national program, but it reaches more people more effectively. 

In Scarborough village, we 

worked in the four languages: 

English, urdu, Bengali, and tamil. 

Everything we did was available 

to all in the languages. It wasn’t 

always easy and it wasn’t cheap, 

but it was necessary in order to 

demonstrate that the process was 

about them and not about us.



74 INNoVAtIVE StRAtEGIES

rEGEnt ParK | Instead 
of just looking at who is 
living in poverty, who is a 
new immigrant, etc., Sntf 
overlays those questions 
by asking who has the 
infrastructure in the 
neighbourhood to tackle 
those issues. 
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This is because people in the community know the languages, cultures, 
and venues in their own neighbourhood. They also know those informal 
networks, those relationships between Urdu-speaking moms or Bengali 
taxi drivers, that spread most of the information in the community. 
Local people have to be the centrepiece of the process, because they are 
the ones who hold most of the cards and most of the tools for engaging 
and communicating.

CoM M u NI t Y  A NIM At IoN >

We have been using a process that we call community animation, where 
we have systems for training people to become the outreach workers for 
their own neighbourhood. That process is spreading in Toronto really 
fast, in part because of a group set up by the City of Toronto and the 
United Way of Toronto called the Strong Neighbourhoods Task Force 
(SNTF).

SNTF did two important things. First it built the political will to use 
place-based strategies to address social and economic challenges. Then 
it sketched out new tools for looking at the nuances of neighbourhoods. 
It measured social challenges as well as the infrastructures in place to 
address these problems.

Instead of just looking at who is living in poverty, who is a new 
immigrant, etc., SNTF overlays those questions by asking who has the 
infrastructure in the neighbourhood to tackle those issues. Interestingly, 
the places that don’t have food banks, health centres, libraries, youth 
services, and seniors services are these areas out in the suburbs that 
were designed as neighbourhoods for middle-class homeowners but 
are now becoming home for low-income newcomers. This is where the 
real struggles are because the appropriate support infrastructure is not 
in place.

S C A R BoRou Gh  V ILL A GE >

Scarborough Village is one such neighbourhood that is lacking in 
infrastructure. One of the challenges is bringing together all the differ-
ent people with different mixes of resources to work together to tackle 
these issues. That’s what gives strength to the process. Although it is not 
monolithic or homogenous, everyone shares the same objective, which 
is to build a great neighbourhood in which to live.
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The middle class homeowners are still part of this community. They 
still live mainly in nice little bungalows in one end of the neighbourhood, 
as opposed to the high-rise towers where the immigrants live. Both groups 
share an interest in making the area a safe, comfortable place to live, so 
they have a motivation to get involved.

About 14,000 people live in this neighbourhood and 72 per cent of 
them are people of colour. Sixty-one per cent are immigrants, most of 
them coming in the last 10 years. Approximately half of the population 
does not speak English as a first language.

There are some real challenges in this neighbourhood. The local 
elementary school has an annual 50 per cent turnover rate. Half of those 
who graduate in June weren’t there in September and a large percent-
age of those weren’t even in Canada when the school year started. The 
instability of the population in the neighbourhood makes it difficult to 
make connections.

uSING  CoM M u NI t Y  R E S ou R C E S >

Our first task was to find out about the systems that work in the area. 
We found that social networks work well in the neighbourhood. We 
employed some of the people who were active in those networks to 
lead the process because they are familiar with neighbourhood cultures 
and languages.

We worked within these social networks in order to have an impact 
on issues that mattered to community members. Poverty, unemployment, 
and other such prevalent problems were not identified as the most impor-
tant. Instead, they were concerned about what programs and activities 
they could establish for the neighbourhood kids in the summer. They 
said, ‘It’s May now. What have we got for kids to do this summer? We 
were able to help them put together a couple of youth programs.

From the outset it seemed as though English-speaking residents, who 
are mostly African, and newcomers had different objectives in mind. The 
English-speaking residents seemed to be most concerned with establishing 
youth programs, whereas the newcomers talked more about language 
programs. However, after speaking with newcomers, we found that 
while they talked about youth language programs, underneath it all it 
was actually youth programs that most concerned them. We found that 
these two groups were all on the same page. They were simply describ-
ing their objectives differently. After gathering people together in small 
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meetings in familiar places, we were able to launch youth programs to 
serve 75 people in approximately 60 days.

Eventually we were able to enroll 300 people in language programs by 
that fall. Once the various ethnic communities understood that language 
programs were available, word spread through the social networks. We 
even got calls from another city where there’s a Tamil community. The 
Tamil grapevine got the word out 
there and they began to dream new 
dreams.

The next step was to link people 
in larger cross cultural forums, 
where we could create links across 
the boundaries that divided the 
community and help people experi-
ence new ways methods of working 
together other than the informal 
networks they knew.

A  S u R P RISING  Go A L >

Once these firmer linkages were made amongst the different ethnic com-
munities in the neighbourhood, we helped them establish structures that 
were useful to them. The first thing these communities wanted to do was 
create a neighbourhood association. I was surprised because I thought 
they would first build little groups to deal with specific problems, but the 
first thing they wanted to do was create a neighbourhood association. 
They built their own steering committee and wrote their own constitu-
tion drawing on various elements they found in other neighbourhood 
association constitutions. They later revised their constitution when they 
found that some things didn’t work right, but it was important that they 
got to choose how to run their own organization.

They organized their own safety committee and carried out a safety 
audit of the area, they organized a forum with a new superintendent, 
and they built youth programs that were relevant to what they wanted– 
homework clubs, job fairs, basketball programs, a cricket team. Cricket, 
the most popular sport in South Asia, is becoming the most popular 
sport in Scarborough Village. Kids in the neighbourhood started to 
make movies about what wasn’t working in their community. They not 
only had an exciting activity, they came away talking about how this 

at Scarborough village local 

elementary school has an annual 

50 per cent turnover rate. half 

of those who graduate in June 

weren’t there in September and 

a large percentage of those 
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the school year started.
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the community convinced the city to convert an ice 
rink into a gym during the summer, because there was 
no gym that kids could use. now there’s basketball and 

other sports programs used by 300 kids in what used 
to be an empty ice rink all summer long.
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showed them how to plan ahead. It takes a lot of discipline and structure 
to make a movie and they were able to learn those skills.

The neighbourhood association built new services by attracting service 
providers from other neighbourhoods to come because there was an 
authentic and unified neighbourhood voice calling them in. That was 
compelling to the funders, and so these service providers started getting 
grants. They’ve raised about $250,000 in various grants by learning how 
to become grant applicants and by developing partnerships with some 
of those service providers. Now those service providers are beginning to 
develop their own structure to better meet the needs that are coming from 
the neighbourhood. They’re building a community hub and developing 
access for community services through a central point.

P Ro GR E S S  IN  18  MoN t hS >

Some of these accomplishments took place in the first 18 months of 
being organized as a community. The people of Scarborough Village 
built a neighbourhood association, 
launched a video program, started 
a YWCA ‘girl power’ program for 
girls, and began language schools. 
They started a two-night-a-week 
public volleyball program for youth, 
and set up a Pakistani women’s 
group that meets every month to 
raise issues and talk about what’s 
happening in the neighbourhood. 
The Pakistani community there 
developed an earthquake response strategy when the Pakistani earth-
quake took place during that time.

The Bengali community now has their own club where about 100 peo-
ple from that community get together every month to figure out how they 
can do good things for their neighbourhood and they painted a massive 
mural on a big wall in one of the scariest places in the neighbourhood. 
The spot is dark and out of the way, and when a man was murdered 
there the group decided to paint a mural to take back that space.

They raised $250,000 in community grants, they have started parent-
ing programs, they have new health programs operating in Tamil, a co-op 
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literacy program, a youth job fair, a volunteering project for youth, two 
different theatre programs, and a community safety office. They built 
a playground in a park that people never wanted to go in to. It’s now 
full all the time.

The community convinced the city to convert an ice rink into a gym 
during the summer, because there was no gym that kids could use. Now 
there’s basketball and other sports programs used by 300 kids in what 
used to be an empty ice rink all summer long. The community cricket 
program is run entirely by volunteers. The community has developed 
its own community garden and a homework club.

That’s what they could do in 18 months just by being organized and 
drawing on the networks they knew with a bit of skills development 
from folks like us.

CoM M u NI t Y  CoM MI t M E N t >

One thing I will underscore is that there wasn’t a lot of money in that 
work. The people didn’t come out because a level of government decided 
to fund a cluster of programs. The people in the neighbourhood came 
out because they decided that they could make some meaningful changes 
in their neighbourhood.

There’s been some interesting research done by Felton Earls and 
Robert Sampson in Chicago that shows that if you want to find a 
neighbourhood where it is most likely that crime will go down, the 
best test is to find where people are most likely to believe that they can 
make changes in their neighbourhoods. If a significant number of people 
believe that they can make change happen, five years later crime is on 
the decline. If they feel they can’t make changes, crime is increasing five 
years later.

Shortly after we started, we asked people what they would like to do 
and most said they would like to leave the neighbourhood. Eight months 
later, the day after a murder, there was a packed public meeting where 
people said that they can’t allow this to happen in their neighbourhood. 
They wanted to do something about that problem and visibly showed 
that they didn’t want to give up. They firmly believed that the way to 
change the neighbourhood is to work collectively.

That’s the kind of change you can make in a neighbourhood by 
connecting people and giving them that subjective sense that they can 
change their neighbourhood by dreaming about what it could be.
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P a r t  3 . 5

Imagine London
Grassroots Politics in a Complacent town

GIna BarBEr is a member of the Board of Control for 

the City of London, ontario. She taught sociology at 

fanshawe College for many years and she is one of 

London’s foremost social and political activists.

LoN DoN ’ S  Go V E R N A NC E >

Imagine London was formed by a group of activists in 2005. It has 
changed the face of politics in London, Ontario.

A city of 352,000 people, London is home to University of Western 
Ontario and Fanshawe College. It was once a major financial centre but 
many of its head offices have left. London is now a major health care 
centre. When a large amount of land was added to the city in 1993, 
developers moved in quickly and serious problems related to sprawl 
resulted. It has acquired many big box stores and the doughnut effect 
is seen here as development has moved to the outskirts of town.

London has a unique governance system with a mayor and four 
members elected at-large who become members of the board of control. 
The member of the board of control who gets the most votes becomes 
deputy mayor. This is the only remaining board of control in Canada 
and probably in North America. Council also has 14 councillors – two 
elected from each of seven wards.
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As it existed prior to the 2006 election, the board of control was an 
executive committee that drew up the budget and made recommenda-
tions about who got appointed to which committee. It had a lot of power 
over what proposals went to council because it met first and controlled 
the information and the agenda. Not surprisingly, it was regarded as 
an old boy’s club. Although women got on from time to time, it was 
usually a core group of the same men with ties to the development 
industry who made up the board. Members of the board of control were 
almost always funded by development interests and that was evident in 
the things they did.

t h E  R E fE R E N Du M >

In 2003 London had a referendum over reducing the number of 
councillors and eliminating of the board of control. Both questions got 
majority approval but because only 35 per cent of the electorate took 

CI t Y  Cou NCIL  toP  t E N  “ 14  WA R D ”  E x C uS E S >

You mean we have to listen to the citizens? Man! that sucks.1. 

We’ll consider it later when we figure out how to do nothing about it.2. 

What? A special-interest group telling us what to do?3. 

No one will seek office because the job isn’t secure4. 

It will lead to a dysfunctional city council... everyone will have different 5. 

ideas.

Couldn’t we find a way to do this without spending any more of the 6. 

taxpayers’ hard-earned money?

okay, so Council ignored the vote... and ignored Imagine London... but 7. 

Gates misunderstood us! two wrongs don’t make a right... oh, wait... 

that’s three...

In the entire history of political science never before has one person 8. 

made a difference. Something is screwy.

I don’t know what to think. I’ll have to wait for my lawyer to tell me 9. 

what to do.

one councillor per ward? Who is going to babysit my constituents when 10. 

I’m away at a governance convention?
CourtESy DouG roGErS
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part in the vote – far short of a majority – the results weren’t considered 
as binding.

The seven wards were distributed like a pie, which meant that a great 
deal of power was concentrated in the suburbs. The downtown had little 
power and had become depopulated. It was very difficult to get change in 
the board of control because of the expense of city-wide campaigns.

There were problems of accountability on council. Many people liked 
having two councillors because when one councillor didn’t work very 
hard, people would go to the other councillor. If two councillors worked 
together well, the system was effective, but the seven wards were too 
large for effective representation People had little sense of ownership 
of their council.

Shortly after the referendum, the Chamber of Commerce came out 
in favour of keeping the Board of Control, but reducing the number of 
councillors.

Some of us began to look at the relationship between the handling of 
development issues and contributions from developers.

IM A GIN E  LoN DoN >

During that time, eight people got together and Imagine London was 
born in January 2005. A number of progressive political and community 
groups got involved. Some were issue-based, such as people fighting 
pesticides.

As the 2006 election began to draw near, council called a public 
participation meeting to discuss the referendum results. Imagine London 
also had a meeting where we talked about a new set-up for the wards. We 
drew up a new map based on existing communities. A number of people 
from Imagine London spoke at the public participation meeting, not 
representing any organization but as individuals to promote this map.

Council looked at four options, including the status quo, but voted 
to retain the system as is.

GoING  to  t h E  oN tA RIo  M u NI CIPA L  Bo A R D >

Under Section 223 of the Municipal Act, 500 citizens in a municipality 
(or 1 per cent in smaller municipalities) can sign a petition to propose a 
ward map of their own to council, and if council rejects it, citizens can 
propose the new map to the Ontario Municipal Board (OMB).
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The city persuaded the OMB to separate the board of control ques-
tion from the map question and the ward map went to hearings at the 
OMB.

The OMB’s decision in November 2005 on the ward map came out 
in Imagine London’s favour and called on council to work with citizens 
to create a new ward map. The city chose to appeal the decision and 

stall on implementation, so the OMB 
imposed a map that was similar, but 
not identical to our map. The new 
map has 14 wards, each represented 
by one councillor.

During the city’s appeals and 
stalling against the OMB decision, 
it came out that the city was paying 
a lawyer $545 per hour to fight the 
case. Ultimately, the city lost its 
appeals against the new wards.

N E W  BLo oD >

In the election of 2006, we in Imagine London decided that we needed 
some new blood on city council. Imagine London didn’t sponsor people, 
but a number of us ran on our own. I ran for the board of control on the 
platform of abolishing it. I didn’t originally plan to run on that promise, 
but in my canvassing everybody asked me about abolishing the board 
of control. I had been thinking that way, so that became my position. I 
won a seat on the board of control with the second greatest number of 
votes and turnout in the election was up by 20 per cent.

Today the fight to reform politics in the City of London continues. 
We are now addressing the issue of governance in our work on council 
and in the community.

R E S ou R C E S >

Imagine London: www.imaginelondon.ca

City of London: www.london.ca

under the ontario municipal act, 

500 citizens can propose a ward 

map to council, and if council 

rejects it, they can propose it 

to the ontario municipal Board. 

London’s new map, imposed by 

the omB, has 14 wards, each 

represented by one councillor.

http://www.imaginelondon.ca/
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P a r t  3 . 6

Citizen action for 
Democratic Communities
the Path in Guelph

KarEn farBrIDGE is the Mayor of Guelph, ontario. She 

became the first woman mayor of Guelph in 2000 and 

she was returned to the position in 2006. She holds a 

Ph.D. in biology and has taught classes on democracy and 

environmental sustainability at the university of Guelph.

Ro ot S  of  CoNS u LtAt IoN >

After graduating from the University of Guelph, I worked for a com-
munity group that was funded by students from the university, the 
Ontario Public Interest Research Group (OPIRG). For 10 years I was a 
paid community organizer with OPIRG and for six of those 10 years, I 
was on city council. I view my work on council as an extension of my 
work as a community organizer and my work as mayor as the ultimate 
community organizing position.

Guelph is a rapidly growing mid-sized city of 120,000 people with 
a university and a community college. The city is expected to grow to 
180,000 people by 2031. Sustainability is becoming a big issue.

In the late 1980s, public consultation came to Guelph with the waste 
management master plan that the city and the county were working on. 
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This plan included an incinerator, which got people mobilized. Rather 
than fighting an anti-incineration campaign, people fought a campaign 
promoting the three Rs – reduce, reuse, recycle. That set us on the path 
to sustainability and got us to where we are today. Out of that process 
came a public liaison committee for council.

As a member of council, I have a most unlikely mentor who had 
been on council for 30 years and had been an industrialist. He told me 
that before that time, there had been no public delegations to council 
or council asking the public for input. Council made decisions behind 
closed doors, came out and voted, and then played cards. The waste 
management issue ended that arrangement.

Rou N DtA BLE S >

During the 1990s, the Brundtland Commission report on sustainable 
development was a real catalyst for roundtables on the environment and 
the economy. We had a national roundtable, an Ontario roundtable, 
and a Guelph roundtable, which is still active. The roundtables were 
successful in bringing diverse people together and beginning relation-
ships between people who had never talked before. In fact, one co-chair 
of Guelph roundtable was the general manager of a local chemical 
company; the other co-chair was a representative from a local ENGO. 
In developing our recently adopted community energy plan, those 
relationships were once again drawn upon.

The Guelph roundtable was active through the 1990s and was part 
of developing the City of Guelph’s Green Plan and a green communities 
initiative that was ultimately killed by the Harris government.

Because of the multi-stakeholder work in the community, this 
approach began to be adopted at city hall and we began to use it as 
the foundation of a number of public consultation processes such as 
the water conservation and efficiency strategy and the transportation 
strategy. In both cases, community consensus was established before we 
brought the strategies to council. When you have a consensus among 
groups that include trucking companies and cycling activists, it brings 
a level of comfort to council.

CI t IZ E N  IN V oLV E M E N t >

There was a growing expectation of citizen involvement, and this led to 
the creation of a number of groups such as Citizens Urging Responsible 
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Budgeting, which promoted alternative budgeting. This group looked 
at our capital budget process and exposed how much money was going 
to roads as opposed to other services the community was looking for. 
There was just an explosion of different groups on water issues, waste 
issues, capital budgets, and on transportation that came out of this 
growing expectation that people should have a say in how the com-
munity is run.

I give credit to our former chief administrative officer who met with 
all of the councillors during my first term on council. I said my big 
goal was public involvement and he brought in a group of citizens and 
asked them what the principles should be for public involvement. They 
developed a clear set of rights and responsibilities for citizens, staff, and 
councillors for participation in these processes. This was the mid-1990s 
and these principles are still important today.

During my first mayor’s term from 2000 to 2003, the planning 
department was missing these guidelines. You can never be sure that 
the communication is there and we had to work to get the planning 
department involved in these processes.

S M A RtGu E LP h >

We had this growing expectation of public participation and it culmi-
nated in a process we launched in 2001 called SmartGuelph. Its goal 
was to develop a strategic framework for growth and was an ambitious 
public consultation program to determine what people wanted the city 
to be in 25 years. We were growing quickly and we wanted something 
to help manage change.

We liked the smart growth framework that was coming out of the 
United States, especially the links it made between quality of life, develop-
ment, and economic vitality. We were also looking for integration. What 
was coming out of the Guelph roundtables were discussions of the triple 
bottom line of economic vitality, environmental sustainability and social 
well-being. Some people also add emphasis to culture and governance. 
When we make a decision we should consider all these factors.

If we wanted to get community support for a growth program we 
also needed a program of community engagement. We asked a com-
mittee of citizens if we should do this and when they said yes, we then 
asked how they would like to be consulted. Our consultation process 
was created by the community for the community, rather than as a 
staff-driven process.
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We had focus groups targeting different sectors from developers to 
business to youth to seniors to neighbourhoods. There was the mayor’s 
bus tour, bicycle tour, and a walking tour. The fact that the mayor’s 
bus tour attracted new Canadians was an unexpected bonus. We had 
displays and pamphlets translated into many languages. We took back 
input in various languages and translated it. We even had SmartGuelph 
TV on cable. Through that process we identified common positions on 
principles and strategies.

P oLI t I C S  IN t E R V E N E S >

That’s when things began to unravel. We had a political split on council 
in the worst sense of the word “political.” The 2003 election was coming 
up and people saw an opportunity to leverage it for personal political 
gain. The balance was tipped one evening when one member of council 
had to leave because of a babysitter going home and the result was no 
decision from council on a set of principles for growth in Guelph.

The community reacted with letters to the editor and council and 
delegations at council meetings. All of this highlighted the importance 
of consultation. The principles for growth returned to council and were 
adopted. This decision turned out to be of lasting importance. In the 
years that followed the terms of reference for our local growth strategy 
were based on these principles despite political changes on council.

The implementation plan was approved, but then the 2003 election 
took place. The development industry mobilized with a lot of money 
and a new council was elected that had a different perspective from the 
outgoing council.

Citizens wanted to be engaged. More than 1,200 people took part in 
SmartGuelph. This wasn’t talking about their backyards, it was visioning 
for the future. In the election the fact that not every single person took 
part in SmartGuelph was twisted, but we eventually learned that when 
people buy into an agenda, they become your best ally. The people who 
had taken part in SmartGuelph stuck with it and in 2006 they came out 
and restored a progressive council to office.

There are two real threats to sustainability: the vested interests of 
certain segments of the development industry and low voter turnout that 
distorts democracy. If you look at what most people expect and what 
city councils do, there’s a massive gap. In our process, we began to move 
beyond the common ground, the easy pickings that we all could agree 
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on. We were starting to challenge some fundamental values and sector 
biases. Sustainability is one of those values.

CI t IZ E NS ,  Not  S tA K EhoLDE R S >

You need to know who is at the table and why. There’s the involved 
citizen who will donate to the food bank, there’s the participatory citizen 
who will organize a food drive and tree planting, and then there’s the 
justice-oriented citizen, who asks why people are hungry and acts on 
that. You can’t make assumptions about who is around the table. You 
need to understand who is there to be effective.

SmartGuelph engaged people as citizens, not as stakeholders. Interest-
ingly, both the environmental and development communities reacted to 
this, because they traditionally had preferential access to decision-makers 
and processes. Change is never easy and sometimes I think things really 
have to get worse before they get better. Things got really bad in Guelph 
after the 2003 election before they got better. The loss of participation 
processes really highlighted to people what we had before and where 
we were going.

SmartGuelph, as an initiative, was and is optimistic, underscoring 
a role for local government in building communities. It says we can 
envision different futures and that collectively we can look at the values 
that are involved with those different futures and choose which future 
works for us.

After the 2003 election, the Guelph Civic League (GCL) got organized 
around what happened after that election. It was a wonderful way of 
capturing the dismay people felt around the 2003 election result and 
is one of the most ambitious civic organizing initiatives in the history 
of the city.

GCL’s values are based on the SmartGuelph principles. Its members 
believe that an informed, active, and voting citizenry can make a differ-
ence, and in the election of 2006, they did make a difference. The Guelph 
Citizen’s League was instrumental in increasing voter participation and 
continues to engage Guelph citizens in community participation. Com-
munity values have been restored to city hall.

R E S ou R C E S >

Guelph Civic League: www.guelphcivicleague.ca

City of Guelph: www.guelph.ca

http://www.guelphcivicleague.ca/
http://guelph.ca/index.cfm
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PA Rt  4

healthy Schools, 
healthy Communities

How can the linkage between healthy schools and healthy communi-

ties be better understood and strengthened? How are Ontario schools 

reaching beyond their walls to have an impact on their communities and 

their environment? The articles in this section detail inventive initiatives 

in schools that inspire students, help build more inclusive communities, 

and put schools in the lead on social and environmental sustainability 

issues.
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P a r t  4 . 1

Working together 
to Save Energy in 
niagara Schools
BruCE mCLEnnan is with the CuPE Local 4156 Energy 

Conservation Committee. he began working with the Niagara 

South Board of Education in the 1970s and has recently 

retired from the District School Board of Niagara.

t h E  S C ho oL  DIS tRI C t >

The District School Board of Niagara maintains a consortium of build-
ings that adds up to more than 6.3 million square feet in 12 municipalities 
in the region of Niagara. Most are used by 3,800 teachers and support 
staff to educate 42,000 students in 99 elementary and 22 secondary 
schools. We have an annual gas bill that reaches nearly $2.5 million 
and an electricity bill that exceeds $3.5 million.

In the fall of 2001 four members of CUPE 4156 met in a coffee shop 
to talk about what we could do to assist the board in saving money on 
energy costs. That fall Local 4156 proposed some cost saving initiatives 
to the district school board designed to reduce energy consumption and 
the board quickly accepted those ideas.
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J oIN t  CoM MI t t E E >

The committee, which was formed to investigate and move forward 
with these initiatives, was made up of four CUPE members, the board’s 
technical services department supervisor, the plant services controller, 
and the director of education. We met every six weeks to develop a plan 
containing many ideas and initiatives. After many meetings involving 
some controversy and discussion, we agreed to a plan that was put into 
place.

We started with large posters that showed energy saving ideas that 
could be used in school buildings. The posters were put in conspicuous 
places within all the buildings.

We also introduced a plan to pay back any school that realized energy 
savings when compared to the cost of the previous four years of opera-
tion. Any school that realized more than $200 in annual energy savings 
would be reimbursed 25 per cent of the amount it saved. That money 
would then be used for the benefit of the students in that particular 
school. To be fair to all the schools, the calculation was adjusted using 
the square footage of each particular building.

The principal of each school was asked to set up an in-school energy 
committee, which would have four members, including members of 
the teaching and support staff and the student body. A member of the 
school board committee then met with each school committee to get 
them started. In most cases a student was designated to monitor the 
use of lights and computers. Sometimes notes were left when lights or 
computers were left on, or in some cases fines were levied.

E N E RGY  IS S u E S >

Computers were a big issue. It was not uncommon to see banks of 
computers left on all weekend. They consume more energy than people 
realize. Over time, older machines were replaced with new computers 
that were pre-programmed to shut down at certain times.

Another initiative was to present the leading schools with plaques 
commemorating their success in the program: one for the leading 
elementary school and one for the leading secondary school for the most 
energy saved over the preceding four years. Then we provided another 
set of plaques to the schools that saved the most electrical energy over 
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the previous year. The award was called the most improved school 
award.

As a result of this program, we saw energy savings from $60,000 to 
more than $80,000 each year. In 2004 this program received a com-
mendation from the Ontario Minister of Energy.

In May 2007 a news release from 
the District School Board of Niagara 
stated: “The combined expertise of 
CUPE Local 4156 members, educa-
tors, students, and plant department 
personnel at the District School 
Board of Niagara, resulted in a sav-
ings of $79,100 in energy savings at 
DSBN schools. Close to 50 per cent 
of DSBN schools have been able to 
reduce their energy consumption. 
As a reward, 25 per cent of those 
savings will be rebated to the 55 
schools who were able to reduce their 
energy use.”

The release added: “In total, DSBN schools across the region saved 
over 800,000 kilowatt hours of electricity. That’s more than enough 
energy to power a high school for an entire year or an elementary school 
for almost four years.”
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t h E  CoM MI t t E E >

Over time, more representatives joined the board’s energy commit-
tee, giving us more representation across the board. The committee’s 
members include:

A maintenance electrician•	

The board’s technical services supervisor•	

The board’s plant services controller•	

The president of CUPE local 4156•	

Elementary school principals representative•	

Ontario Secondary School Teachers’ Federation representative•	

School waste reduction coordinator•	

Secondary school principals representative•	

A caretaker representative•	

A science consultant•	

Elementary Teachers’ Federation of Ontario representative•	

Ex Officio – board director of education•	

ot h E R  INI t I At I V E S >

What else have we done? We have initiated what we call a green 
bookcase, which is a dedicated workstation in every school library 
stocked with information about energy conservation, recycling, and 
environmental issues.

We have a school conservation energy package, which is available in 
PDF format to all teachers and interested individuals. It is full of energy 
saving tips and procedures for any building. We’ve developed a power 
conservation manual for teachers and another manual for caretakers. 
We also make regular use of email to remind people to shut things off 
before each vacation period.
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P a r t  4 . 2

EcoSchools  
in Waterloo
CathErInE fIfE is a trustee with the Waterloo Region District 

School Board. She was first elected in 2003 and re-elected in 

2006. Catherine is chair of the board’s Environmental Advisory 

Committee. As a long-time activist in progressive causes, she is 

also active in many educational and child care organizations.

t h E  WAt E R Lo o  WAY >

When I was first elected to the Waterloo board in 2003, we did not have 
an environmental advisory committee. We talked about the “Waterloo 
Way” and our tradition of being environmentally aware, but we didn’t 
have an action plan in place. I learned that during the painful years of 
amalgamation, the environment committee got pushed off to one side, 
then lost altogether at the Waterloo Region District School Board.

I was determined to act on this matter because it is difficult to hold a 
school board accountable for things they talk about but actually don’t 
act upon. I believe that links between healthy schools and healthy com-
munities are vital but not well understood.

To be honest, I had to be creative about bringing the environment 
back to the board table, but I was motivated because I am a parent who 
is concerned about the growing disconnect I see between this generation 
of children, the natural habitat and the environment.
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E N V IRoN M E N tA L  E DuC At IoN >

I am worried about future generations not understanding the importance 
of the environment and I have seen a growing disconnect with previous 
generations. Public education is a place where you can positively effect 
social change.

Changing the culture of how we treat our Earth, how we manage our 
natural resources and how we understand our environmental footprint 
is so important. When we teach our children these issues, they take them 
home and they can change living patterns in their own homes. This is 
how recycling happened and how the anti-smoking campaign gained 
momentum. We know how to change negative or damaging behaviour 
through education.

The board’s Environmental Advisory Committee looked at EcoSchools 
as a program to help us find direction and focus. EcoSchools provides 
teachers with environmental educa-
tion resource units, it promotes 
taking individual action, and it 
aligns what is taught in classrooms 
with the operation of the school 
itself. School boards can save money 
through conservation efforts such as 
EcoSchools. Most importantly, this 
program also encourages opportunities for learning outside the classroom 
to reinforce the curriculum. Clearly not all learning should take place 
within the walls of the classroom; outdoor education is a vital piece of 
absorbing the concepts of ecological literacy and requires stable funding. 
In Waterloo Region, outdoor education is constantly at risk of being cut 
because it is still thought to be an “enhancement.”

ECoS C ho oL S >

We got the Environmental Advisory Committee to sign on and recom-
mend EcoSchools through the minutes at a Committee of Whole meeting 
and then to Board. Before we knew it, we had agreed to be an EcoSchool 
board which was finalized with a signed contract. Once we signed on, 
we had to demonstrate that we were going to do something, we had 
committed to taking action on environmental reform.

When we teach our children 

these issues, they take them 

home and they can change living 

patterns in their own homes. 
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We became an EcoSchool board May 2006 and since then our goal 
has been to get certification for conservation, waste minimization, and 
schoolyard greening. Our schoolyards need to be outdoor classrooms. 
When schoolyards are covered in asphalt and there’s no shade, they draw 
heat to the school and increase cooling costs for the school and nearby 
residences. We have to look at how portables are placed, because we 
have learned that their placement affects the environment.

We don’t want to download this program to the schools because 
we know that they are already overloaded. We need to find and foster 
environmental champions in our school system and in our communities. 
Unfortunately, the progress has been slow. Out of 115 schools in the 
board, five schools have become certified. It is a start and large bureaucra-
cies take time to move forward, but it is important to be vigilant.

not all learning should take place 
within the walls of the classroom; 

outdoor education is a vital piece of 
absorbing the concepts of ecological 
literacy and requires stable funding. 
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P a r t  4 . 3

the EcoSchools Program

JoDy SoEhnEr is a consultant with the Waterloo 

Region District School Board who has responsibility 

for the EcoSchools program in the board.

Go A L S >

The goal of EcoSchools is to provide curriculum support for teachers 
to give guidance on actual actions to reduce greenhouse gases, to align 
what happens with the teacher and student to what happens in the rest 
of the building, and to save money and reduce environmental impacts. 
Boards are encouraged to develop their own guidelines for waste and 
for energy conservation.

Schools have to develop a team to determine at what stage the school 
is at and develop an action plan. The EcoSchools program not a one-off 
deal, it’s not an Earth Day. It starts in the fall, goes through the year, 
and in April, each school is asked to re-evaluate and document their 
work, and submit a portfolio of what they’ve done over the year. That 
portfolio gives the work in the school a lot of credibility.

EcoSchools Ontario looks at the portfolio and looks at the school 
and then decides on certification. This certification is based on a points 
scale. To become certified at the bronze level is not very difficult if 
the school has adopted many energy conservation habits and some 
recycling and schoolyard greening. There are also the silver and gold 
levels of certification that are more challenging. This certification must 
be renewed every year.
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EcoSchools operated only in Toronto during its first couple of years. 
By 2007 we had 16 boards with at least one certified school and a total 
of 251 certified schools around the province.

C h A LLE NGE S >

I have to admit that I was disappointed at first with how EcoSchools 
operated in our board, until I looked at some of the other schools. More 
than 400 schools have taken on the EcoSchools program and are working 
toward certification. Of those, 150 didn’t quite get to the level of being 
certified, but they can try again next year.

Toronto is the champion of EcoSchools. The Toronto School Board 
began the program and now have more schools certified than all the other 
boards in Ontario put together. Toronto has been instrumental in creating 
the resources and donating these resources to Ontario EcoSchools.

Teachers need to have the time to carry out the program. They need 
time to evaluate the school, draw up a plan, and put it into action. Many 
schools don’t have the expertise, but EcoSchools has put up documents 
on its website to help teachers along.

The Ministry of Education is focusing heavily on numeracy and lit-
eracy and I have heard from many principals that they have EcoSchools in 
their sights for the near future. The EcoSchools program is not necessarily 
a priority in a lot of places but I have hope that this will change.

N E x t  S t E P S >

The Ministry of Education has released a document called Shaping our 
Schools, Shaping our Future. It’s a report put out by an environmental 
committee headed by Dr. Roberta Bondar, and the government has 
promised to implement that document. It is calling for the environment 
to be brought into all curriculum areas.

R E S ou R C E S >

Ontario EcoSchools website: www.yorku.ca/ecoschl

Shaping our Schools, Shaping our Future: www.edu.gov.on.ca/
curriculumcouncil/shapingSchools.html

http://www.yorku.ca/ecoschl/index.asp
http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/curriculumcouncil/shapingSchools.html
http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/curriculumcouncil/shapingSchools.html
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P a r t  4 . 4

model Inner City Schools
a new frame for Equity and Social Justice

JEff KuGLEr is the Executive Director of the Centre for urban 

Schooling at the ontario Institute for Studies in Education at 

the university of toronto. he has worked for many years as 

an educator in the Regent Park neighbourhood in toronto.

ELIzaBEth SChaEfEr is a Model School lead teacher 

from the Nelson Mandela Park Public School, which is 

located in the Regent Park neighbourhood. She serves on 

a variety of school and neighbourhood communities.

f IR S t  SINC E  19 95 >

The Model Inner City Schools initiative, which is now in place in Toronto 
at an early stage, is the first attempt to look at inner city schools in a 
proactive way since 1995. There were many initiatives geared at sup-
porting inner city schools before 1995, but despite funding and staffing 
they all ended in 1995. This is our first attempt to rebuild some of that 
in the amalgamated school board.

When we say inner city, we no longer mean a specific place in that 
inner city. It’s clear that the inner city is now all over the City of Toronto 
and all over the suburbs. I’m sure that the problems I am talking about 
affect people all around Ontario and so the statistics I use here refer 
to Ontario.
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C hILD  P o V E Rt Y  IN  oN tA RIo >

In 1989, the House of Commons unanimously voted to reach the goal 
of eliminating child poverty by the year 2000. But child poverty has 
remained stuck at between 15 and 17 per cent since 2000, despite 
strong economic growth. About 443,000 children – one in six – live in 
poverty. The average low-income family lives far below the poverty line. 
Low-income, single-mother families live on average $9,400 below the 
poverty line. The percentage of poor children living in working families 
has doubled in the last 10 years. 34 per cent of low-income children live 
in families where the parents work full-time, full-year. This is up from 
27 per cent in 1993. Poverty rates for children in Aboriginal, visible 
minority and immigrant families are double the average rate.

MoDE L  IN N E R  CI t Y  S C ho oL S >

These realities form the context for the need to do work geared toward 
inner city children and communities, and in response there is a new 
initiative called the Model Inner City School. Doing this work really 
does mean questioning the way everything is done in our schools. It 
doesn’t necessarily mean changing everything, but it does mean neces-
sarily questioning why we do the things we do and what impact those 
practices have for students, families, and communities.

S tAt IS t I C S  f RoM  t h E  20 0 6  R E P oRt  C A R D  oN  >
C hILD  P o V E Rt Y  R E LE A S E D  BY  C A M PA IGN  20 0 0

the richest 10 per cent of families saw a 41 per cent increase in income over the 

past 10 years, compared to a 4 per cent increase for the poorest 10 per cent.

Child poverty rates:

18 per cent – all children•	

40 per cent – Aboriginal children•	

27 per cent – children with disabilities•	

34 per cent – racialized children•	

40 per cent – total immigrant children•	

49 per cent – recent immigrant children.•	
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Fundamental to the change in model schools is a change in the power 
dynamics imposed by a huge school system such as the Toronto District 
School Board or any other huge system. Inner City Model Schools do 
not belong to the educators alone. They belong to the students, parents, 
and the communities in which they exist. The changes that will develop 
in the work over the next few years must involve all the players.

INCLuSI V E  V ISIoN >

The vision and practice of each school must be a vision that’s inclusive of 
all the players. For the change to work, there must be an authentic move 
to validate the voice of every member of the Inner City Model School 
community. The goals of the Inner City Model School are to achieve 
fairness and equity, establish the school as the heart of the community, 
develop an inclusive culture in the school, and ensure that there are high 
educational expectations for the students.

Each of these schools is located in different parts of the city and each 
of these schools is in what we call a cluster. The model schools have 
the responsibility of sharing what they are doing and learning with the 
other schools in that cluster.

tA S K  foR C E >

The Toronto District School Board established a task force in November 
2004 to look at the possibilities for inner city initiatives and it included 
a wide range of people from inside and outside the school system. The 
task force’s report was approved in May 2005 by the school board.

Schools began to apply to be Model Inner City Schools in the fall of 
2005 and there was a large process involved in looking into all those 
schools. The first three schools were approved in the spring of 2006 
and they opened in September 2006 as Model Inner City Schools. The 
Toronto District School Board has been forced into this from the begin-
ning and it is a miracle that the first three schools were funded.

Funding of these schools is a huge issue. In this program, each of these 
schools received $1 million a year. In school districts around Ontario, 
large amounts of money are earmarked for projects aimed at dealing 
with the impacts of poverty, but most of the money is not spent on that 
purpose. In fact, most of the money earmarked to deal with impoverished 
communities is in fact diverted to cover wage increases or the cost of 
heating buildings. People need to take a stand on this funding issue.
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t h E  N E L S oN  M A N DE L A  PA R K  MoDE L  S C ho oL >

The Nelson Mandela Park Model School in South Regent Park has the 
largest social housing project in Canada. It is one of the poorest census 
tracts, with an average income of $12,500. It’s one of the oldest schools 
in Toronto and it has a very diverse school community.

N E W  A P P Ro A C h E S >

At this school teachers are working together collaboratively in teams 
and planning their curriculum delivery based on school-wide assessments 

that they use to decide where they need 
to go with the students. Everything in the 
school starts with the students, the goal 
being that every student should leave the 
school reaching his/her full capacity.

There are also a large number of after 
school programs. The programs are open 
to all schools in our neighbourhood and 
we facilitate them through partnerships. 
We provide the space and a lot of our 

community agencies come in and supply the programs. Regent Park 
Focus runs break dancing and photography programs. There are also 
grassroots organizations like Bengali Women and Families that runs a 
homework club. Dixon Hall runs a girls’ group, a homework program, 

f I V E  CoM P oN E N t S >

Model Schools have five components, according to the task force on these 

schools set up by the toronto District School Board:

Innovation in teaching and learning practices and in the school •	

structure

Support services to meet the social, emotional, and physical needs of •	

students

the school as the heart of the community•	

Research, review and evaluation•	

A commitment to share successful practices.•	
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People need to take a stand on 

this funding issue.



PARt 4:  hE ALthY SChooLS, hE ALthY CoMMuNItIES 105

and a cricket program. We work collaboratively with our local police 
force, which runs a football program and a basketball program.

of f SI t E  P Ro GR A MS >

We have offsite after school programs through Manulife and Upper 
Canada College. There are students involved in activities that they are 
interested in, are experiential, are hands on and involve teachers working 
collaboratively in teams sharing information with each other. Before 
this model school project began, there were professional development 
sessions but they didn’t address the needs of inner city students dealing 
with poverty.

Now we have the opportunity to share successful strategies with other 
schools and other teachers. It allows teachers to be leaders. We have an 
organization committee at our school that’s open to all teachers and staff 
members and that’s where we try to do our planning in a collaborative 
fashion. We find that teachers like myself are on board and willing to 
go the extra mile.

PA R E N t S  A R E  K E Y >

We can’t do anything without parent support and we have a very strong 
parent council. We provide translation and interpretation so that eve-
ryone can communicate with each other and we provide child care so 
parents can take part in meetings. We listen to our parent council and 
we work really hard to help them.

Parents have their own learning needs and so we have joined up with 
George Brown College to provide academic upgrading for parents in 
one of our classrooms. I can’t tell you how exciting it has been for our 
school to have the mothers drop their children off and go to class. These 
are people who have had generations of welfare and bad experiences. 
They admit to being non-readers and they want to make a change.

Among our various parent groups, we have groups that have a social 
focus. Others concentrate on teaching parenting skills. These groups 
have grown into a successful part of our school.

We provide a welcoming and respectful school climate. We connect 
with agencies and we work with other schools in our cluster. We have 
translated into various languages signs that are used by all schools, such 
as the “Please visit the office first” signs.
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PA Rt  5

Economic Development 
at the Local Level
Building on Strengths, Creating opportunity

Local governments across Canada are facing tough times.  Whether it’s 

a small community or a large metropolis, local governments are strug-

gling to make ends meet. This section looks at how to create well-paying 

jobs in your community, ensure that there are enough jobs to make 

your community viable, and shows how one small town is planning its 

future in the face of a stagnating local industry. This chapter begins with 

economist Hugh MacKenzie, who examines the recent history of local 

government financing to reveal that federal transfers to local government 

have been on a steady decline for decades.
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P a r t  5 . 1

Local Government 
finance in ontario
Who Does What? to Whom?

huGh maCKEnzIE is now at the Canadian Centre for 

Policy Alternatives, where he works on the ontario 

Alternative Budget. from 1991 to 1994, he was 

Executive Director of the ontario fair tax Commission.

CoN t E x t  IS  E V E RY t hING >

I am a believer that context is almost everything. If you understand 
the context of a decision or concept, you are almost at the point of 
understanding it. A lot of what passes for debate on issues today is not 
really debate, but a conscious or unconscious attempt to make us focus 
on the wrong things. I want to peel some layers off the onion of local 
government finance, starting with the global picture of where local 
government fits in Ontario.

We all suffer from the frog in hot water syndrome, where the tem-
perature gradually goes up while the frog seems just fine. We often get 
caught up in short-term situations. I’m going to look at some of the 
long-term trends in local government revenue and expenditure in the 
context of government policies, and I’ll examine the impact of provincial 
government policies on local government.
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t W o  P E RIoDS  of  P u BLI C  ECoNoM Y >

If you look at things over the last 40 or 45 years, what jumps out at 
you is that the history of public economy in Ontario is divided into two 
periods. There’s the pre-1995 world and the post-1995 world. There’s a 
dramatic shift in the way that the public economy developed and the way 
government reacted to those developments. One noticeable trend is that 
over a long period of time, there has 
been a gradual decline in the relative 
importance of the federal government 
in the public economy.

Going back to 1961, when we 
look at revenue that has been raised 
by each level of government, without 
considering transfers, we can see that 
the people who say that the rapid 
development of the public economy 
came from federal transfer payments 
are wrong. That’s not how the modern 
public economy in Canada grew. The 
engine behind the growth in the public economy in Canada was the 
willingness of provincial governments to tax their citizens more to pay 
for public services that their citizens want.

Our public economy did not develop because the federal govern-
ment wanted to raise more and more money and hand it over to the 
provinces to develop public services. This was not the case in Ontario, 

oWn-SourCE rEvEnuE In ontarIo By orDEr of GovErnmEnt 
1961 to 2004 , % of GDP
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and the same pattern is true nationally. Federal government revenue 
raised from Ontario has actually hovered around 17.5 per cent of the 
GDP for 45 years.

The real action has been at the provincial government level where 
provincial governments have been prepared to raise additional revenue 
to pay for public services that people want. It is not surprising that a lot 
of the downward pressure on the public economy comes from provincial 
government tax cuts. In the post-1995 period, the share of own source 
revenue for all three levels of government as a share of GDP declined. 
The fall at the federal level began just after the year 2000 when the big 
cuts from the Paul Martin budgets came into play.

Program spending, excluding transfers, by each level of government 
shows the extent of the spending drop between the early 1990s and today 
in all three levels of government. We’ve seen an upturn in the provincial 
level since 2000, and an upturn in the federal level since 2000. Local 
government spending as a share of GDP has remained about the same. 
This is all program spending, including direct program spending, and 
transfers to people and transfers to businesses.

ProGram SPEnDInG nEt of tranSfErS, By orDEr of GovErnmEnt 
ontarIo 1961 to 2004 , % of GDP

GooDS & SErvICES SPEnDInG In ontarIo By orDEr of GovErnmEnt 
1961 to 2004, % of GDP
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In looking at the goods and services spending by all three levels of 
government going back to 1961 we see the enormous growth in the 
provincial government’s role from 3 per cent in 1961 to a peak of 10 per 
cent in 1991. The decline in goods and services spending as a share of the 
GDP did not begin with the election of the Mike Harris government. It 
began about three or four years before that. So the squeeze on the public 
economy began about four years before Harris took office.

The reason these trends are sharper 
than the own source revenue trends is 
that this was the period when, unlike 
the United States, which balanced its 
budget in the 1990s on the revenue 
side, Canadian governments at all 
three levels balanced their budget on 
the expenditure side and started to run 
surpluses.

It’s striking how small the federal 
government is as a direct provider of 
government services through expendi-
tures on goods and services. The federal 
government is now easily the smallest of the three orders of government, 
and local government is in about the middle. It’s something federal 
politicians don’t like to admit very often, but it’s true.

Ontario government transfers to local governments, and federal 
transfers to Ontario, all move together. During the period in which 
federal transfers to the provinces as a share of GDP were ramping up 
in the 1960s, the provincial government was ramping up its transfers 
to local governments. Then there was a period of stability for about 
20 years, and then in the late 1980s, there was an increase in federal 
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transfers to the provinces, and provincial transfers to local governments. 
Then they all fall off the cliff in the early 1990s. This pattern is identical 
across the country.

When provincial governments were complaining about the impacts 
of federal government cuts in transfer payments in the 1990s, they were 
simply passing on the pain. When you look at it, Paul Martin’s cuts to 
provincial government transfers had no impact on provincial government 
balance sheets at all, because the provinces simply took every dollar of 
that away from local governments

Around 1999-2000, federal government transfers to provinces tick 
up quite substantially. When you consider that in Ontario 1 per cent 
of GDP is about $550 billion, this increase is not trivial. It’s about $5 
or $6 billion. But there’s been no corresponding increase in provincial 
transfers to local governments.

Over these 45 years, there’s only been one period where there’s been a 
divergence between federal transfers to provinces and provincial transfers 
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to local governments, and that’s been in the last five or six years. If there’s 
any question why local governments are feeling so much pain right now, 
that’s the answer. After having convinced the federal government to pay 
its bills, provincial governments are not paying theirs.

Federal transfers to Ontario are reasonably stable and they aren’t a 
big deal, but the picture changes when you look at local government. 
Transfers are important to local government spending. If the province 
decides not to pay its bills, it has an 
effect on local government’s spending 
abilities.

Capital spending from 1961 to 
2005 is part of the simple answer to 
the question of why we have such a 
problem with infrastructure spending 
in Canada. The order of government 
that’s most important to infrastructure 
ownership and investment is the order 
of government with the narrowest tax 
base. The federal had been relatively 
trivial in infrastructure issues.

In 1955, the federal government owned 57 or 58 per cent of the public 
capital in Canada. The provinces owned about 28 per cent, and local gov-
ernments owned about 18 per cent. In 2003-5, the federal government’s 
share of public capital is down to 30 per cent, the provinces about the 
same at 25 to 30 per cent, and local government’s share has risen about 
20 percentage points to 37 or 38 per cent. This is why we have a public 
infrastructure problem. Local government is responsible for the lion’s 
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share of public infrastructure and has the lowest and narrowest sources 
of revenue. The level of government with the most buoyant revenue, the 
federal government, is now a minor player in capital investment and no 
longer provides any meaningful transfers for that purpose.

P RoP E Rt Y  tA x E S >

Paraphrasing Winston Churchill, I have described property taxes as 
the worst means for paying for local government services except for all 
the others. Property tax is the perfect local government revenue source, 
because the base is immobile. If you think about taxes as the foundation 
of democracy, what could be a stronger foundation than your ability to 
do something different from your neighbour? If your tax system won’t 
give you that ability, how much choice do you really have? That’s why 
property taxes are so important to local government, and that’s why it 
makes so little sense for provincial governments to raise revenues from 
that source. Nevertheless, Ontario is a major user of the local property 
tax base.

CaPItaL SPEnDInG (non-fInanCIaL CaPItaL aCquISItIon), % of GDP, 1961-2005
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Ontario’s direct property tax revenue is $8 billion. The revenue from 
one percentage point of the provincial sales tax is $2 billion. So who’s 
creating the problem of financial squeeze on local governments?

The picture that emerges is unique to Ontario. Ontario accounts 
for 68 per cent of the national 
total of non-local government use 
of property tax. We only have 38 
per cent of the population. Ontario 
accounts for 95 per cent of local 
government spending on social 
services. Ontario accounts for 88 
per cent of the national total of 
local government spending on hous-
ing. Ontario accounts for 84 per cent in Canada of local government 
spending on health. Things are more out of whack in this province than 
anywhere else.

ELEmEntary anD SEConDary EDuCatIon funDInG GaP, ontarIo,  
2003-04 to 2007-8, $mILLIon
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A healthy education system is important for all of us. And as the 
provincial government has savaged the ability of school trustees to speak 
for their communities, there’s a vacuum there that local governments 
should step into. Even though we have had these massive increases in 
spending on education, there’s still a gap of about $1.2 billion between 
what’s needed and what is spent on education, and a significant portion 
of that gap is attributable to funding shortfalls in our major cities.

The proportion of the unemployed receiving benefits in Ontario has 
gone from about 70 or 80 per cent in 1990 to less than 30 per cent today. 
For local governments, that means that there is less money coming into 
the community. They turn to social assistance and local services.

Both the Harris government and the Chretien-Martin government 
incessantly claimed that they were just cutting bureaucracy, not cutting 
anything that went to people. The data say those claims aren’t true. 
Both the provincial and federal governments imposed dramatic cuts on 
transfers to people. There’s a fall in local government transfers, but that 
fall is the local government share of welfare costs, which local govern-
ments didn’t have any control over.

tranSfErS to PErSonS By orDEr of GovErnmEnt, ontarIo 1961 to 2004, % GDP
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When we look at the Ontario Works and Ontario Disability Support 
Program rates adjusted for inflation, the interesting thing is that the real 
benefit payable to an adult on social assistance, adjusted for inflation, 
has been lower in real terms since November 2007 than it was when 
the Dalton McGuinty government took office in 2003. There’s been no 
progress at all in reversing the dramatic decline in living standards that 
took place under the Harris government.

The same pattern emerges with housing spending in Ontario. The 
numbers show no response to the affordable housing crisis.

I t  DoE SN ’ t  A DD  u P >

I have been involved in a number of these financing discussions over the 
years. These discussions all start with an analysis of appropriate revenue 
generation. They all come to the same conclusion. Property tax is a great 
tax – it’s the appropriate revenue source for local governments.

Then they go to services, and the accountants ask what services does 
it make sense to pay for from property taxes, and what services should 
be paid from other sources? And they always conclude that road and 
police and fire should be paid for 
from property taxes, and that health 
and education and social services 
should be paid for from taxes based 
on income.

So then the province tries to con-
trol all these things, and you come 
up with numbers that don’t add up. 
They link taxes to services without 
looking at the revenue situation as 
a whole. They try to do it on a piece-by-piece basis. We don’t pay for 
other public services that way. We use a mix of revenue sources to pay 
for them.

Then they say the only accountability they care about is financial 
accountability. They try to lay on the idea of taxpayership rather than 
citizenship. This is based on the idea that government can’t be account-
able for delivering services that it’s not responsible for generating revenue 
for. If that were true, then the province would have to cede control over 
much of the health care system.
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R E foR M  t h At  W oN ’ t  W oR K >

I believe that the idea of trying to fix up local services on a revenue-neutral 
basis is laughable. You start off with the province taking $8 billion of 
the local tax base, and you want to reform the system on a revenue 
neutral basis: it won’t work.

If you go into a revenue exercise with the province and they say it is 
going to happen on a revenue-neutral basis, you should walk out of the 
room. It doesn’t make any sense. It won’t solve the problem.

Forget about this idea that it is a bad thing to have shared responsibil-
ity for government programs. We have these ideas that responsibilities 

should be hermetically sealed. Even the 
province has an interest in roads, just 
like local governments do. Why should 
we pretend that they don’t?

It’s time we start thinking about 
political responsibility and not financial 
responsibility. Thinking in financial 
terms means that you have to forget 
about accountability to the people who 
are supposed to benefit from government 
services. Who are they? In education, 
who’s responsible to the parents and the 
kids and the community? Accountability 

in financial terms is not political accountability, it is bean counter’s 
accountability.

You cannot think about restructuring the relationship between local 
governments and the province without thinking about infrastructure. 
It’s a sewer down which an infinite amount of money can go without 
solving the problem.

At tA CK ING  P u BLI C  S E R V I C E S >

Somehow, we have got to develop a system where all three governments 
can make financial commitments to each other that can last over time. 
The country can’t function if the federal attitude to funding of provin-
cial programs can change so fundamentally with the election of a new 
government. And this goes for provincial and local governments.
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What started in 1995 at the provincial level in Ontario and continued 
in 2000 at the federal level is a systematic attack on the capacity of 
governments in Canada to pay for public services. The provincial and 
federal governments insulated themselves from the problems their poli-
cies created by shifting the pain down from the federal government to 
provincial governments, and onto local governments. We aren’t going 
to make any durable progress on dealing with fiscal issues that local 
government face until we deal with that reality.

To conclude, when we look at the annual impact of changes in revenue 
capacity between 1995-6 and 2007-8, one can see the impact of the 
annual tax loss from the tax cuts introduced between 1995 and 2003 
by the Harris government is $16 billion. Think about that. We could 
build another elementary and secondary school system with that money. 
We could run 16 child care programs. We could get the province out of 
the property tax twice with this. The province has a broader revenue 
stream, and it’s destroyed a big part of that stream.

annuaL tax Cut ImPaCt on fISCaL CaPaCIty In ontarIo, 1995-6 to 2007-8,  
DEBt CarryInG anD rEvEnuE LoSS
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P a r t  5 . 2

$10 minimum  
Wage Campaign
a recent Case Study in Political Bargaining to 
Improve the Conditions for Low-Wage Workers

JuLIuS DEutSCh is the Executive Assistant with the toronto and 

York Region Labour Council. he has worked for many years in 

unions and in political and community groups and campaigns.

The $10 an hour minimum wage campaign is relevant to people in 
our communities who want to make reasonable wages. This campaign 
speaks to the difficult state in which many people who are working in 
Ontario today find themselves. The Free Trade Agreement and NAFTA 
have had huge impacts on our marketplaces and economies. The loss 
of manufacturing jobs has been a huge problem for many people and 
many communities.

Jobs of the future must respond to the demand for jobs that pay 
decent, livable wages. The story of incomes in Ontario over the past few 
years has been fairly dramatic. The Harris-Eves government froze the 
minimum wage for eight years. The Chretien-Martin cuts to Employment 
Insurance (EI) have had a huge impact in terms of workers’ ability to 
access EI. The percentage of workers eligible for EI in Ontario has fallen 
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below 30 per cent. In communities such as Thunder Bay, eligibility is 
as low as 19 per cent.

More than a million people in Ontario earn less than $10 an hour, 
and most of those people are women, immigrants, workers of colour, 
youth, and people living in smaller communities where lower wages 
are the norm. It’s not just a Toronto problem, it’s a problem around 
the whole province. A lot of the social problems we have in Ontario 
are linked to the fact that many younger people can’t get jobs that pay 
a decent wage.

Many of these low-wage earners now work for large multinational 
corporations, one of them being Wal-Mart. We have a climate in Ontario 
where many workers have precarious employment. That means that 
they’re working part-time or in non-standard work. Some people work as 
contractors, where they have no rights under the Employment Standards 
Act. Others work for temporary employment agencies.

C AtA LY S t S  foR  C h A NGE >

In the 2003 provincial election, Dalton McGuinty’s Liberals promised 
to increase the minimum wage to $8 an hour by 2007. The pressure to 
increase the minimum wage came as a result of political bargaining. Back 
then we wanted to see the minimum wage go to $10, but the McGuinty 
Liberals wouldn’t agree to that. In spite of that, our demand laid the 
foundation for our $10 minimum wage campaign.

The decision in the fall of 2006 to go with the $10 minimum wage 
campaign came about for a number of reasons. Workers and anti-
poverty groups had been organizing around this demand since the 2003 
election.

The crucial turning point was the election of Rev. Cheri DiNovo, 
who won a crucial by-election in Parkdale-High Park in September 
2006. When she got into the legislature, she moved a private member’s 
bill that called for an immediate increase in the minimum wage to $10 
per hour. Much to our surprise, the bill got through second reading and 
was sent to a standing committee for further consideration.

Another piece that was important was having a champion or an 
ally in the media. The Toronto Star launched a series on the war on 
poverty and that issue became a rallying point for many people who 
were pressing for the $10 minimum wage. The first article in the Star’s 
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series discussed the plight of people who deliver pizza. Pizza delivery 
people are classified as contract workers under employment standards 
and have no rights and no benefits.

Another important element in getting the campaign going was Dalton 
McGuinty’s decision to give MPPs a 31 per cent salary increase. The 
premier himself pocketed a 40 per cent increase in pay. To put it mildly, 
this decision caused a real firestorm of reaction around the province that 
the government didn’t understand.

C A M PA IGN  BuILDING >

Labour councils worked with student groups, ACORN community 
groups in Toronto and Ottawa, social planning councils, immigrant 
support groups, the Workers Action Centre, and Campaign 2000, 
launching a support campaign for Cheri DiNovo’s private member’s 
bill on the minimum wage.

We talked to young, low-wage workers, in particular  
women. In the Jane-finch area, more than 100 people who crowded  
into a room were indignant that they couldn’t earn $10 per hour. 
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All of these groups shared a common vision, which is vital to building 
coalitions of this type. We had events to support our campaign. We got 
support from community activists, students, and even some business 
people. The Toronto Star ran a series of articles after we launched our 
campaign.

When you’re doing economic development you have to ask if you want 
$8 per hour jobs in big box stores or if you want skilled manufacturing 
jobs that pay $15 or $16 per hour. With this campaign, we talked to 
young, low-wage workers, in particular women.

We organized town hall meetings in low-income communities across 
the City of Toronto. In the Jane-Finch area, more than 100 people 
crowded into a room who were indignant that they couldn’t earn $10 
per hour. We got 3,000 people to sign petitions in Jane-Finch. We also 
conducted town hall meetings in Mandarin and Cantonese and other 
languages.

P E N t- u P  DE M A N D >

The campaign took off really quickly due to the fact that there was such 
a pent-up demand for it. People were angry about the economy. The 
issue of economic development was top of mind. We were also able to 
gain support from middle-class people who wanted to see an increase 
in the minimum wage.

Local municipalities began to pass motions on this issue, including 
Sudbury, London, Ottawa, and Toronto.

The minimum wage went up to $8 an hour on February 1, 2007, 
but the labour minister said it wouldn’t go any higher. A week later, 

We’ve now launched a campaign called RESPECt. this campaign has the 

following demands:

Respect my right to make $10 an hour now.•	

Respect my right to have a stable, full-time job that pays a livable wage.•	

Respect my skills and experiences, wherever I gained them.•	

Respect my right to affordable housing, child care, and education.•	

Respect my right to have a union voice at work.•	

Respect my right to social benefits if I need them.•	
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New Democrat Paul Ferreira upset a Liberal candidate in the York 
South-Weston by-election after a campaign centred on the $10 minimum 
wage. From then on, things changed. The government suddenly felt the 
heat. It had to promise an anti-poverty budget and the premier began 
talking about hiking the minimum wage to $10. It became a matter of 
when rather than if.

When the Ontario legislature came back in March, the government 
blinked and announced that the minimum wage would be raised to 
$10.25 by 2010. The government thought the issue was resolved, but 
many people wanted faster action on the $10 minimum wage.

CoN t IN u E D  C A M PA IGNING >

Our campaign was built around the idea that for economic development, 
we need better than $8 an hour jobs in big box stores. Having media 
allies was vital to fighting off scare tactics launched by the business com-
munity. Through bargaining, we accomplished a 28 per cent increase for 
minimum wage workers. That political bargaining was very effective. It 

put $1 billion of extra income into the 
pockets of Ontario’s poorest workers. 
Many people now see organized labour 
as a champion of low-wage workers.

The demands that came out of the 
campaign have turned into an agenda 
of economic development for local com-
munities. How we approach economic 
development is key for our local com-
munities. We have to resist pressures 
that come from economic development 
departments and some politicians to go 

for the easy type of development with big box stores.
One example of economic development work is in the community of 

Weston-Mount Dennis, where people are working to see if the 52 acres 
of land once occupied by the old Kodak plant at Black Creek Road and 
Eglinton West can be used to develop green manufacturing jobs.

So how do we develop well paying jobs? That’s actually the challenge. 
That’s the issue that affects us wherever we are in Ontario.
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P a r t  5 . 3

the Process of 
redefining a town
KatrIna CarrEra is a councillor in the town of hearst. 

She holds a Master’s degree in health studies and has 

been active in a number of community organizations.

h E A R S t >

This is a story of local people who are taking responsibility for their 
preferred future. In Hearst, we are in the process of redefining our town 
and creating a resilient and sustainable community. This redefinition 
process balances economic viability, the well-being of the community, 
and the environment. It is also a carefully thought-out process that 
involves planning, action, and organization.

In northern Ontario, we have a few dominant characteristics, notably 
declining demographics. More people are moving away and it’s often the 
younger people. The relative and absolute numbers of aging people are 
increasing and the young workforce is leaving. Amid uncertain world 
commodity markets, many communities depend on one market or one 
source of income. In the case of Hearst, the source is the forest industry. 
In Ontario and elsewhere environmental concerns are at their peak. 
Any revitalization strategy has to take into account both economic and 
environmental concerns.
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In Hearst we have a smaller population with a large number of older 
people (two-thirds of people are over the age of 50). We have declining 
youth participation in activities and many shops are closing. We are 
dependent on one industry with a strong outside ownership. Twenty 
years ago, our three mills were locally owned and they were based on 
community values. Now they are owned by outside agencies where the 
trend is to consolidate. There is a limited range of jobs.

WA I t ING  foR  A  S AV Iou R >

As our problems worsened, people seemed to be waiting for someone to 
come in and save them. There was a lot of negativity and resistance to 
change. The fact was that the status quo was no longer working. We could 
no longer sit and wait for the pulp, paper, and wood-working industries 
to revitalize our growth. Do we wait and hope or do we take action?

In this situation, we have the opportunity to shape and channel our 
future as a community. The key in smaller communities that hold strong 
family values, like the francophone community in Hearst, is to keep a 
firm grasp on our beliefs and values even as we try to adapt to a new 
environment.

Being in a small community that is both rural and isolated, we tend 
to believe that what happens in China or other countries doesn’t affect 
us. But as you know, everything in the global economy will eventually 

twenty years ago, our three mills were 
locally owned and they were based on 
community values. now they are  
owned by outside agencies.
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affect us. Small communities often feel that they cannot compete on the 
global market and they just let go – they need to regroup and find a way 
to face the global situation that is here to stay.

Our process of change had a catalyst. We knew the forest industry 
was suffering, so when we got a proposal from a foreign company for 
an ethanol plant in Hearst that would use wood chips, that proposal 
generated a great deal of enthusiasm 
among people in the town. Unfortu-
nately that project was put on hold 
when the company ran into problems 
and the council became concerned. Yet, 
this potential ethanol plant was one of 
the catalysts for the need to take action 
and change our community.

R E DE f INING  ou R S E LV E S >

We started redefining ourselves starting with Perspective 20/20, our 
economic strategy. Although the analysis was traditional and limited, 
we used environmental scans and we insisted on using a community 
approach and focus. The community knows best what it needs, even 
though it may have trouble organizing itself.

We saw that a healthy economy was based on our forest heritage 
and the development of natural resources and sustainable secondary 
business sectors. If the lumber industry is suffering, we need to look 
at other alternatives. We need to diversify. We have to do the SWOT 
(Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats) analysis, starting 
with our strengths. Locally, one of our strengths is that we’re right in the 
middle of the boreal forest industry. We have access to wood, we have a 
strong labour force, and we have opportunities to develop partnerships 
with native communities.

Some of the weaknesses of our situation include a negative attitude to 
change. Fear makes us less creative. We have low quality fibre and there 
are dangers from new competitive industries such as wood substitutes.

In my work I looked at development strategies with wood products 
and I concentrated on secondary wood products. Once the tree has 
been cut down there is a lot of biomass or wood chips left over. Could 
we use that biomass?

We saw that a healthy economy 
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ou R  S tR At EGY >

We looked at several things in our strategy. We wanted to maintain 
the growth that we had in the three mills. We recognized the need to 
collaborate with governments at the provincial and federal levels, as 
well as with private industry. To prepare the community for change, 
we came up with a project called Bio-Com, which is about building a 
sustainable community in terms of the environment, the social needs of 
the community, and the economy. Bio-Com is about changing attitudes 
and values towards the bio-economy. Bio-Com looks at developing 
products from biomass and biology, while maintaining communication 
with the community.

One of the biggest projects that we’re working on is a pilot project 
with Natural Resources Canada (NRCAN) and other partners. We’re 
developing a genetically modified willow tree that grows in three years. 

We could use that as an energy source, 
or to produce something else. We’re 
networking and getting involved in new 
developments in the forest industry.

The first phase of our work concen-
trated on disseminating information 
about change. To deal with resistance 
to change, we had to acknowledge that 
things are not working well presently. 
We used different techniques to gener-
ate ideas. The three main areas that 
we’re looking at and developing for our 

economy are adding value in cultivating products that come from the 
forest for medicine, personal care, as well as for decorative purposes and 
gardening. There is our biomass that is eventually going to be a source 
of energy. We also have value-added fibre products that can be used to 
build other products.

We set up a steering committee that involved experts on economic 
development, the business sector, the forest industry, citizens, and people 
from the ministry of natural resources. We developed a structure and 
disseminated information through newspapers and radio about new 
economic alternatives we could look at. We shared information to 
promote creative thinking among people.
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community, and the 

economy.
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We held community forums with different segments of the popula-
tion, including young students and the senior population, to get an idea 
where the community wanted to go and what issues were concerning 
them. We met with educational institutions to see if they could deliver 
programs that relate to the environment, energy, and forestry, and we 
held workshops and a roundtable on regional politics.

We had a major conference on sustainability in April 2007, with forest 
industry people, private industry, government, environmentalists, and 
community residents. The focus was to shake people up, make them 
uncomfortable, and give them the tools and information to get them to 
look at alternatives. That was phase one, which ended that month, and 
it is difficult to measure the outcomes, which may be more qualitative 
than quantitative.

Recommendations came up last January on six key area of focus for 
the community:

Vision and leadership•	

Community resilience•	

The forest of tomorrow•	

Innovation and education•	

Entrepreneurship•	

Youth•	

Assessment•	

It may also be too early to assess the effectiveness of these efforts. 
The contacts and networking we have begun may not produce tangible 
results for another year or so. We have met the goal of promoting and 
working collaboratively. So where do we go now?

Citizens are expecting brick and mortar; they want to see new 
factories. This is not what they will see short term with our approach. 
Some are disappointed. This approach works with attitudes and values 
that will lead to long term sustainability by enabling every citizen to 
participate and get involve. We are not used to this approach. It is a long 
term process towards sustainability. We can no longer put band-aids on 
situations we need to take control of our future.

There are a number of key elements one must consider when looking 
at redefining a community. One is accepting that there’s change involved. 
Change can be seen as a three-stage process, starting with resistance. The 
community needs to be able to voice its fears and anxieties.
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It is important to highlight the opportunities that are coming up. 
Open up your mind, and be creative. Communities can begin to move in 
one direction, but remember that some flexibility is needed. In strategic 
planning, preparatory work is needed to see the way ahead. Local 
leaders and leadership need to be established, because they have to be 
a community’s biggest renewable resource.

This activity has given us in Hearst a clearer vision. I have found 
that people’s anxiety level has diminished. We are starting on phase 
two of the project, which involves making an inventory of our assets, 
the resources and the human resources that we have in the community. 
And we continue to work on networking with secondary value-added 
industries.

northErn ontarIo | In ontario and elsewhere 
environmental concerns are at their peak. any 

revitalization strategy has to take into account  
both economic and environmental concerns.



PA Rt  6

What the People think
the Columbia Institute’s Centre for Civic 
Governance Checks in on the Public Pulse
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P a r t  6 . 1

ontario Polling on Local 
Government Issues

BoB PEnnEr is the CEo of Strategic Communications, 

a full service communications, fundraising, and polling 

firm that has offices in toronto and Vancouver.

The Columbia Institute commissioned polling questions to determine 
how Ontarians view local government issues. This poll was fielded in 
Ontario from June 5 to 11, 2007 and we got a sample size of 604 people, 
with a margin of error of four, 19 times out of 20. In some places, the 
results from this poll are compared with a similar poll conducted in 
British Columbia in March, 2007.

In general, when you're facing a problem whom would you expect
to be most responsive in dealing with that problem. Would it be:

Your Ontario 
MPP
17%

Your MP
8%

DK/NA
7%

Your local 
councilor

61%

Other
1%

None of 
the above

4%

All of the 
above

2%

fIGurE 1: Who to CaLL WIth a ProBLEm
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The first question in this poll concerns who people will call when 
they have a problem (Figure 1). Sixty-one per cent say they would call 
their local councillor, as opposed to their Member of Parliament or 
MPP. People find local councillors more responsive than their other 
representatives. When we asked a similar question in BC we found the 
numbers for local councillors are lower there than in Ontario.

In the poll we asked questions about global warming (Figure 2). The 
question here is, “Would the people support action by their local council-
lor to deal with global warming, even if it involved raising taxes?” The 
response is a tie. Nevertheless, that’s strong support for taking action 
on global warming.

fIGurE 2: GLoBaL WarmInG

fIGurE 3: aCtIon on GLoBaL WarmInG

My local government should take  strong action on Global Warming,
even it means my local government will have less funds available to

provide other important services to my community.
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One thing that I have noticed in our polling for municipal elections 
since 1991 is that the issue of taxes has steadily fallen in importance, 
election after election. I wouldn’t suggest that tax rates aren’t important, 
but they aren’t as important as they used to be. It used to always be 
crime and taxes. Now it’s crime and something else.

Should local government take action on global warming, even if it 
means local government has less money for other important services? The 
answers are strongly on the “agree” side (Figure 3). People are prepared 
to sacrifice some other services to deal with global warming.

This is a forced choice question on municipal funding (Figure 4). We 
asked the following:

Some people believe that local governments have an adequate 
tax base to provide services and infrastructure for local 
communities and that its important for local governments 
to live within their means. They say that the present 
arrangements for funding local governments should not 
be changed. Other people believe that local governments 
do not have an adequate tax base to provide services and 
infrastructure for local communities. They say that the 
provincial and federal governments should provide local 
governments with more regular and more flexible sources of 
funds. Which is closer to your view?

The results show that 71 per cent of people think that municipal 
governments should have more regular and more flexible sources of 
funding from provincial and federal governments (Figure 4). That is an 
overwhelming and positive result. People in BC think the same thing. 

fIGurE 4: munICIPaL funDInG
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The responses are pretty consistent across the regions of Ontario, but 
this feeling is stronger in northern Ontario.

The next question involves a 10-point scale on jobs and the economy 
(Figure 5). We asked, “How much priority do you think municipal 
governments should be putting on jobs and the economy?” You can 
see that overwhelmingly people believe that municipalities should be 
dealing with economic issues.

We asked some education questions, starting with, “Who would 
you say is doing the best job in relation to public education in your 

fIGurE 5: JoBS anD thE EConomy
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On a scale of 1-10 with one being the lowest priority and 10 being
the highest, how much priority do you think municipal governments

should be putting on jobs and the economy?

fIGurE 6: DoInG thE BESt JoB on EDuCatIon

Who would you say is doing the best job in relation to
the public education system in your community?

Provincial 
Government

21%

DK/NA
34%

Local school 
trustees

45%
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community?” Here we have local school trustees at 45 per cent and 
the provincial government at 21 per cent (Figure 6). Responses in the 
various regions of Ontario are similar to each other.

What is the main problem facing public education in each region? 
This was an open-ended question. Lack of funding was overwhelmingly 
perceived by the public in every part of Ontario as the main issue facing 
the public education system (Figure 7).

fIGurE 7: toP thrEE EDuCatIon ISSuES By rEGIon

toRoNto

1. Lack of funding

2. quality/standards

3. Crowded classrooms

RESt of GtA

1. Lack of funding

2. Crowded classrooms

3. quality/standards

EASt oNtARIo

1. Lack of funding

2. Lack of discipline

3. Crowded classrooms

SouthWESt oNtARIo

1. Lack of funding

2. quality/standards

3. Not enough teachers

CENtRAL oNtARIo

1. Lack of funding

2. Crowded classrooms

3. Discipline, violence/safety/drugs

NoRth

1. Lack of funding

2. School closures/not enough schools

3. Violence/safety/drugs



Innovative Strategies: Ideas for Sustainable 
Communities is a collection of articles by 
prominent local politicians, environmentalists,  
and community leaders who demonstrate how to  
turn progressive ideas into action .

In this book, you will find:

Environmental Defense’s top 15 •	
priorities for local action in ontario;

how Leaf rapids became the first town in •	
north america to ban single-use plastic bags;

how members of CuPE Local 4156 •	
teamed with the District School Board 
of niagara to save energy and money;

Pre-eminent community mobilizer Garland •	
yates’ wisdom for engaging citizens in community;

Economist hugh macKenzie on municipal financing;•	

toronto’s model Inner City School initiative;•	

and more!•	

Columbia Institute’s Centre for Civic Governance presents this first 
volume in the Innovative Strategies series for community building 
in ontario and across Canada.
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