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ABSTRACT  
My Major Paper examines the Woodbine (re)development project at the Woodbine Racetrack 

and Casino located in Toronto’s Rexdale neighbourhood as a case study of evolving urban 

governance. This study examines a Resource Agreement report Woodbine Transit-Oriented 

Community Secondary Plan - Authorization to Enter in Agreements for Resourcing between the 

City of Toronto and the Woodbine Entertainment Group as a governance arrangement that shapes 

planning practice. This research draws on theories of neoliberal urban governance, alongside 

scholarship on public-private partnerships and community benefits.  Its conceptual analytical 

framework incorporates governmentality and collaborative and communicative planning to 

examine how cities are governed. Specifically, the study examines allocating planning resources 

and staff capacity to undertake the Woodbine Transit-Oriented Secondary Plan study.  

Using a qualitative research design consisting of semi-structured interviews, policy and 

document review, media analysis, historical-geographical analysis, and socio-demographic 

profile of Rexdale, this research examines the evolution of governance frameworks and the 

Woodbine project overtime. It further investigates the role of planners and their involvement in 

the (re)development process.  Key findings suggest that the Resource Agreement represents a 

shift towards new funding mechanisms embedded within broader governance frameworks due to 

lack of municipal capacity and budget. Findings also reveal that the Resource Agreement is 

subject to varied interpretations, among planners and the public, shaped by how the arrangement 

is communicated, understood and engaged with throughout the planning process.  

This research argues that the Woodbine project in Rexdale reflects evolving forms of 

neoliberal urban governance. The Resource Agreement reshapes planning practice by 

redistributing resources, responsibilities, and power among public and private actors, while 

raising questions about community participation and whose interests shape the future urban 

(re)development outcomes of Rexdale. 

 

KEYWORDS: Neoliberal urban governance, private-public partnerships, resource agreements, 
community benefits 
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FOREWORD 
My Major Research consists of academic inquiry and a personal reflection. During my 

undergraduate studies at York University, I took a course titled ‘Public Space,’ which became one 

of my most influential courses. It introduced me to the field of planning and sparked my interests 

in the politics of shared spaces, questioning how urban environment shape human experiences, 

behaviour, and belonging. As I grew up in Rexdale, I began to observe how different spaces 

influence surrounding communities and whether people felt like they belong. This then raised 

questions about the role of large-scale economic spaces within communities and how these 

spaces are imagined and experienced by the people who live around them.  

As part of my research, one day I decided to revisit the Woodbine area and walk through 

the site that had long existed within my neighbourhood but remained unfamiliar to me. I 

encountered a landscape undergoing transformation: bulldozers, piles of dirt, newly constructed 

commercial units, and the newly built hotel and parking garage. Looking more closely, I realized 

the scale of the (re)development and how distant the Woodbine grandstand felt from the new 

construction occurring around it.  

During my walk, I noticed three Somalian women taking an evening stroll through the 

site. Their presence shifted how I understood the space. Rather than seeing the site only as a 

major (re)development project shaped by economic investment, I began to imagine its potential 

as a place where people could walk, bike, gather, and connect in public spaces. Could this 

transformation create meaningful shared spaces for the Rexdale neighbourhood, despite knowing 

its contested identity as a casino and racetrack? My research reflects on this question, and the 

role of planners, in shaping planning narratives attached to urban spaces. While planning can 

reframe how places are understood, these processes are shaped by complex governance 

relationships and competing interests which can ultimately affect the future (re)development of 

Rexdale and the ways in which people access, experience and use these spaces. 

This Major Research Paper is a final component towards satisfying the requirements of 

the Plan of Study for the Master in Environment Studies (Planning) program at York University. 

My Plan of Study guided my interest in urban planning through coursework, research and 

experiential learning opportunities completed throughout my program. These experiences have 

contributed to achieving the program’s intended objectives while strengthening my 
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understanding of planning concepts and practices. My area of concentration ‘Planning for 

Accessible Urban Spaces,’ identifies three components: urban and regional planning; urban 

spaces; and community engagement and equity.  

My Major Research Paper examines the political economy of contemporary urban 

governance, understanding how planning instruments operate in specific provincial and 

municipal governance frameworks. This project deepens my understanding of urban space and 

how it is reproduced, redefined, and governed through planning decisions and power relations. 

The last component of my Plan of Study examines how neoliberal urban governance structures 

and (re)development impact communities, and shape questions of equity and participation in 

Rexdale. This component explores how planners navigate community participation and 

involvement with powerful institutions to advocate for just urban outcomes in planning 

processes. My Major Research Paper engages with all three components in my Plan of Study, 

with questions of urban governance, the contested legitimacy of planning and its practice, and 

political participation in suburban communities.    
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Introduction 
Toronto increasingly faces complex urban challenges, including housing unaffordability, 

infrastructure gaps, traffic congestion, homelessness, unemployment, impacts of declining health 

and educational services, and widening social and economic inequalities (Golden, 2026). In 

response to these challenges, governments have relied on alternative governance arrangements, 

including public-private partnerships, intergovernmental funding agreements, and collaborative 

planning frameworks, to finance and deliver major urban redevelopment projects. While these 

arrangements may strengthen municipal capacity to implement ambitious projects, they also raise 

important questions about how planning decisions are made, whose interests shape those 

decisions, and how public accountability is maintained.  

Planning is often understood as a process of shaping future urban outcomes. It is 

continually negotiated through changing political priorities, institutional constraints, and 

competing interests. It also reflects whose knowledge and ideas are prioritized throughout the 

planning process.  But planners still hold agency to negotiate among competing interests to 

advance more equitable urban futures (Forester 1988; Fainstein 2010). Consequently, 

understanding planning requires examining how planning visions persist, adapt, and become 

embedded within evolving neoliberal governance frameworks. 

 Recent debates in Toronto demonstrate how authority over urban development extends 

beyond municipal government. The proposed expansion of the Billy Bishop Airport 

demonstrates how provincial and federal governments can intervene in long-standing municipal 

planning processes when broader economic or transportation priorities conflict with local 

planning objectives. Such interventions can dismantle years of municipal planning efforts and 

redirect planning priorities. Over the past decade, this tension has become more apparent as the 

province has increasingly relied on its legislative authority to push forward priorities such as 

housing supply, improving transit, and promoting economic development, even when their 

priorities conflict with the city’s role and planning efforts (MacMillan, 2026).  

The Billy Bishop Airport debate reflects a broader constitutional relationship with 

municipalities and the Province of Ontario. Municipalities remain legally subordinate to the 

province as ‘creatures of the province,’ deriving authority from provincial legislation, which 

downloads provincial powers and responsibilities to municipal governments. Yet, Magnusson 

(2005: 10) argues that this legal doctrine overlooks the democratic significance of local self-
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government, “a principle that protects the municipalities against the provinces.” The ‘creature of 

the province’ doctrine overlooks everyday democracy, through city council, public meetings, 

neighbourhood services, and community decision-making. Local governments possess authority 

and the duty to represent local communities, not merely from provincial delegation. While 

acknowledging provincial constitutional authority, Magnusson (2005) contends that 

municipalities should be recognized as democratic institutions with responsibilities extending 

beyond powers delegated by the province. Building on this perspective, Flyvbjerg (1998) argues 

how power operates in real-life, including how knowledge and ideas that may inform rationality 

are mobilized by different actors, and to examine ‘what is actually done’ to practice democracy.  

These broader governance dynamics provide the context for the Woodbine’s 

(re)development project at the Woodbine Racetrack and Casino in Rexdale. Rexdale is situated in 

northwest Toronto, a culturally diverse, inner-suburban neighbourhood that has experienced 

longstanding challenges of poverty, uneven investments, socioeconomic inequality, and access to 

services. These conditions provide an importance context for examining how the 

(re)development project may shape the future of this neighbourhood.  

Over the past two decades, the vision for Woodbine has gradually evolved into one of 

Toronto’s largest mixed-use redevelopment projects. Through successive expansions of gaming 

uses and changing provincial priorities, the project gained momentum as a major transit-oriented 

community (TOC) centred on the future Woodbine GO Station. This project illustrates how long-

term planning evolve across changing political, institutional and governance contexts.  

Furthermore, the project’s recent advancement is closely connected to the 2023 Toronto-

Ontario New Deal Agreement, which represents a significant shift in intergovernmental 

cooperation among the Government of Canada, Province of Ontario and the City of Toronto. 

This agreement provides provincial financial support with intentions to provide a relief in capital 

costs and improve long-term financial sustainability for the City while committing to advancing 

housing, transit-oriented communities, infrastructure investment, and economic development 

(Ontario, 2024). Within these commitments, the Woodbine (TOC) was specifically identified as a 

priority initiative in the agreement, with the City of Toronto agreeing to expedite planning 

approvals and collaborate with the province to facilitate development surrounding the future 

Woodbine GO Station.  
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To fulfil expeditious planning approvals, City administration prepared the Woodbine 

Transit-Oriented Community Secondary Plan - Authorization to Enter in Agreements for 

Resourcing, recommending that the City enter into a Resource Agreement with Woodbine 

Entertainment Group (WEG), owner of Woodbine lands. The proposed Resource Agreement 

would allow WEG to fund dedicated municipal planning staff for up to twelve months to 

expedite completion of the Woodbine TOC Secondary Plan study. In February 2025, Toronto 

City Council authorized the Resource Agreement by approving an exemption from the City’s 

standard Donation Policy to permit the funding arrangement. Under the City’s Donations Policy, 

in-kind contributions ordinarily “do not constitute a business relationship since no reciprocal 

consideration is sought” (City of Toronto, 2025). However, Council’s exemption allows a large 

private corporation to provide funding directly linked to specific planning outcome, creating a 

governance arrangement that differs from a conventional donation or community benefit 

contribution. The Woodbine (TOC) Secondary Plan study now remains an active planning phase, 

having advanced several months into its planning process under the expedited timeline 

established by the Resource Agreement. 

The Resource Agreement represents more than an administrative mechanism to accelerate 

the Woodbine project’s planning process. It demonstrates how provincial policy commitments 

established through the New-Deal Agreement is translated into a new public-private governance 

arrangement at the local level. By enabling a private landowner to fund municipal planning staff 

assigned to a specific planning process, the agreement raises important questions about planning 

ethics and who does planning benefit, and how it reinforces power relations and reproduces the 

very forms of structural harm that reparative justice seeks to confront. I am inspired by the 

notion of reparative justice in political philosophy and planning, that was discussed by scholar 

Fainstein (2010) in their ‘Just City’ framework. This framework critiques top-down planning, 

arguing that planners can reform the system, and their capabilities to advocate for disadvantaged 

communities instead of acting as dealmakers towards speculative projects and entertainment 

industries with little concerns for sustainability and equity (Fainstein, 2010).  

My commitment to planning is acknowledging histories of racialized exploitation and 

exclusion, addressing structural inequalities and power hierarchies, and creating spaces for 

community power. Considering planning’s deep-rooted legacies of racial planning, and the ways 

planning historically contributed to the most disenfranchised and the reproduction of social 
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hierarchies, planning needs to move beyond distributive (Harvey, 2008) and procedural justice 

(Forester, 1988; Healey 1996). Planners should seek to address historical and ongoing injustices 

through the effects of capitalism, that would not just merely compensate for past harms and 

violence, but to rethink ways to repair social relations and represent disadvantaged groups to 

transform the world where the same kind of violence cannot exist to be repeated. 

My research examines the Woodbine project and the implications of the Resource 

Agreement in a neighbourhood in Toronto, Rexdale of changing urban governance that 

influences the planning practice. This study investigates how planners navigate relationships 

with private sector actors possessing significant economic resources, how different actors 

exercise their power throughout the planning process, and how governance arrangements shape 

professional planning practice. Understanding the shifting social relations shaping urban 

development and the future possibilities for Rexdale neighbourhood, my inquiry is guided by 

neoliberal urban governance, urban politics and planning theory, which explores planning and its 

practical application.  

The planning profession and its ethics is being reshaped by powerful actors that influence 

policy-making decisions that can impact vulnerable communities. Public and private interests are 

increasingly interdependent. This paper presents a unique governance arrangement in which a 

casino and racetrack operator is positioned as a key factor in shaping a future mixed-use 

community, while also providing financial resources to support an expedited municipal planning 

process. The transformation of a casino and racetrack into a future mixed-use community raises 

questions about the role of private sector interests in a community building and whether such 

development is appropriate to deliver broader social benefits for Rexdale. This governance 

arrangement raises questions about whose interests are prioritized and who is truly intended to 

benefit from the project that will transform Rexdale over the next 25 years.  

 

The Woodbine (Re)Development Project  

The Woodbine (re)development project is an ongoing City of Toronto planning initiative 

involving Woodbine Entertainment Group (WEG) as a landowner and development proponent. 

In recent years, the Woodbine site has undergone significant changes, evolving from a racetrack 

and gaming facility into a broader entertainment destination. The area is evolving into Toronto’s 

‘destination for world-class gaming’ encouraging visitors to extend their stays at the newly built 
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400-room luxury hotel, with improved road and street network, and additional entertainment 

spaces, including a theatre.  

The racetrack, and existing gaming and entertainment facilities at the Woodbine site, is 

now known as the Great Canadian Casino Resort as a whole. It is operated by Ontario Gaming 

GTA Limited Partnership (OGGLP), a private-sector operator selected through Ontario Lottery 

and Gaming Corporation’s modernization process in 2013.  OGGLP operates under the name 

One Toronto Gaming and partners with Great Canadian Entertainment to deliver an integrated 

casino and entertainment experience, including gaming, dining, accommodations, shuttle 

services, and customer rewards programs (see Figure 1). The Great Canadian Casino Resort 

forms part of the broader Woodbine Master plan, which has been advanced through collaboration 

among many actors. The Rexdale Community Benefits Agreement (CBA) establishes 

commitments for One Toronto Gaming, to create pathways towards local and social hiring for 

casino operations. The Rexdale-Casino CBA is discussed throughout the paper.  

 

 

 
Figure 1: The Great Canadian Casino Resort adjacent to Woodbine Racetrack and Casino 

(Source: Rocca, 2023) 
 

The Woodbine TOC Secondary Plan study area located at ‘555 Rexdale Boulevard,’ is the 

southern eastern portion of the lands, at approximately 190 acres, which contemplates relocating 

existing uses such as ancillary facilities, including stables, dormitories, a small racecourse, and 
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communal facility for trainer and support staff to establish the Secondary Plan policy framework 

for the Woodbine project (see Figure 2). 

 

 

 

 
Figure 2:  Woodbine Secondary Plan Study Area  

(Source: City of Toronto, 2026) 
 

The Woodbine (re)development has been described as a “city within a city,” a large-scale 

mixed-use project designed around neighbourhoods connected through parks, public spaces, and 

a flexible street network (see Figure 3 and 4). The proposed design integrates new residential 

communities through a low- to mid-rise with buildings generally reaching up to sixteen storeys, 

with three public park systems considering green connections to the area outside its study area 

boundary (Figure 5). The vision also highlights three distinct neighbourhoods ‘Park Village, East 

Green and Station Quarter,’ divided by unique characteristics that portray its different range of 

uses.  Furthermore, the architect and designer for this project is Allies and Morrison, who worked 

on some projects in Toronto. Additionally, some of the consultants working on this project 

include Urban Strategies, SVEC Group, Aird Berlis, WND Associates, N. Barry Lyon 

Consultants (NBLC), Stantec, BA Group, Crozier and more (Woodbinelands, 2026). This 

approach responds to site area and specific policies (SASP), including the proximity to the 

airport and associated Noise Exposure Forecast (NEF)/Noise Exposure Planning (NEP) 

Composite Noise Contour. The proposal is further informed by supporting technical studies, 
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including a Transportation Master Plan (TMP), Land Use Compatibility Study, Infrastructure 

Master Plan (IMP) and other planning tools developed by the City staff, with WEG’s cooperation 

(City of Toronto, 2026). The community consultations conducted to date also inform its study 

and planning policy framework.  

 

 
Figure 3: Vision of the proposed (re)development  

(Source: City of Toronto, 2026) 
 

 
 

Figure 4: Detailed master plan and structure of the proposed vision  
(Source: City of Toronto, 2026) 
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Figure 5: Conceptual rendering of the envisioned Southlands Park  

(Source: City of Toronto, 2026) 
 

WoodbineLive! Proposal as a Community Improvement Plan 
Woodbine’s project and planning framework can be traced back to the original WoodbineLive! 

proposal, which established many of the development concepts that continue to inform the 

project today. In 2007, a billion-dollar development was proposed and described as a major 

regional tourism and entertainment destination for Toronto (Figure 6). A partnership between 

owner of the lands WEG and international developer Cordish Group (The Cordish Companies) 

sought to transform a 112-hectare undeveloped portion of the 266-hectare, located northwest of 

the main grandstand of the racetrack (City of Toronto, 2007). It plans featured a mix of uses 

including offices, retail stores, hotel, restaurants, theatres and live performance venues. Studies 

submitted by the applicant suggested that the development was to generate approximately 9,400 

jobs at full built-out, in addition to the existing 2,700 jobs already located on the site (City of 

Toronto, 2007). The entertainment and commercial components were estimated to generate 

employment, both indirectly and directly (City of Toronto, 2007).  

The proposal was organized around a commercial district complemented by a future 

neighbourhood with residential uses (City of Toronto, 2007). In July 2007, Toronto City Council 

adopted the recommendations report from City planning, and approved the Official Plan 

Amendment and Zoning By-Law, endorsing the draft approval of the plan of Subdivision to 

implement Phase I of the WoodbineLive! Proposal (City of Toronto, 2007) The Phase I is like 
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what is evolving to become on the site today, that is a mix of uses including: a hotel, restaurants, 

retail stores, live performances and theatre (City of Toronto, 2007). Phase II suggested residential 

development and supported commercial uses in a new community, which is what the Secondary 

Plan is enforcing (City of Toronto, 2007).  

 
Figure 6: Conceptual vision of WoodbineLive!  

(Source: Peat, 2013) 
 

Methodology 

My research adopts a qualitative case study design to examine and understand the evolving 

governance relationships surrounding the Woodbine (re)development project in Rexdale. The 

study combines a historical-geographical review of Rexdale’s development trajectory with semi-

structured interviews with planners involved in the Woodbine TOC Secondary Plan study, 

alongside an analysis of relevant policy documents and media sources. Interviews with planners 

provide insight into how planning professionals navigate changing governance frameworks.  

Much of the historical-geographical analysis of this project provides background 

information and context related to the evolution of the Woodbine project in Rexdale. This 

context includes understanding the key actors involved in the decision-making process, which is 

essential to analyzing how a series of events take shape, and influence planning narrative and 

implementation overtime. I compiled a chronological order of these events, related to the project 

that took place in Toronto between 2007 and 2026. 
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I refer to Rexdale’s fact sheet presented by a United Way Greater Toronto and the 

Rexdale Community Hub that uses Statistics Canada Census (2021) data to understand the socio-

demographics and socio-economic characteristics of Rexdale neighbourhood. The fact sheet 

includes understanding household income, percentage of visible minorities, prevalence of low-

income, housing tenure, and age (United Way, 2021). These indicators provide a better insight 

into socio-economic disparities and demographic composition of Rexdale.  

My research primarily consists of an in-depth policy document analysis from 2007 to 

2026. I review many staff reports and recommendations, the Ontario’s planning framework, and 

intergovernmental agreements. Staff reports include communication and recommendations 

regarding the WoodbineLive! proposal, revenue sharing, financial incentives, and development 

applications from WEG. Specific documents related to the project included Woodbine TOC 

Authorization to Enter into Agreements for Resourcing, Expanded Gaming, the Rexdale-Casino 

Woodbine Community Benefits Agreement, and other relevant documents that were presented to 

City of Toronto’s Committee and Council meetings. I also review reports such as WoodbineLive! 

Financial Incentives to Support a Tourism/Entertainment Attraction “Transformative Project” 

2008, Toronto’s Financial Incentive Program 2008, Public Consultation on the Woodbine 

Racetrack Casino 2015, that were also presented to Council and Committee meetings. Ontario’s 

planning framework is guided by provincial policy documents, including the Planning Act and 

2024 Provincial Planning Statement (PPS).  Additional, municipal-provincial and federal 

relationships have been influenced by agreements such the New-Deal Agreement and Revenue-

Sharing Agreements. 

I also review letters to the City clerk from different actors such as WEG planning 

consultant’s and Toronto Community Benefit’s Network (TCBN). I draw from in-depth media 

analysis with relevant sources such as newspaper articles, media and blog posts to understand the 

planning narrative and the scale of the project, especially during its initial stages, and how 

community organizations and the public perceive it throughout. This media review has enabled 

the review of the intentions of the (re)development and its impact on Rexdale. I also provide 

additional contextual analysis to Ontario’s housing crisis and Toronto’s scarcity of employment 

lands.  

Drawing on academic scholarship on neoliberalism, public-private partnerships, 

community benefits, and casino/tourism development situates Rexdale’s case study within 
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theoretical debates in urban planning. A conceptual analysis framework draws on 

governmentality and communicative and collaborative planning theory that focuses on analyzing 

the power dynamics that inform urban development. This is to understand how planning 

agreements and funding mechanisms shape governance and how power is exercised through 

formal arrangements of planning. The overall analysis reveals the evolution of the Woodbine 

project up until the Secondary Plan study phase, which was enabled through the authorization of 

a Resource Agreement.  My research highlights the project’s key moments throughout its 

historical-geographical analysis.   

To further understand the role of municipal planners actively involved in this project and 

their thoughts about the Resource Agreement, I conducted three interviews with public sector 

planners at the City of Toronto between April and July 2026. The interviewees work in different 

areas of the Woodbine TOC Secondary Plan study, including Joanna Kimont Project Manager for 

the Woodbine Secondary Plan; a Senior Transportation Planner for the Woodbine Transportation 

Master Plan; and a Senior Planner in Development Review. Since the Resource Agreement was 

recommended by City Planning and Development Review, interview questions focus on how the 

agreement might influence planning capacity. Planners were asked about their involvement with 

the project, their views on the Agreement, project’s proposal design considerations, planning 

process, community consultations, land-use implications, and regional issues or considerations.  

Some questions asked what they thought about the Woodbine project and its impact on 

Rexdale, because the Resource Agreement advances its plan implementation. Questions about 

community benefits, and the community perspective were asked especially because the 

information about Woodbine project is released to the public. As a resident who lives in Rexdale, 

I read the Resource Agreement with a community and a planner perspective. I do not know what 

the general community would think of this arrangement, which is a limit to this study. I 

perceived the Resource Agreement differently compared to the planners I interviewed, and my 

perception of it can be biased by my residency. Nonetheless, the Resource Agreement is a 

negotiation between the City and WEG. The Agreement’s communication and details are 

analyzed throughout this paper to better understand its purpose.  

All three planners were asked a common set of questions regarding the Resource 

Agreement, along with additional questions tailored to their specific roles and responsibilities in 

the Woodbine Secondary Plan.  The interviews offer perspectives and an opportunity for planners 
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to share their experiences as their role as a planner, and how effective policies can frame their 

work. The strategies they use to navigate institutional constraints can offer ways to advance 

planning objectives towards implementation.  

Although this study initially aimed to include perspectives from Rexdale residents, 

resident interviews were not obtained. I participated in a virtual community consultation held on 

March 9, 2026, which provided insights and concerns regarding the Woodbine (re)development 

project. I was unable to attend the subsequent community consultations which is a limitation to 

understanding competing interests and capturing additional community feedback.  

Overall, these methods reveal whether Resource Agreements and other public–private 

planning arrangements reshape the role of planners, shift power, and influence the social, 

economic, and spatial conditions of Rexdale. In doing so, they provide insight into how these 

social dynamics shape future development outcomes and illuminate the broader socio-spatial and 

governance impacts of neoliberal planning practices. 

 

Paper Organization  

This Major Research Paper is organized into seven sections. The first section examines the 

historical development of Etobicoke, exploring Rexdale’s suburban expansion, the significance 

of the Woodbine Racetrack and Casino in the community, and the ways in which Rexdale is 

being (re)defined through recent neighbourhood changes and (re)development. The second 

section presents the Theoretical Framework that guides this study. It examines the theories of 

neoliberalism and neoliberalization, explores the role of public-private partnerships in urban 

development, and discusses Community Benefit Agreements as a policy tool for promoting more 

equitable planning outcomes for communities. Together, the theoretical framework supports an 

analytical framework to critical examine the Resource Agreement through governmentality and 

collaborative and communicative planning concept that is discussed in the third section. The 

fourth section discusses Ontario’s housing affordability crisis, situating with broader economic 

and policy contexts. It explores the factors contributing to housing needs, the impacts on low- 

and moderate-income households and the relationships between housing affordability and 

planning. The fifth section examines Toronto’s employment lands and the evolution of ‘area of 

employment’ policy definition. This section considers the implications of policy changes that 

impact protection of employment lands in Toronto. The sixth section focuses on the Woodbine 
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Planning Framework, and its long-term vision for (re)development on the Woodbine site. It 

analyzes the governance frameworks, planning processes, and shared interests that have shaped 

the vision and implementation overtime. The final section concludes the paper by summarizing 

key findings, discussing their implications for planning and practice, and identifying 

opportunities for future research.  

 

1. Brief History of Rexdale 

The lands that now comprise of Rexdale were part of the traditional territories of Indigenous 

people, including the Mississauga’s of the Credit First Nation. The Humber River flows 

southeast through the Rexdale neighbourhood, a historically significant waterway system for 

Indigenous peoples, particular the Anishinaabe and Haudenosaunee nations, who used the river 

as a trail to facilitate trade, and link seasoning hunting grounds (Lakeshore Grounds, 2017).  

 

Historical Development of Etobicoke 

European settlers, mainly the French, arrived in Upper Canada and what is now Ontario in the 

early 1600s, with the area around the Humber River becoming part of the fur trade and 

transportation routes (Harris, 2017). By the late 18th century, the British had established control 

over the region that would become Ontario, and the area now known as Etobicoke was 

transferred to the Crown through treaty agreements with Indigenous peoples. The British 

distributed large parcels of land to colonists and other settlers for their allegiance during and after 

the War of 1812 (Harris, 2017). 

Lieutenant Governor of Upper Canada, John Graves Simcoe, arrived in 1791 and played 

significant role in shaping the early settlements of Ontario. The 1812-1815 War, a conflict 

between the United States and Great Britain, accelerated the development in Etobicoke due to 

Simcoe’s settlement policies (Harris, 2017). Simcoe settlements policies had a significant impact 

on the built form and applied the idea of granting large amounts of land to shape how the colony 

would develop. Etobicoke Township, formally established in 1798, developed as a 

predominantly rural and agricultural community throughout the 19th and early 20th centuries. Its 

fertile soils supported farming, which remained the area’s dominant land use for more than a 

century (Harris, 2017).  
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In post-war period, rapid population growth, industrialization, and increasing demand for 

housing transformed Etobicoke from rural township into a suburban municipality (Harris, 2017). 

These changes coincided with growing concerns over coordinating urban growth and servicing 

across the Toronto region. In response, the City of Toronto, along with several surrounding 

suburbs, came together to undertake a comprehensive study of the metropolitan region, 

examining regional planning challenges, ultimately contributing to the creation of the 

Municipality of Metropolitan Toronto, as an upper tier government in 1954 (Rose, 1963). In 

terms of physical planning, Metropolitan Toronto exercised only limited control over the rapid 

growth of Etobicoke and other large townships such as North York and Scarborough (Rose, 

1963).  

The area was amalgamated in 1967, becoming the Borough of Etobicoke, which later 

became the City of Etobicoke in 1983. In 1998, Etobicoke merged with other municipalities to 

form the current City of Toronto, ending Etobicoke's identity as a separate legal entity but 

preserving its important historical significance.  

 

Rexdale’s Suburban Growth and Economic Transformation 

Rexdale is a neighbourhood located in northern Etobicoke, Toronto. Its proximity to major 

highways, and the Toronto Pearson International Airport made it an attractive site for moving 

goods and people. Rexdale took its shape in the 1950s as a suburban area combining residential 

neighbourhoods with an industrial and manufacturing base. In this period, Toronto has undergone 

a twofold economic restructuring process that reshaped both its economy and urban space 

(Boudreau et al., 2009). On the one hand, manufacturing jobs have steadily moved out of the 

downtown core and even beyond the metropolitan region, relocating to suburban areas, exurban 

and other regional areas (Boudreau et al., 2009). On the other hand, the city’s economic base 

moved towards a diverse mix of industrial and service activities toward a predominantly service-

oriented economy rather than just producing physical goods (Boudreau et al., 2009). 

Rex Wesley Heslop, businessman and a son of a farmer in Etobicoke, saw the future of 

farmlands on city outskirts in developing housing subdivisions (Filey, 2006). Heslop quickly 

established Rex Heslop Homes Limited and built 400 homes in Alderwood area within 

Etobicoke. In 1951, he recognized vacant farmland north of the about to constructed Highway 

401, recognizing the growing demand for housing driven by the expansion of Malton’s aircraft 
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industry (Harris, 2016).  During this period, the Township of Etobicoke faced challenges in 

providing basic services to his rapid developing neighbourhoods (Harris, 2016; Mathuria, 2016). 

The municipality was unable to keep pace with infrastructure and service demands (Harris, 

2016). In an agreement with Township of Etobicoke, Heslop built houses while introducing a 

balance of 35% industrial and 65% residential development (Harris, 2016). This approach set a 

precedent in Rexdale, where housing and industry were established before basic amenities and 

services. As a result, Rexdale can be described as disconnected because services lagged initial 

development. Over time, this pattern became embedded in the area’s historical narrative, 

reinforced media portrayals that emphasizes poverty, violence and crime (Chaudhary, 2022; 

Loppie, 2023). This framing later informed policy responses, with targeted interventions and 

policies to stimulate local economic growth and rebrand the area that is discussed throughout the 

paper.    

Located in the northern part of Etobicoke, Rexdale differed vastly to south Etobicoke 

(Dhopade, 2015). The period from the 1950s to1970s saw substantial Italian immigration, which 

resulted in neighbourhoods characterized mainly by single-family homes (Dhopade, 2015). 

Neighbourhoods were largely designed around the automobile, and unlike the more compact 

form of the south, North Etobicoke evolved more slowly, eventually taking on a more suburban 

character. After the post-war, North Etobicoke was made up of social housing, strip malls, high 

rise apartment communities, and some condominium development, slowing down new 

development as it began to attract newcomers and immigrants to its affordable housing area 

(Dhopade, 2015). Later, many South Asian immigrants migrated to the north part of the 

Etobicoke between 1996 and 2006 (Dhopade, 2015).  

In an earlier Rexdale Boulevard/Highway 27 study for a new regional shopping center 

(Woodbine Mall), Ted Tyndorf (1986), former Toronto Chief Planner, reports Rexdale as “the 

first planned industrial node development in Canada” (23). Over the past few decades, the 

broader decline in manufacturing has raised concerns about the long-term viability of these 

industrial districts across the city (Mathuria, 2016). This characterization mostly reflects the 

recent industrial, manufacturing and transportation phases in the area’s history.  
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The Woodbine Racetrack and Casino in Rexdale 

The Woodbine Racetrack and Casino are situated within the Rexdale neighbourhood between 

Rexdale Boulevard and Queen’s Plate Drive, operating since Rexdale’s development as a 

suburban community. The development of the Woodbine Racetrack coincided with the post-war 

suburbanization of Rexdale and became one of the area’s defining landmarks. The Woodbine 

Racetrack, established as the Ontario Jockey Club in 1881, reflects British-influenced horse 

racing traditions.  

Horse racing, widely regarded as one of the oldest sports, involves jockeys riding highly 

trained horses of specific breeds developed for speed, competing against others. The specific 

horse breeds are developed through generations that enhance physical stamina and performance, 

which is further refined through training with their jockeys (Dubey, 2011).  

Despite growing contemporary attention to animal welfare and advocacy, its longstanding 

traditions and institutions structures continue to endure. At the same time, critical perspectives 

highlight the industry’s darker dimensions, including concerns about gambling, animal welfare 

and the exploitation of low-income and precarious labour, which persist in sustaining horse 

racing as a commodified spectacle.  As Debord (1994: thesis 42) writes, “the spectacle 

corresponds to a historical moment at which the commodity completes its colonization of social 

life.” Horse racing was more of a social and elite practice, but within the capitalist system the 

horse itself becomes a commodity asset, and it is where leisure becomes consumption through a 

business system and a space of class division. Those very spectators that participate are part of an 

alienated consumption, because horse racing involves one’s image and representation.  At the 

Woodbine Racetrack and Casino, space itself reflected hierarchy, with clear class divisions and 

separating exclusive areas from more marginal seating zones. In practice, it was the working 

class who generated much of the industry’s financial base. The promise of betting and possibility 

of winning crosses class boundaries, which was central to this appeal (Dubey, 2011).  

 The Woodbine TOC Secondary Plan study reflects a broader historical pattern of private-

sector consolidation and monopolizing racing shaping urban land use. In the 1950s, president of 

the Ontario Jockey Club, E.P Taylor, an influential businessman, envisioned intermingling 

industry, shopping, recreation and housing. Taylor became deeply embedded in the horseracing 

industry, reshaping it into a global business model (Dubey, 2011). His efforts to monopolize the 
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sector were tied to an attempt to regulate and centralize legal gambling within the province of 

Ontario (Dubey, 2011).  

Taylor systematically acquired and closed competing racetracks across Ontario, shaping 

the horse racing industry (Woodbine History, 2026). Facilities such as Greenwood Raceway, 

located in Toronto’s east end Beaches neighbourhood, were closed and redeveloped, while others 

such as Fort Erie Racetrack remained a secondary role. This strategy supported the development 

of a centralized “super track” in Rexdale, which was constructed in 1956 and opened shortly 

after, streamlining the province’s racing industry. However, throughout the 1970s, his push for 

off-track betting was repeatedly rejected by the Pierre Trudeau government, largely out of 

concern that it would undermine smaller racetracks outside major urban centres.  

 Today, the Woodbine site still reflects this layered history, incorporating a racetrack, 

casino and a resort while maintaining areas of exclusivity. This is now particularly drawn from 

the current Woodbine (re)development project.  

 

How is Rexdale being (re)defined?  

Over the last few years, Rexdale has undergone significant changes with the introduction of 

major transit infrastructure including the implementation of the new Finch Light Rail Transit 

(LRT) and the recent major commercial (re)development at Rexdale and Islington Boulevard. 

Its suburban layout and the diverse immigrant neighbourhoods in Rexdale are part of an 

evolving ‘innovative district’ within the in-between city. As part of the in-between city concept, 

areas like Rexdale contain some of the city’s most striking urban contradictions: wealth and 

poverty coexist, university and education institutions bordering neighbourhoods, and suburban 

desires collide with inner-city needs (Boudreau et al., 2009). The Finch LRT, which runs along 

Finch West to Humber College, establishes a new regional connectivity that addresses the lack of 

transit services in these communities. Transportation infrastructure is more than just physical 

systems; it stimulates urban development which would direct attention to the proposed 

Woodbine GO Station as part of the Woodbine project. This integration positions transit as more 

than a means of moving people and goods; it serves as a planning strategy that shapes state-

market relations and how that guides the emergence of innovation in cities.  

For this paper, the Rexdale neighbourhood considers its city boundaries (Figure 7), and 

refers to the area near the Woodbine Casino and Racetrack. Rexdale is bordered by the City of 
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Mississauga and Toronto Pearson International Airport (to the west), Highway 401 (to the 

south), North York (to the east), and City of Vaughan (to the north). It is situated within the West 

Humber sub-watershed, the Humber River, where water flows from higher areas toward Lake 

Ontario.  

 

 
Figure 7: City of Toronto’s boundary of Rexdale  

(Source: City of Toronto, 2026). 
 

Like many inner suburbs, Rexdale has had a complex history shaped by both lived 

experiences and persistent lingering narratives of perceived negativity. Kunal Chaudhary (2022) 

shares their lived experiences and Rexdale’s urban politics explaining the emergence of crime 

and violence. In response to these challenges, the City of Toronto established a policy framework 

in 2005 that identified Rexdale as one of Toronto’s targeted “Neighbourhood Priority Area.”  

This framework was designed to alleviate and address poverty, social isolation, and crime and 

gang violence (Chaudhary, 2022). But, at the same time, Toronto was facing unaffordability, 

decline, and economic disparities between Toronto’s racialized suburbs as downtown core began 

to grow (Chaudhary, 2022). Earlier this year, the federal government invested in youth gun and 

crime violence particularly in Toronto’s Rexdale community, with intentions to help assist youth 

with employment and create positive pathways away from gang involvement as part of their 

crime prevention strategy (Government of Canada, 2026).  
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Rexdale has many stories and is of home to many different cultural background and 

ethnicities of South Asian, Latin American, West Asian, and Middle Eastern communities 

(United Way, 2021). There is a high portion of newcomers and occurrences of low-income 

households, that had been traditionally underserved by communities’ amenities and services 

(Mathuria, 2016). In the last decade, there has been some initiatives to serve Rexdale. In 

collaboration with the United Way, the Rexdale Community Hub, opened in 2012 for assistance 

in health, legal and employment services (Mathuria, 2016).  

Rexdale has also been the focus of the Rexdale Sustainable Neighbourhood Action Plan 

(SNAP) led by Toronto Regional Conservation Authority (TRCA), which identifies Rexdale as a 

neighbourhood facing climate vulnerabilities while recognizing opportunities to urban renewal 

and environment improvement through an intense community driven approach (TRCA, 2026). 

Rexdale’s SNAP also addresses broader priorities such as urban agriculture, community needs 

and well-being, employment, affordability, community empowerment in response to local 

challenges such as aging park infrastructure, unemployment, concentrated poverty, urban heat 

and food insecurity.  

Figure 8 illustrates the geographical area of Rexdale SNAP bounded by Steeles Avenue 

(to the north), the Martin Grove Hydro Corridor and the Humber Arboretum (to the west), the 

Humber River (to the south), and Kipling Avenue and another branch of Humber River (to the 

east) (TRCA, 2026). The red circle marks the area around the Woodbine Racetrack and Casino 

that is not recognized by SNAP boundary.   
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Figure 8: Rexdale Sustainable Neighbourhood Action Plan Study Area  

(Source: Toronto Regional Conservation Authority, 2024: 6) 
 

Rexdale’s suburban strip malls and larger malls are not just part of its built form and 

architecture but has an ability to build communities at a pedestrian level. In 1985, Woodbine 

Mall near the Woodbine Racetrack and Casino provided much needed commercial development 

as well as jobs in Rexdale (Mathuria, 2016). The mall is still known for its unique indoor 

amusement park, called the Fantasy Fair that continues to operate today. Ever since the initial 

owner Cadillac Fairview left, several tenants like Sears and Zellers followed, marking its 

downfall (Thayaparan, 2026). As the mall began to decline and deteriorate, it became a pit stop 

shop with convenience: ATM, clothing stores, repair and service shops, deadstock items, food 

items. For myself, and many other residents, the mall carries memories with nostalgia. In recent 

months, the parking lot has become a storage and rental space for trucking companies. In some 

ways the new function erodes the public space, but it is a way the mall is making money to 

support its current financial situations (see Figure 9). 

The mall still has illustrations of the future changes and development that would have 

occurred many years ago in the area which never came to fruition (Figure 10). The mall was 

recently bought by a corporation, following outstanding financial debt and difficulties under the 

previous ownership, where the owners are exploring opportunities of repurposing the 51 acres of 
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land to support the community (Thayaparan, 2026). This process highlights the broader 

challenges of revitalizing suburban commercial spaces and years to plan and implement.  

 

 
Figure 9: Woodbine Mall’s parking lot serving as a storage space for trucks  

(Source: Sapthasvanaa, 2026). 

 
Figure 10:  Illustration depicting future changes for the Woodbine Mall area 

(Source: Sapthasvanaa, 2026). 
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2. Theoretical Framework 
To interpret the changes and (re)development at the Woodbine Racetrack and Casino, it is 

important to note since its earlier development phases in 2007, the project was considered a 

‘transformative’ for Rexdale, during a period of global economic uncertainty. This is a 

conception of ‘urban restructuring,’ which remains a central focus to urban political economy 

(Kipfer & Keil, 2002; Brenner & Theodore, 2010). Soja (2011) argues that over several decades 

in North American cities, urban restructuring has altered the priorities of municipal governments, 

as cities began experiencing “hollowing out” in its initial phases of suburbanization and 

deindustrialization. This restructuring has shifted urban policy away from meeting urgent social 

needs toward ‘marketing’ and redevelopment to keep more-or-less proximate urban regions and 

cores attractive through investments. As cities expanded into larger regional networks and 

became more connected globally, capitalist development spreads and influence more widely 

across regions and across the world. This section understands neoliberalism and neoliberalization 

as a concept to capture broader transformations in the organization of capitalist society, including 

how the neoliberal state continually seeks new institutional arrangements, such as deregulation 

and privatization to improve its competitive position in the global market (Harvey 2005; Brenner 

& Theodore, 2005).  

Neoliberalism and Neoliberalization 

The rise of neoliberal theory provides a critical foundation for understanding contemporary 

urban planning and governance. Neoliberalism emerged in the late 20th as a response to the 

perceived failures of both laissez-faire capitalism and state-led economic planning. Its 

intellectual history is rooted in classical liberalism and neoclassical economics, particularly the 

Austrian School (Hayek) and the Chicago School (Friedman, Stigler). The Colloque Walter 

Lippmann (1938) was an important conference held in 1938 in Paris, that sought to rethink 

liberalism in the face of rising socialism, fascism, and state intervention. This set the stage for 

neoliberal ideas to take root in institutions like the Mont Pelerin Society (1947), which played a 

key role in development and disseminating neoliberal ideas and thoughts in the postwar Fordist-

Keynesian period. These ideas became politically influential in the late 20th century, under the 

leadership of Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan, whose governments implemented policies 

of privatization, deregulation and free market with limited state intervention (Peters, 2021; 

Harvey, 2005; Peck, 2013).  
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Scholars such as Brenner and Theodore (2005), Peck (2012) and Harvey (2005) argue 

that neoliberalism is not a simple political ideology, but as an evolving and a contradictory 

process that reshapes governance that promotes free markets and reduces state interventions. 

They also emphasize that neoliberalism’s contradictory tensions; while it is framed as a solution 

to urban problems with a desire to support collective life, it often represses those very intentions 

in ways limiting democratic governance it claims to defend.  

According to Brenner and Theodore (2005) and Harvey (2005), neoliberalism operates as 

a mode of urban governance, a spatially selective political strategy, and as a global ideological 

discourse that shapes contemporary urban development by adapting to local political economy 

and social contexts. In North American cities, neoliberalization has rescaled metropolitan 

governance through federal devolution, the creation of regional institutions, shifting local 

political alliances, and the prioritization of free-market and private-sector initiatives. Keil and 

Boudreau (as cited in Brenner & Theodore, 2005) contend that, rather than addressing urban 

challenges and problems or improving governance, neoliberalization has produced new forms of 

elite strategizing and popular resistance across key regulatory areas, including economic 

development, environmental policy, and transportation. This is realized in uneven geographical 

developments, with path-dependent processes producing outcomes that frequently diverge from 

its stated theoretical object as it adapts across time and place (Brenner and Theodore, 2005). 

Moreover, neoliberal urban governance provides a framework for understanding planning 

ideology, its instrumentalities of the state, and the ways in which the planning practice is shaped 

and constrained by broader political-economic forces (Harvey, 1985).  

Bevir (2016) explores rethinking governmentality after neoliberalism. Foucault (2001) 

introduces the concept of governmentality, redefining ‘state’ and ‘power.’ Instead of accepting 

modern governance knowledge such as policy expertise and planning rationale, a 

governmentality approach gives new meanings to how the knowledge and power make certain 

policies and rules that influence people’s lives. As Bevir (2016) argues, neoliberal reforms 

initially pushed government toward market-driven practices through privatization and breaking 

up large bureaucracies, but these changes produced fragmentation and coordination problems no 

single agency could manage. A second wave of reforms in the late 20th century introduced 

networks and partnerships between government, private firms, and community groups to address 

both the problems neoliberalism created and the issues it originally sought to fix. These 
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partnerships reconnected fragmented agencies around shared goals while allowing the state to 

work alongside private actors and maintain oversight.  

This process elevates private-sector initiatives while diminishing policy transparency and 

coherence, becoming entrenched institutionally as public-private partnerships (PPPs) are 

increasingly framed in local political discourse as the ‘best practice’ in urban governance 

(Brenner and Theodore, 2005). Neoliberalism goes beyond ideology; it reflects a broader 

manifestation of capitalist logic. Brenner and Theodore (2005) and Lauermann and Davidson 

(2013) contend that neoliberal urban planning blends with development strategies across projects 

with broader capitalist strategies and goals. This blending involves the shift to entrepreneurial 

urban governance, that reorganizes local institutions spatially and place specific as a strategy. 

Some development strategies involve a stronger government role, such as strictly regulating 

projects and concentrating major infrastructure investments tied to fast-growing urban cores, 

while seeking to create more centralized and standardized systems of state territorial governance.  

 

Public-Private Partnerships  

Public–private partnerships (PPPs) have become a central feature of contemporary urban 

development, offering both advantages and drawbacks. Cities that face economic challenges, rely 

on business elites to remain competitive, creating mutual dependence where government benefit 

from private sector expertise and financing, while businesses get faster approvals and 

institutional support (Goldstein & Mele, 2016; Seimiatycki, 2010). In the case of Vancouver, 

Siemiatycki (2006) examines how planning processes promoting free-market have become 

increasingly popular in the delivery of public infrastructure, and in some approaches can also be 

seen as an attempt by cash-strapped governments to take advantage of the private-sector access 

to capital to finance projects, deliver innovation and manage risks.  

However, critical scholars argue that PPPs empower private sector elites, shifting local 

government priorities away from community needs toward economic development agendas 

defined by private interests (Siemiatycki, 2006; Goldstein & Mele, 2016; Harvey, 2005). Harvey 

(2005) argues that state legislation and regulation often favour corporations, and in many 

municipal PPPs the state bears most of the risk while the private sector captures most of the 

profit. There is extensive literature debating the performance of PPPs, particularly regarding their 

ability to deliver public infrastructure on time and within budget. A recurring argument in this 
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scholarship is that PPPs draw attention to the role of micro-level institutional practices that shape 

how these partnerships are managed (Opara et al., 2022). Hybrid governance arrangements are 

emerging as new models that combine outsourcing and insourcing, reflecting shifting 

relationships between public and private actors. These arrangements use contracts strategically to 

balance market forces and state responsibilities in delivering public services and social programs 

(Warner & Hefetz, 2012; Gibson et al, 2023). PPPs often ignore or push aside communities of 

color. This separation raises the value of neighbourhoods, while making working-class residents 

feel that wealth and opportunity depend on being able to access certain locations (Dantzler, 

2021).  Miraftab (2004) states that most research on PPPs look mainly at technical aspects, such 

as how contracts and agreements are written or how risks are shared while paying less to the 

dynamics of power relations and questions of who benefits from the development and the ‘public 

space’ it promises to provide.  

 

Community Benefits Agreement 

A project like Woodbine Project is like the 2001 L.A. Live proposal, a multi-billion-dollar 

master plan sports and entertainment district proposed to revitalize downtown Los Angeles in the 

United States (Saito, 2012). It introduced ‘Staples Center Community Benefits Agreement’ as it 

provided provisions for affordable housing and local hiring for the community that the 

development can support (Saito, 2012). This was the first widely recognized ‘Community 

Benefits Agreement’ that first emerged and been formalized in the United States. Earlier forms 

of community, developer agreements and local hiring commitments existed in various informal 

ways in U.S. urban development during the 20th century (Saito and Truong, 2015; Wolf-Powers, 

2010). Contractual agreements that function as state instruments manage urban development in 

partnership with private actors, and through these new forms of governance Community Benefits 

Agreements (CBAs) emerged within the realm of PPPs and planning (Jassen-Jansen & van der 

Veen, 2017; Wolf-Powers, 2010). Its neoliberal roots have been directed towards a conception of 

‘communitarian civil society’, who are seen as participating and self-governing areas in the 

planning practice and approach (Jassen-Jansen & van der Veen, 2017: 207). Fox-Rogers & 

Murphy (2015) discusses how planning agreements, such as CBAs can infiltrate the political 

sphere, its importance to understand these processes with particular attention to the shifting 

power relations between the different actors involved, which can deepen neoliberalism. This also 
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explains to what extend negotiated agreement reflect the underlying power configurations within 

the planning system, and whose interests and rights are prioritized regarding development.  

To better regulate relationships that are ‘mutual’ and ‘direct’ between local coalitions, 

government, market actors, and communities involved in the urban development projects, 

contracts such as the CBAs are used to empower those disadvantaged in the urban development 

processes (Jassen-Jansen & van der Veen, 2017; Fox-Rogers & Murphy, 2015). As part of the 

L.A Live case study, the CBAs suggest political power for low-income residents and mobilizing 

better collaboration with labour unions seeking to secure permanent jobs for the area (Saito, 

2012; Saito and Truong, 2015). CBAs can also counteract neoliberalism by challenging power 

dynamics through negotiation.  

The role of contracts in urban governance has been transformed since the global financial 

crisis in 2008, which threatened municipal responsibilities on the delivery of public goods and 

services. It weakened municipal finances and reduced state funding, which led cities to search for 

alternative resources to support the growing population (Jassen-Jansen & van der Veen, 2017). 

But the role of these contracts has been overlooked in the planning field (Jassen-Jansen & van 

der Veen, 2017; Fox-Rogers & Murphy, 2015). 

Communities can voice their opinions and challenge growth regimes (Fox-Rogers & 

Murphy, 2015). Some earlier foundation concepts of “city as a growth machine” were developed 

by scholars Harvey Molotch (1976) and Henri Lefebvre (1978) in the 1970s. Lefebvre’s idea of 

the state’s “mode of production” emphasizes the active role of the state in producing and 

managing urban space under capitalism. (Lefebvre, 1978). The state’s role is to manage this 

space to ensure it does not collapse to maintain itself through capital accumulation (Holgersen, 

2020).  

The role of the state in planning and its technical aspects such as zoning and regulations 

is intended to support the labour market by creating spaces where people can live near their jobs, 

work in specific sectors, and access necessary services and amenities. At the same time, these 

interventions often benefit capitalist elites by increasing land values, stimulating economic 

growth, and reinforcing the growth machine and cycle of capital accumulation while reproducing 

space as an element of production in economic and social terms. Lefebvre (1991) views space as 

a tool for governance, by emphasizing that urban growth is influenced not just by elite interests 
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but also by state planning and regulation. Molotch (1987) suggests that growth is not merely 

about increasing population but is instead one symptom of economic and spatial transformation.  

CBAs can be understood through Lefebvre’s (1978, 1991) idea of equitable planning, 

where communities are actively involved in managing urban spaces for themselves. It reflects a 

bottom-up approach to urban development, where residents can assert their right to the city and 

challenge beyond the control of the state and capitalism. As noted by Gross (2008, as cited by 

Wolf-Powers, 2010), CBAs advocates maintain independence by declining any financial 

contributions from developers they support and by refraining from entering service contracts 

associated with the CBAs they negotiate. 

However, from a governance perspective, CBAs also operate within broader planning 

systems shaped by funding mechanisms and power configurations. Oliveria & Herspeger (2018) 

reviewed case studies in 14 European urban regions and highlight that implementation processes 

of a plan are structured through negotiations over funding sources and institutional arrangements, 

which shape how planning outcomes are produced. In this sense, CBAs can also be understood 

as governance instruments embedded within complex power configurations that determine how 

community benefits are defined, negotiated, and implemented in planning practice.  

Despite these safeguards, there are concerns of how CBAs advocates may act in their 

own interests, making questions of self-interest and accountability a continuing point of debate 

regarding the legitimacy and the effectiveness of CBAs as a public policy and planning tool. 

Wolf-Power (2010) and Fox-Rogers & Murphy (2015) note that CBAs have been criticized 

because of its legitimacy and effectiveness, and whether it commits to mitigating underlying 

social problems. Many agreements are structured independently. For instance, planning 

approvals are executed to reduce the likelihood of legal challenges while allowing governments 

and developers to negotiate community benefits outside of traditional planning processes.  

Although, the Resource Agreement does not constitute a CBA, it is connected to the 

broader community benefits discussions surrounding the Rexdale-Casino Woodbine CBA. The 

Rexdale-Casino Woodbine CBA is examined throughout this paper as an important framework 

for understanding community benefits and priorities associated with the Woodbine 

(re)development project. The Woodbine TOC Secondary Plan study process is responsible for 

shaping (re)development outcomes that may address priorities commonly identified through 

CBA frameworks, including employment opportunities, providing services and amenities, and 
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local economic benefits. This relationship raises questions about how private funding of 

municipal planning capacity influences perceptions of planner independence, particularly as 

planners navigate relationships with private sector actors while engaging with community and 

advancing community benefits. 

 

3.  The Resource Agreement 
This paper draws on governmentality and collaborative/communicative planning to examine how 

the implementation of the Woodbine TOC Secondary Plan study is shaped through neoliberal 

governance arrangements. Oliveria and Hersperger (2018) and Fox-Rogers & Murphy (2015) 

conceptualizes strategic spatial planning as extending beyond traditional and formal governance 

arrangements ‘deepening neoliberalism.’ This arrangement includes the different 

reconfigurations with decision making such as negotiations, funding mechanisms and social 

relations that shape implementation. These governance reconfigurations relate to Foucault’s 

(2001) ‘art of government’ concept of which provides a framework for examining how 

governing is carried out through planning practices, institutional arrangements and 

administrative techniques. As Foucault (2001) writes, “the state is governed by rational 

principles… it has its own form of rationality which constitutes the specific reality of state” (96-

97).  

Drawing on Foucault’s concept of governmentality, Ettlinger (2011) explains that 

Foucault moved away from understanding power as simple a relationship where one actor 

dominates another. Instead, power is understood as operating through “real and effective 

practices” (Foucault, 2001 as citied in Ettlinger, 2011: 542). It is a regime of practices and the 

mentalities and rationalities that take place, while also recognizing specific localized space for 

analysis (Ettlinger, 2011).  

Through governmentality, Ettlinger (2011) argues that what becomes visible or invisible 

within urban spaces is shaped by governing practices and spatial arrangements. From a 

biopolitical perspective, power operates through the ways social issues are identified, categorized 

and managed within planning practices, influencing how marginalized populations are 

represented and addressed. In the context of the Woodbine project, unemployment is framed to 

address community needs through the Rexdale-Casino Woodbine CBA. This framing highlights 

how defining communities through categories such as unemployment, high crime, underserviced 
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can position populations are “at risk” while potentially overlooking broader economic and 

political structures that produce these conditions (Ettlinger, 2011).  

The abstract discourse, media portrayal, and shared visions create a planning narrative. 

This narrative is created through the city’s planning process, through secondary plans, 

transportation studies, community-master plans, public consultations, implementation 

committees, community benefits, which show material practices as concrete actions towards the 

abstract discourse. Governmentality asks how the idea of revitalization become a real planning 

process, and how different institutional arrangement such as the Resource Agreement 

operationalize (re)development to produce different planning studies, public consultations, and 

cooperation with many actors, to advance its plan implementation (Foucault, 1978, Ettlinger, 

2011).  

Flyvbjerg (1998), Miraftab (2004) and Fox-Rogers & Murphy (2014, 2015) argue that 

planning research should move beyond questions of what planning ought to achieve and instead 

examine how planning operates in practice. Rather than assuming planning is guided by rational 

decision-making or the public interest, Flyvbjerg (1998) emphasizes investigating how power, 

knowledge, negotiations and strategic interests shape planning processes and outcomes. This 

empirical aspect complements governmentality by direct attention to institutional practices 

through which governance is exercised. 

Building on this understanding of power, collaborative planning theory provides a 

framework for examining how different actors communicate, negotiate, and participate in 

planning processes. Healey (1996) argues that collaborative planning requires the creation of 

accessible “arenas” where stakeholder can engage in dialogue and negotiate competing interests. 

Similarly, Forester (1988) and Fox Rogers and Murphy (2015) emphasize that planners must 

address “communicative distortion” resulting from unequal access to information and expertise. 

This approach positions planners not only as technical professionals but also as facilitators and 

advocates responsible for recognizing power differences among stakeholders. Applying this 

framework to Woodbine project allows this research to examine whether planning processes that 

involve the city administration, stakeholders, and community actors create meaningful 

opportunity for engagement and participation, or whether decision-making remains influenced 

by those with greater institutional resources and economic power. 
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Finally, this framework incorporates the role of informal power and resource 

dependencies in planning. Fox-Rogers and Murphy (2014) highlight that although financial 

contributions associated with development may not be formal criteria in planning evaluations, 

municipalities often depend on private sector investment for “funding, infrastructure provision 

and job creation” (p. 15). This dependence on private sector gives more permission to informal 

planning that influences institutional priorities and attitudes toward development. The Resource 

Agreement is discussed and conceptualized in the next section using this framework to 

understand how it can redistribute capacity and influence decision-making within the planning 

process. 

 

Conceptualization of the Resource Agreement 

A resourcing agreement report highlights ongoing relations between Woodbine Entertainment 

Group (WEG) and the City of Toronto, enabling WEG to cover the costs of city planners time 

required to complete the future Woodbine TOC Secondary Plan study, which streamlines the 

proposed development. A key implication in this is that the developer in question, is transferring 

money to the city while a planning process affecting that developer’s land is underway. The 

funding is not necessarily donations for community benefits, but under this policy becomes a 

financial contract where WEG, proactively funds municipal resources to support expediting 

planning and development. 

During my interviews, one planner mentions that part of the “New-Deal agreement was 

to work in a collaborative process with existing landowners, and to work through in an 

expeditious manner.” The accelerated timeline established by the province created additional 

pressures on municipal planning process, which required the Resource Agreement. To satisfy the 

requirements of the New Deal Agreement, which includes advancing transit-oriented 

communities, WEG agreed to fund dedicated City staff to expedite the planning process. 

In 2022, Downsview Park had a similar approach and entered an authorization into a 

Resource Agreement to dedicate city staff and advance amendments to the Downsview 

Secondary Plan, where Northcrest Developments and Canada Lands had agreed to continued 

funding of a dedicated planning staff to carry its work and secure resources (City of Toronto, 

2024).  
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Part of this research, I interviewed three Planners from the City of Toronto to inquire 

about why the resource agreement was needed, whether it benefitted them as a planner, and if the 

community should be worried about its arrangements. This is to understand the concept of 

governmentality and how power is operating through the Resource Agreement.  

In this context, the Resource Agreement represents a form of governance that reorganizes 

relationships between different actors. Not only is the New-Deal Agreement a driving factor to 

why the City required a funding agreement, but Woodbine lands is a regional asset to the 

Province and the City. The Woodbine GO Station is a real driving force behind the New-Deal 

agreement, because it is delineated as a Major Transit Station Area (MTSA). WEG also 

contributed towards building the station in 2019, which curates the planning framework allowing 

the (re)development of the Woodbine lands.   

When asked why the Resource Agreement was needed, Joanna (project manager) 

responded:  

“This is a resource that the City needed because in addition to the Secondary Plan, 

there is also a Transportation Master Plan, and Infrastructure Master Plan, and there 

are also urban design guidelines that are being developed, so the Resource 

Agreement was specifically created to help pay for those positions that would then 

deliver the Secondary Plan. Part of the resource agreement was also identifying the 

types of background studies that had to be submitted, in support of the Secondary 

Plan. Entering this resource agreement means we have specific clauses; it’s a binding 

agreement between the two parties in terms of what the expectations are… in terms 

of staff they work independently for and specific things to be satisfied in terms of the 

material that WEG is submitting. So, we’re in the position where we have 

appropriate level of information that we need to make the decisions that need to be 

made to go into creating policies for the secondary plan.” 

 

Joanna also views the Resource Agreement as a tool to strengthen the City’s institutional 

capacity to act while giving legislative power to planners. As another planner (Development 

Reviewer) explains:   

“During the Municipal Comprehensive Review (MCR), WEG wanted to do an 

employment land use conversion that would unlock the southeastern portion of the 
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property, but the City said no. The MCR got taken away from us and applicants can 

apply on their own. At the same time, the New-Deal/Resource Agreement was 

struck, where that southeastern part is designated as regeneration areas. We are 

trying to rebuild the MCR in a way, by conducting compatibility studies through 

the tools… it’s hard to say what I prefer… I prefer the MCR, but I don’t have that 

anymore so we do the best we can in our framework.” 

 

Through the New-Deal and recent changes to provincial legislation, planners have lost 

the tools they once used to have such as the MCR, especially when the City had an intention to 

protect employment lands in Toronto. The planner mentions that situations change, and given 

their circumstances, they concluded that planners must adjust and do the best they can. It also 

shows how the mechanisms which planners exercise their power has been reshaped through 

changing governance arrangements.  

Not only planners have lost these tools but so have communities. Instead, this planner 

(Development Review) emphasizes how broader institutional changes in Ontario’s planning 

framework have reshaped the balance of power between municipalities, developers, and 

communities. While the Resource Agreement provides resource to advance the Secondary Plan, 

the planner (Development Review) argues that community influence depends on the 

participatory tools available within the planning system. This planner reflects on the Ontario 

Land Tribunal (OLT) process, “the community had more power because they can launch an 

appeal and it up for give year,” whereas today “the community doesn’t have as much power as 

before, but the city does go through all of our consultation.” From this perspective, the concern is 

not necessarily the Resource Agreement itself, but the broader shift in planning tools available to 

communities that affect how communities can exercise procedural power. The same planner 

summarized this concern by stating that “people have slowly lost their tools” to influence 

planning decisions. 

 Yet, when asked whether the Resource Agreement give power to planners, the 

transportation planner responded:  

“Not necessarily… the Resource Agreement is to get the work done. My 

interpretation of it is that it’s a big project that requires dedicated people, and there 
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isn’t enough budget to hire new people, from the City’s budget. So, a big landowner 

wants to see this work.” 

 

This transportation planner argues that policy drives everything. The Resource Agreement is one 

component of a broader planning framework that enables the direction and implementation 

towards an official Secondary Plan policy framework for the Woodbine lands.  

 Interviews with planners reveal that power is conceptualized in different ways. The 

project manager viewed the Agreement primarily as a mechanism to provide staffing, technical 

studies, and resources required to complete the Secondary Plan. They emphasize that the 

Agreement remains a binding arrangement that enabled planners to obtain the information 

necessary to prepare evidence-based policies while maintaining the City’s independent planning 

responsibilities.  This capacity involves the aspect of peer-review studies where Joanna (project 

manager) mentions,   

“As part of the overall background materials that had to be submitted for the study 

included a compatibility mitigation study to ensure that sensitives uses identified could 

be permitted on the site…given there’s heavy industry that surrounds the site…we had 

procured a consultant to do a peer review…we also hired the same consultant as WEG 

to fill in any gaps that they might find through peer review.” 

 

When asked whether the community should be concerned about the implications of the Resource 

Agreement, planners expressed differing perspectives. Some suggested that the agreement 

primarily functions as a mechanism to advance the implementation of the (re)development, while 

community perspectives are incorporated through established consultation and engagement 

processes. They noted that residents retain opportunities to participating in the planning process 

and provide input on the proposed (re)development. From this perspective, the Resource 

Agreement itself is not necessarily viewed as a limitation for community engagement, but rather 

as an arrangement that facilitates the delivery of development while engagement occurs through 

existing planning procedures. 

According to Forester (1988), information is a source of power, and the ‘incrementalist 

view’ of information is organizational power. Forester (1988) argues that power operates through 

the production of information as technical expertise can privilege certain actors while limiting 
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ability of others to participate meaningfully. Collaborative planning theory highlights that 

information is a dimension of power, where the planner’s role must “deal with misinformation, 

the source of communicative distortion” as unequal access to information and expertise can 

shape whose perspectives influence planning outcomes and decision-making (Fox-Rogers & 

Murphy 2015 as cited by McGuirk, 2001: 198).  

In this sense, the Agreement strengthens the City’s administration ability to manage the 

planning process by ensuring planners have knowledge necessary to evaluate development 

proposals and formulate policy. However, it also raises questions regarding whether community 

members and organizations possess comparable access to information and resources needed to 

evaluate and influence development decisions. Forester (1988) also highlights how information 

can be understood differently depending on how power is conceptualized. The Agreement raises 

a neoliberal governance critique showing how public sector planners increasingly depend on 

funding mechanisms to enhance municipal capacity, but also privately funded resources to obtain 

information. It demonstrates private actors can become embedded with the production of 

planning knowledge and decision-making processes. 

Regarding community benefits, access to information becomes crucial to engage 

residents, but also to create a space for meaningful participation. If technical and planning 

expertise remain concentrated among municipal staff and private actors, community engagement 

risks becoming consultative rather than empowering. Forester’s (1988) discussion of 

misinformation highlights the importance of ensuring that residents have access to 

understandable information and opportunities to challenge expert-driven narratives and 

(re)development outcomes.  

This ties back to the planner in development review and their observations about how 

residents may still participate through consultation processes, but the reduction in formal 

planning tools and appeal mechanisms may limit their ability to contest or reshape political 

conversations and information guiding the (re)development.  They also suggest that “on a 

broader level all citizens should be concerned to make a real difference if the concern is to be 

actively engaged and understand political parties.” 

The transportation planner rejects the notion that the Resource Agreement itself provided 

them with greater power, instead they argue that an administrative funding mechanism is 
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“designed to support a large and complex planning project that is going to add 40,000 people, 

10,000 jobs.” 

The Resource Agreement is therefore considered to change Rexdale. The transportation 

planner saw the (re)development project to change Rexdale:  

“I think Rexdale will change, but I don’t know exactly how it going to change… 

from a transportation standpoint I’d like to think, I hope it’s going to improve 

connectivity… and when I say improved connectivity like access to a GO Station, 

access to the airport, Line 1, and access to Peel Region. We’re not super focused on 

the rest of Rexdale, like we’re making recommendations, but those recommendations 

aren’t going to get you to from Humberwood Recreation center to West Humber 

Collegiate Institute… We’re trying to improve connectivity in and out of the 

Woodbine Secondary Plan Boundary. There’s the broader context to consider such as 

Finch, Martin Grove, Highway 409. But in smaller parts of the area, we are 

discussing how to improve facilities on such as cycling facilities… it’s not 

necessarily in Rexdale.”  

 

As stated by the transportation planner, the Woodbine project has a specific geographic focus 

area, its broader scope requires consideration of how the (re)development may influence 

surrounding areas beyond its immediate boundaries. This is also what the other planners 

expressed and how the project itself could be an asset for Rexdale as it develops because of what 

it might bring to neighbourhood, such as new schools, community centers, connectivity, 

employment, more parks, and opportunities. The transportation planner also highlights that the 

goal is to snitch Woodbine into the areas to the north, south, east and west. The overall 

transportation modes on site and connectivity is a huge aspect of the project.  

Although the Resource Agreement facilities the preparation of planning policies, the 

extent to which (re)development produces meaningful community benefits for Rexdale 

ultimately depends on how planning policies, consultations processes, and implementation 

translate to tangible social, economic, and environmental outcomes for residents.  All three 

planners reflected on professional planning judgement and autonomy without changing their 

authority, within complex power structures within changing planning and governance 

frameworks.   
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My Perception of the Resource Agreement 

My initial thoughts about the Woodbine’s TOC Secondary Plan Resource Agreement considers 

PPPs and how it upholds neoliberal urban planning. Throughout my coursework, I shared my 

research topic to fellow planning students, who expressed that the Resource Agreement is 

practical mechanism for municipalities, and that it is becoming a common trend in Toronto. This 

tension reflects Healey’s (1996) arguments that communicative planning involves examining 

how different actors construct meanings around planning practices. The Resource Agreement is 

one example of the technical nature of planning, and its object of interpretation. The main course 

of action for this research is to also expand my perception because I share a community 

standpoint. Although this is a technical document, the Resource Agreement contemplates the 

question of whether it is relevant enough for communities to know. I believe communities should 

be aware of this arrangement that enables planning studies for communities to voice their 

opinions, especially during a Secondary Plan study.   

The Resource Agreement has no reference to community participation, and how public 

involvement can help produce background studies and inform the Secondary Plan. For instance, 

the ‘Working Group’ and ‘Proposed Secondary Plan Process’ headlines in the report mention 

specific actors under a collaborative study process, notably the Ministry of Infrastructure Ontario 

(MOI), Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Housing (MMAH), WEG, City staff, and the Ontario 

Government. More specifically, the Working Group states:  

The Ministry of Infrastructure (MOI) staff initiated a working group with 

representatives from Woodbine Entertainment Group (WEG), Ministry of Municipal 

Affairs and Housing (MMAH), MOI and City staff. The first meeting was held on 

July 15, 2024, with the second on October 8, 2024 (City of Toronto, 2025: 2). 

 

Furthermore, the proposed Secondary Plan Process explains:  

 

“Staff’s recommended modifications, if approved, will set out a framework for a 

collaborative Secondary Plan study process, where WEG will undertake a due 

diligence exercise and produce background studies that the dedicated City staff team 

will review. Based on staff’s review of WEG’s submitted material, staff will prepare 

a Secondary Plan for Council’s consideration under expedited timelines. Given the 
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collaborative study process, staff have committed to complete the Secondary Plan 

within 12 months from the day that WEG submits a complete set of required 

background materials” (City of Toronto, 2025: 3).  

 

The statement from the Resource Agreement report raises questions regarding 

transparency, as the Agreement does not explicitly acknowledge community involvement despite 

being a public accessible document that introduces the Woodbine’s Secondary Plan described as 

a ‘collaborative study process.’ Healey (1996) argues that planning decisions often rely on 

assumption about what is considered “good” or desirable, and that these assumptions are shaped 

by forms of knowledge and reasoning. This perspective shows that my interpretation reflects on 

understanding of how planning should operate, while interviews from planners share alternative 

ways, and view the agreement as a practical tool to increase municipal capacity and support 

community engagement throughout the Secondary Plan process. The exemption from the City’s 

“Donation Policy” further exemplifies my interpretation that the City approached a different but 

rather alternative way to allow for this arrangement to be perceived as ‘legal.’ This is discussed 

later.  

The project manager mentions a challenge with the Resource Agreement, where they 

explain its objection to perception. They recognize its unusual relationship but emphasizes that 

internal staff are also working on the project: 

“There might be a misconception and there might be a conflict of interest since the 

landowner is paying for those positions. And it’s a sort of an exception that the 

landowner will… receive what their proposed or what they’re asking for, so staff will 

sort of comply or be sort more lenient. But planners are held by professional 

standards board, so I must uphold those standards.” 

  

Forester (1988) highlights that the public conception of information are subtler ways of 

how power is exercised. As Forester (1988) states, “shaping who finds out what and when often 

shapes action (and inaction), while a more “insidious” form of power exists through the ability of 

major actors to shape citizens “self-conceptions” and “sense of legitimate expectation” (43-44). 

For Forester (1988), these forms of power influence whether citizens can meaningfully 

participate in planning processes, as information can either limit or enable democratic 
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engagement. My perception of the Resource Agreement raises questions of whether these 

arrangements between public and private actors are communicated in ways that support 

meaningful community participation or whether they reinforce perceptions that planning 

decisions are primarily shaped by expertise and knowledge, and powerful institutions and actors.  

 

4. The Housing Affordability Crisis 
Ontario is in a housing crisis. As one Development Review planner describes Rexdale’s 

industrial character presents a direct conflict with increasing housing pressures, a challenge that 

the Woodbine Project seeks to address. 

“Big heavy industries come in direct conflict with the housing crisis… Developers 

want to see land as right, as potential, and want to fill the need and make money 

through development. Before recent upheavals with the economy, we saw a lot of 

development pressure with large towers to play off the existing apartments and 

condos that do work with the airport height restrictions, so developers want low 

rise.” 

 

This planner explains that decisions about the future of these lands remain an ongoing 

process involving continuous communication between the City, developers, landowners, and 

communities, to balance the need for housing with long-term protection of employment lands. In 

Rexdale, developers want to see what might work. Its unique location and proximity to the 

Toronto Pearson International Airport limits what can and cannot be developed in the area. What 

can and cannot be developed in Rexdale shows a tension between the priorities of building more 

homes and providing employment. But the housing crisis causes many urban problems such as 

increased sprawl, traffic, homelessness, and decreased human capital.  

The study conducted by the School of Cities at University of Toronto “Ontario’s Housing 

Crisis Explained” discusses why a crisis is there, what is causing it, and how can it be solved 

(University of Toronto, 2025). The growing unaffordability of housing, and Toronto being the 

most expensive city in Canada shows that housing is becoming more unaffordable (University of 

Toronto, 2025). The solutions to the housing crisis often associated with the supply of housing 

has become a mantra to “build more homes” but it is not just the main cause of it. The same 
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study discusses that people’s incomes are hardly in sync with the cost of housing, thus the 

difficulty to keep up with a mortgage. Furthermore, intergenerational wealth also plays a role in 

who can afford a housing in Toronto and in the broader context of Ontario (University of 

Toronto, 2025).  

Harvey (1978) discusses how the working class need housing to live and work, and this is 

why the housing is part of reproduction of labour, where workers must maintain themselves and 

continue to work. When housing becomes more expensive, workers either need higher wages, or 

they have less disposable income. If there are less jobs available, jobs that are temporary or low 

paying then the question is how will people find a living, and how will this help address the 

housing crisis?  

Since homeownership has been normalized across society, it is a way of supporting 

livelihood and well-being. But rents, are also high, and as homeowners become new biopolitical 

subjects the financial process is not much different from renters because their lives and basic 

needs depend on global financial markets, real estate fluctuations, currency values and labour 

and conditions (Lamarca & Kaika 2016). Although many development proposals include 

affordable units and temporary solutions to social housing, they often dedicate only a small 

percentage of units to affordability. Housing as a commodity fuels urban capital accumulation, 

where a person’s home and debt effectively become a source of income for the financial system, 

rather than just a place to live in (Lamarca & Kaika 2016).   

Rexdale’s post-war homes are examples of suburban planning, where it primarily consists 

of single-family detached, semi-detached housing and towers in the park. The neighbourhood 

also contains two homeless shelters, including the converted Comfort Inn Hotel at 445 Rexdale 

Boulevard, which provides transitional overnight accommodation for approximately 160 clients 

experiencing homelessness, through a partnership with the City of Toronto (Conccomuity, 2026). 

Located directly across from Woodbine lands, the shelter highlights the broader social conditions 

surrounding the proposed Woodbine (re)development project and raises questions about 

addressing community needs.  
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5. Toronto’s Employment Lands 
The City of Toronto always had an ‘employment lens’ with development review at the Woodbine 

Racetrack and Casino. Sunjay Mathuria (2016) wrote on the longevity and the future of 

Rexdale’s Employment Area, conceptualizing its opportunities while also studying the vacant 

land of ‘555 Rexdale Blvd’ at the Woodbine Racetrack and Casino.  

Rexdale has long been recognized by the City of Toronto as a significant Employment 

Area, serving one of the city’s largest industrial and manufacturing jobs (Mathuria, 2016). As a 

place of production and consumption, the Woodbine lands previously supported many former 

employments uses such as hotels, offices, retails, and institutions. It was highly protected from 

land use conversion that would permit residential. But this site is predominately at the center of 

heavy industrial and manufacturing uses. City administration safeguarded employment lands in 

response to growth management under the former PPS and Growth Plan, which emphasizes 

protecting these areas from encroachment to maintain long-term economic and employment 

opportunities (Mathuria, 2016). But, with past, intense development pressures, City 

administration resisted converting employment lands, where under the Municipal 

Comprehensive Review (MCR) the proposal would have to demonstrate whether the site had 

potential and compatibility with non-employment uses (Mathuria, 2016).  

Rexdale’s employment area is particularly significant because it provides accessible jobs 

for the residents of surrounding Neighbourhood Improvement Areas, including Mount Olive-

Silverstone-Jamestown, Elms-Old Rexdale, and Kingsview Village, and The Westway. As 

Mathuria (2016) discusses, Rexdale as an employment district developed overtime and making 

sprawled land use compatibility a challenge and an issue.  

It is important to note the area’s proximity to the airport, a ‘mega zone’ for the Greater 

Toronto Area (GTA), makes up most of the employment character of the area. This is supported 

by opportunities to provide for integrated transportation and connectivity, redevelopment, 

employment and amenities (Mathuria, 2016). Mathuria (2016) also notes that the City’s Official 

Plan Amendment (OPA) 231 designated the Rexdale Employment Area as Core Employment, 

even though City staff acknowledged uncertainty regarding how this designation would shape 

the future of Rexdale’s development. 

Historically, the City’s planning framework and SASP policies established a regional 

significance at the Woodbine property, while acknowledging these tensions between industrial 
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uses and sensitive uses. It has become more evident in the preparation of the Woodbine 

Secondary Plan that Rexdale’s Employment Area employs many people from bordering 

Neighbourhood Improvement Area, carrying a multi-functional node in the city (Mathuria, 

2016). The transitional uses created buffers between industrial and employment, which provided 

the City’s rationale for maintaining designation of employment on the Woodbine site amid 

increasing development pressures (Mathuria, 2016).  

 The Rexdale-Toronto Pearson Airport boundaries are established under the ‘Our Plan 

Toronto’ framework part of the former MCR for employment conversions (see Figure 11). Since 

the Toronto Pearson International Airport shapes Rexdale’s geographies of logistics and fleet, 

transportation, movement of goods and people, the airport is recognized as an ‘economic zone,’ 

the largest industrial employment area bounded by Highways 401 (to the south) and 427 (to the 

west), Islington Avenue (to the east) and Rexdale Boulevard and Berry Creek (to the north) 

(Hemson Consulting, 2022). Rexdale is part of the Provincial Specific Economic Zone (PSEZ), 

defined under the 2020 Growth Plan due its proximity to the airport. But, the portion of the 

Woodbine Racetrack and Casino serves as the largest employer, and its special policies only 

permitted residential uses on the northwest of the property (Hemson Consulting, 2022). The 

employment area accommodates about 43,100 jobs in 2019, increasing in 6000 jobs over 2011, 

and employment concentrations of professional education health care, and professional service 

sectors (City of Toronto, 2026).  
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Figure 11:  Employment Areas in Toronto  

(Source: City of Toronto, 2026) 
 

 In 2023, provincial reforms through Bill 97 Helping Homebuyers, Protecting Tenants 

Act, 2023 significantly altered the planning framework governing employment lands by 

narrowing the definition of an “area of employment” to traditional employment uses such as 

manufacturing, warehousing, goods movements, and associated research and development uses. 

In response, the City adopted OPA 668 and 680 to align the Official Plan with the amended 

Planning Act. While OPA 668 allows existing commercial and institutional uses with 

Employment Area to continue, OPA 680 updates land use permissions through the Official Plan 

to reflect the revised provincial definition. 

Together, these policy changes demonstrate the evolving governance of employment 

lands. In Toronto, the revised definition of “area of employment” introduced through Bill 97 and 

the reflected 2024 PPS raise concerns regarding the future protection of employment land that 

have historically contributed to the city’s employment function.  

The next section examines the planning history and framework of the Woodbine 

Racetrack and Casino, focusing on the City of Toronto’s longstanding commitment to preserving 

employment lands. While the City has consistently sought to protect employment lands, recent 

changes to the PPS (2024), particularly the revised definition of “employment areas,” have 
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introduced new uncertainties regarding what constitutes employment and appropriate 

employment uses. This revised definition has important implications for sites such as Woodbine, 

where employment is generated primarily through entertainment, tourism, and service-based 

activities rather than just traditional industrial uses. It also raises broader questions about whether 

the proposed Woodbine (re)development project can expand employment opportunities and 

deliver meaningful economic benefits for surrounding communities.  

 

6. Woodbine Planning Framework 
When the WoodbineLive! proposal gained attention, community coalitions formed such as 

Community Organizing for Responsible Development (CORD) and started a campaign in 2006 

to advocate for a Community Benefits Agreement (CBA) with The Cordish Companies. The 

campaign sought commitments to local hiring, workforce training, and social benefits, arguing 

that redevelopment to the Woodbine site should provide tangible community opportunities for 

existing residents (Tufts, 2008). 

The WoodbineLive! proposal required financial incentives from the City, such as reducing 

development charges and parkland fees, which would give the developer long-term tax rebates 

(City of Toronto, 2008). It was argued that this mega entertainment project is not financially 

viable and mentioned that the proponent has stated that WoodbineLive! as planned cannot 

proceed “but for” financial incentives from the City (City of Toronto, 2008, p. 12). Hunden 

Partners a real-estate consultant firm, informed City staff and concluded that this project 

exceeded the City’s transformative criteria, with a blend of “lifestyle retail and tenant mix.” At 

the time there was not any comparable projects that existed in Canada, its “transformative” 

potential ultimately pushed the City administration to consider the project and proceed to support 

with the requested incentives. It also aligned with many economic development initiatives that 

would generally attract investment, economic competitiveness and growth to the Toronto region 

such as “Proactive Toronto, Global Toronto, Creative Toronto, and One Toronto.” In May 2008, 

Toronto City Council approved Financial Incentives Program and Community Improvement 

Plan. The Community Improvement Plan by-law was adopted by City Council in 2008 for the 

WoodbineLive! proposal. 

The Community Improvement Plan enabled the City of Toronto to launch a Financial 

Incentive Program to stimulate investment and job growth. Financial Incentives were becoming a 
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common approach through city-wide projects, particularly areas such as the Waterfront, South of 

Eastern Employment District, for Community Improvement Plans in Toronto. The program 

offered financial incentives to eligible property owners who undertake remediation, such as 

improvement to commercial and industrial areas, funded by incremental tax revenues from 

redevelopment. This is where urban development leans towards calculation and risk 

management. Tax Incremental Financing (TIF) is a local urban development policy that enables 

cities to designate ‘blighted’ areas for redevelopment, thereby increasing property taxes (Weber, 

2010). It is also a governance mechanism because it uses public assets to attract investors by 

converting them into speculative financial products. In the last quarter of the 20th century, cities 

transitioned beyond simply financing collective infrastructure, backed up by credit and faith. 

Instead, now, cities rely on special authorities to extend credit to privately owned development 

projects.  

The Woodbine Live! proposal was not financially feasible at the time, but it posed a 

‘value-added’ economic sector because of its potential of becoming a global tourism attraction, 

the creation of more jobs attracting ‘talented people.’ At the time, there was a low market interest 

in building new industrial and small-scale office projects, when it was much easier to build 

residential development in the suburbs (City of Toronto, 2007).   

TIF is an initiative to attract, finance global competitors and retain investment, while 

assisting industrial and commercial sectors Toronto (City of Toronto, 2007). Now, Toronto has a 

similar program specific for employment sectors called the ‘Economic Development & Growth 

in Employment (EDGE) Incentive Program to support new construction or renovation buildings 

from new redevelopment.  

 

Site Area Specific Policy No. 296 and No. 29 

The study area is subject to Site and Area Specific Policy (SASP) No. 296 in the Toronto’s 

Official Plan (2002 as amended), which applies to the entire Woodbine lands (see Figure 12). 

The site is bounded by Rexdale Boulevard (to the north), Highway 27 (to the east), the rail track 

(to the south), and Highway 427 (to the west). SASP No. 296 establishes a policy framework to 

guide future (re)development while maintaining compatibility with existing racetrack operations 

and associated entertainment uses.  
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SASP No. 296 was given to allow for development into those districts for commercial, 

retail, entertainment and residential organized around design features, amenities, and connections 

on the lands to the surrounding area (City of Toronto, 2007).  

In addition to this special policy, SASP No. 29 allows for residential and other sensitive 

land uses only permitted on the northwest corner of the site (Parcel C of Figure 12). SASP No. 

29 provides for “new residential” (Parcel C) on other sensitive land uses when zoning normally 

did not allow it. Woodbine property is located within the Transport Canada’s approved 30 

NEF/NEP Composite Noise Contour (City of Toronto, 2007).  

 

 
Figure 12:  Map of Site and Area Specific Policy (SASP) No. 296 and No. 29 Parcel C  

(Source: City of Toronto, 2007) 

 

WEG also proposed residential uses to be located on the southeastern portion of the site. 

Since that portion is close to heavy industrial uses, staff at the time, noted that it does not provide 

a sufficient buffer (Mathuria, 2016). The east side of the property consists of heavy industrial, 

hence employment buffers would ease into sensitive uses such as residential. This demonstrates 

that, during the initial stages of the proposal, special-area policies and City initiatives, including 

FIP and Community Improvement Plan, were implemented to facilitate the WoodbineLive! 

proposal. In doing so, the City laid the groundwork for discussion regarding the introduction of 
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residential uses only on Parcel C, and residential uses are also being allowed on the southeastern 

portion of the site which is now being formally evaluated through the Woodbine TOC Secondary 

Plan study.  

As part of the 5-Year Official Plan and Municipal Comprehensive Review (MCR), 

between 2011-2013, the City administration was processing land conversion requests within 

employment areas. At the time, the Planning Act and Provincial Growth Plan for the Greater 

Golden Horseshoe required the City to evaluate how effective municipal Official Plan policies 

protected and managed employment lands. These policy requirements reflect the broader 

planning objectives of safeguarding employment areas as a key driver of regional economic 

growth while ensuring that land use decisions supported sustainable development in the Official 

Plan.  

But letters from solicitors from WEG was sent to City clerk, stating their serious 

concerns about the Woodbine’s employment designations, which “ignored the uses carried on at 

the property for many years” (Emmons, 2013). WEG was not satisfied with the redesignation of 

General and Core Employment. The City reassured WEG that SASP has precedence in the event 

of conflict with the Official Plan. In WEG’s view, the employment lens did not align or were not 

consistent with the existing conditions and uses on the site.  

WEG argued that the uses permitted under the proposed Core Employment designation 

did not accommodate racetrack and casino operations, which are the key activities currently 

permitted through the area’s site-specific policies. The proposed designation failed to accurately 

reflect the existing uses and function of the property. WEG expressed that the site has long 

operated as a “destination” large-scale use, a role that differs from typical uses within Core 

Employment Areas and should therefore reconsider the Official Plan designation. WEG did not 

support the proposed Core Employment designation for most of its lands.  

During this conflict, WEG requested that the City to reconsider redesignation of the 

southeastern portion of the property to permit a broader mix of land uses, including residential 

development, as contemplated through the Woodbine TOC Secondary Plan study process. In the 

letter, it was mentioned that the SASP No. 296 also permitted uses on the southeastern corner 

which the Ontario Municipal Board approved of on August 27, 2001, and how its provision was 

removed from the Official Plan when the city adopted SASP No. 296 (Emmons, 2013). 
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The City initiated Official Plan Amendment 231 in 2013 to introduce a new framework 

for Employment Areas by distinguishing between “General” and “Core” Employment Areas 

(Mathuria, 2016: 16). Core Employment Areas are located within Employment Areas and allow 

limited supporting uses such as hotels, parks and small-scale restaurants that complement 

industrial activity (City of Toronto, 2013; Mathuria, 2016). In contrast, General Employment 

Areas are typically on the edges that permit broader, more public-facing uses such as major 

retail. Together, these destinations attempt to tailor land use policies with specific needs of 

industrial and manufacturing districts.  Land use conversions are evaluated in accordance with 

Provincial policy and Toronto’s Official Plan. Under the Official Plan Amendment 231 policy 

provided limited detail on zoning and implementation aspect of ‘Core’ and ‘General’ 

employment areas that WEG was concerned about. Since there was no site-specific appeal of 

those policies, the designations policies of Core Employment Area were in force.  

 

Expanded Gaming Debate  

In 1998, the Minister of Municipal Affairs and Housing filed Ontario Regulation 688/98, a 

Minister Zoning Order (MZO) to allow for the operation by Ontario Lottery and Gaming 

Corporation (OLG) for slot machines and electronic gaming on the Woodbine site (Our Plan 

Toronto, 2021). In 2000, City Council authorized City staff to enter into a revenue-sharing 

agreement with the OLG, a provincial agency, regarding the operation of slot machines at 

Woodbine Racetrack (City of Toronto, 2008). OLG required all host municipality to sign a 

standardized “template agreement,” ensuring a uniform revenue-sharing formula across all 

participating jurisdictions in the Slots-at-Racetrack program. Toronto was entitled to receive a 

portion of gaming revenue quarterly under the Racetrack Municipality Contribution Agreement 

with the OLG, whereby the municipality’s share is calculated at 5% of gross gaming revenue 

(see Figure 13).  
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Figure 13:  Annual Revenue from OLG from 2000 – 2007  

(Source: City of Toronto, 2007) 
 

In March 2000, multiple City divisions including City Planning, Transportation, Legal 

Services, Economic Development, Public Health, the TTC, Toronto Police Service, Fire 

Services, Emergency Medical Services, and Corporate Finance were involved in reviewing 

zoning compliance, building requirements, and the anticipated financial and service impacts of 

the slot machine operation and use. According to a confidential joint report of dating back on 

March 31, 2000, from the Chief Administrative Officer and the Chief Financial Officer, the City 

tried to amend the MZO to include zoning provisions to manage and limit the impacts of the slot 

machine operation. The City administration had limited control and added conditions that 

protected local planning interests, through limiting the location of slot machines to the 

grandstand building, establishing parking standard per slot machine, and limiting slot machines 

on site based on traffic capacity for the area and that thorough study had to be undertaken (City 

of Toronto, 2000).  

Toronto’s City Council initially directed staff to seek an amended template agreement and 

negotiate a larger percentage of slot machine revenue that would increase Toronto’s share. The 

formula of the municipality’s share was calculated to be 5% of the gross gaming revenue (net 

win) on the first 450 slot machines and 2% on the balance i.e., more than 450 machines (City of 

Toronto, 2007). As more slot machines were added, the City’s percentage effectively dropped. 



49 
 

Hence, City Council sought to require a fairer and equitable share of gaming revenue, because 

the City would incur additional operating and capital costs to support this operation and use.  

However, during negotiations in 2000, the OLG rejected this request, and the agreement 

finalized in November 2000 remained aligned with the standardized-revenue sharing model that 

applied across all host municipalities participating in the Slot-at-Racetrack program. The City 

continued to raise concerns in the years that follow, but the OLG Chair and CEO maintained that 

existing arrangement was equitable and indicated that no revisions would be made.  

However, this issue re-surfaced in 2007 when Toronto City Council again requested an 

assessment of the feasibility of securing higher share of slot machine revenues from Woodbine 

Racetrack. A staff report to the January 2008 Executive Committee noted that the WoodbineLive! 

project had recently been approved and was projected to generate substantial new gaming 

revenues, highlighting again that the City would incur additional costs, including financial 

incentives to support the new WoodbineLive! development. In response, the report called for 

renewed engagement with the Province and the OLG to reconsider what it characterized as an 

outdated and inequitable revenue-sharing framework. The staff report argues that Toronto should, 

at minimum, seek a revenue-sharing model comparable to those negotiated with First Nations 

communities, as a negotiating benchmark. However, these arrangements should be understood 

cautiously, as First Nations gaming revenue-sharing agreements are founded on distinct treaty 

relationships with the Crown rather than the statutory powers available to municipalities. Staff 

also recommended continued efforts to ongoing negotiations between the developers, the City 

and the OLG with consideration of the future WoodbineLive! project on the Woodbine site (City 

of Toronto, 2007).  

In 2010, the Government of Ontario directed the OLG to modernize charitable and 

commercial gaming, including a comprehensive review of land-based gaming facilities in 

Ontario which ultimately resulted in efforts to expand regulated private sector delivery of 

existing gaming sites (City of Toronto, 2022). This change became a city-wide contentious 

debate around the expansion of gaming and gambling operations and a proposed new downtown 

casino in 2012. The WoodbineLive! proposal was floated in 2013 and was strongly supported by 

local councillors, including then Mayor Rob Ford. During his subsequent mayor campaign, Ford 

stated that the project would transform “Rexdale into Rosedale,” and touted WoodbineLive! as a 
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proof of his ‘deal-making prowess’ (Alcoba 2013). The partnership with Woodbine and the 

Cordish Company also ended.  

At the time, Jane Holmes, vice-president of corporate affairs at WEG, revealed that the 

project never broke ground and ended formal arrangements with Cordish, but hopes to move 

ahead with development and its long-term vision. (Alcoba, 2013). On November 13, 2013, 

Toronto City Council authorized the appropriate City officials to enter into a Revised Municipal 

Contribution Agreement (MCR) with the OLG expanded Gaming at Woodbine Racetrack. As 

part of the modernization, OLG was seeking a single private sector operator for the GTA Gaming 

Bundle, including Woodbine Racetrack in 2013 (City of Toronto, 2022). WEG owned and 

managed the racetrack, but it would not control the casino procurement process and operators of 

expanded gaming.  

 OLG’s modernization strategy meant a search for expanded gaming opportunities in the 

Greater Toronto Area (GTA). The debate between 2012 and 2015 focused on the expansion of 

gaming since Toronto did not have a full-scale casino, and locations such as downtown 

waterfront sites and the Woodbine Racetrack were discussed (Pagliaro, 2015).  Significant 

opposition led Council to reject a downtown casino in 2013.  

A previous Executive Committee voted to ban expanded gaming at Woodbine during its 

contentious debate over a proposed downtown casino (Pagliaro, 2015). It was stated that, “WEG 

wants the city to take another look at the possibility of expanded gaming centre in Rexdale, some 

councillors are questioning how that expansion would take shape” (Pagliaro, 2015, para. 4).  

At the time, The Woodbine President and CEO Nick Eaves urged committee members to vote for 

a review and expressed to reporters that it is not up to Woodbine to decide what could be built at 

the racetrack. Eaves argued that this is subject of the public consultation process, but their 

position as a landowner means to consult broadly and identify what the priorities are with 

participants involved such as OLG, the City and the Province (Pagilaro, 2015).  

David Shiner who was Councillor for Ward 24 Scarborough-Guildwood wanted details 

from public consultations, calling it a ‘secret’ proposal because it is not what Woodbine would 

like to see (Pagilaro, 2015). Shiner was direct with his concerns toward Eaves, and was unsure of 

the scale of the project, the future of this project in Rexdale and for Toronto, and how jobs will 

be delivered, raising issues about who owned and controlled the process of expanding gaming 

operations.  
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Cristani (2015), Councillor of Etobicoke in Ward 1, wrote a letter to then Mayor John 

Tory asking to reconsider the concept of expanded gaming to not only provide WEG a revenue 

stream and to support horse racing. In his view, such arrangement would benefit the City of 

Toronto and its residents, including creation of local jobs and vitality in Rexdale community, 

establishment of a new world-class gaming and ‘entertainment destination’ and a catalyst for 

more growth and a revitalization in the Etobicoke area.   

In May 2015, the City of Toronto conducted public consultation in three ways: a public 

meeting in Etobicoke; an online questionnaire; and city-wide public opinion telephone poll. 

There were many reasons that supported or opposed expanded gaming at Woodbine, where one 

in five residents believed it will provide revenue for the City, and the same percentage of 

residents believed it will create employment (City of Toronto, 2015). Many factors opposed the 

expansion, notably negative impacts related to the gaming industry, such as addiction, gambling, 

increased traffic, increased criminal activity, and temporary jobs (City of Toronto, 2015). Many 

residents supported the expansion of gaming at Woodbine, only if there were compelling benefits 

such as new jobs and the creation of gaming and commercial development. Residents who 

initially opposed the proposal also found these reasons to be the most compelling and beneficial 

to the area (City of Toronto. 2015: 21). It was also noted that many residents rarely visited the 

racetrack. While there was some interest in expanded gaming, residents indicated that their 

decision to visit would depend on the purpose of the visit and its uses (see Figure 14). This 

perspective is reflected in the Woodbine TOC Secondary Plan study, which supports the 

development of the area as a destination with a broader mix of attractions, commercial and 

business development, and residential uses.  

Overall, the survey indicated that respondents rarely visit Woodbine Racetrack, and the 

majority reported that the expansion of gaming would make no difference whether they visit or 

not (City of Toronto, 2015). 
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Figure 14: Survey results on visits to Woodbine Racetrack  

(Source: City of Toronto, 2015) 
 

Expanded Gaming Approved Under 21 Conditions 

In 2015, Toronto City Council approved expanded gaming at Woodbine Racetrack subject to 21 

conditions (12 planning and 9 non-planning) that would require the WEG and the gaming service 

provider to ensure appropriate planning approvals and community benefits to be realized (City of 

Toronto, 2015). The conditions are related to planning, economic, social and health 

considerations. As part of Toronto City Council’s agreement, expanded gaming at Woodbine 

‘shall’ occur within the context of an ‘integrated entertainment complex’ as previously approved 

by City Council in 2007, but under 21 conditions (City of Toronto, 2015). The City requested the 

Province and OLG to amend existing municipal hosting fees governed by the MCR to provide a 

fairer return to the municipality, following previous years of unsuccessful attempts by the City to 

negotiate revised terms (City of Toronto, 2015). Toronto City Council requested further studies 

on the social and financial impacts of expanding gambling and considering Toronto’s hosting fee, 

as well as gambling awareness in schools, improvement in public transit, and creation of a 

community benefits fund using additional gaming revenue.  

This approval of the expanded gaming was conditional upon the service provider to 

finalize outstanding Site plan Control and Plan Subdivision applications for the integrated 

entertainment complex and gaming district. In 2015, the City was referring to the Woodbine 
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Live! project as part of their approval of the expanded gaming, under 12 planning conditions. 

City Council also noted that the “City will not” consent to the expansion of the gaming unless 

WEG, OLG and service provider enter into an agreement and comply with Toronto’s planning 

processes including Council’s approval for any new development at Woodbine and confirm that 

MZO should not be used to bypass municipal oversight (City of Toronto, 2015). On August 

2017, OLG announced Ontario Gaming GTA LP (OGGLP), a partnership of the Great Canadian 

Gaming Corporation and Brookfield Business Partners LP as the private sector provider for 

expanded gaming operations at the Woodbine Racetrack and Casino (City of Toronto, 2022).  

The City’s approval of the Woodbine gaming expansion was subject to 9 non-planning 

conditions. These conditions focused on creating opportunities for local hiring, labour relations, 

social procurement, and supply chain opportunities for local businesses. It also addresses 

developing an Employment and Labour Market Plan and an international marketing plan for the 

facilities to attract tourists nationally and internationally.  

A report prepared by the Interim City Manager for City Council in 2018 estimated that 

Woodbine gaming expansion would create more than 3700 jobs by 2022, with commitments to 

local hiring and increased full-time employment. The expansion was also expected to generate 

between $26 million and $31 million annually in municipal revenue through gaming operations 

(Arce, 2018; CBC News, 2018). Furthermore, the conditions outlined to establish three 

governance tables including an Employment and Labour Market Advisory Working Group, a 

Casino Woodbine Responsible Gambling Oversight Committee, and a Community Steering 

Committee (City of Toronto, 2018).  

The Toronto Community Benefits Network (TCBN) and Toronto and York Region 

Labour Council asked to be members of the Employment and Labour Market Advisory Working 

Group, but the operator’s proposed membership initially included the City, OLG, Humber 

College, YMCA, and workforce development organizations. After consultation, the operator 

agreed to create one labour seat on the Working Group and have that seat filled by a 

representative from one of the unions representing Woodbine casino employees such as Public 

Service Alliance of Canada Local 533, Teamster Local 938, and Unifor Local 504 (City of 

Toronto, 2018). In a letter submitted by TCBN, Executive Director Rosemarie Powell (2018) 

argued that the operator was interpreting the community benefit conditions as narrowly as 

possible to minimize their obligations. The letter noted that stakeholders include UNITE HERE 
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Local 75 members who directly provided food and beverage served at Woodbine, as well as a 

construction union, which had been excluded from discussions regarding community benefits. 

TBCN maintain that strong community benefits could be secured through the City’s existing 

planning powers.  

Community benefits were addressed under the ‘9 non-planning’ conditions, despite their 

close connection to labour, community concerns and local development outcomes. This 

classification suggests that community benefits were not treated as a planning matter, but rather 

as a separate non-planning consideration. Powell (2018) brings this issue to light when she 

addressed how community benefits could still be secured through the City’s existing planning 

powers. The organization expressed concern that the operator was excluding key community and 

labour voices as part of committing to providing community benefits, but also from decision 

making point of view. It was emphasized that developers should have meaningful conversations 

with the community, especially when casinos have the potential to stimulate broader 

development and economic change within the area (Powell, 2018). A North Etobicoke resident 

and ACORN representative also expressed concerns regarding the conditions and with its overall 

vision and lack of community representation (Shephard, 2019).  

City administration took recommendations from residents, community organizations and 

TCBN about the community benefits not being captured in the existing 9 social conditions (City 

of Toronto, 2018). These matters were also raised at a public meeting in 2017, where specifically 

community benefit targets were suggested for expanded gaming at the Woodbine site (City of 

Toronto, 2018). The Rexdale-Casino Woodbine Community Benefits Agreement includes 

OGGLP, Casino Woodbine Management, Humber College, the city, TCBN, United Way Greater 

Toronto, Atkinson Foundation, Kingsview Village Local Planning Table and Rexdale Local 

Planning Table as part of steering committee, monitoring the implementation of the agreement 

over the long-term, and was finalized in 2018 (City of Toronto, 2018).  

In Rexdale’s CBA Annual Report, since 2018, more than 2500 new positions have been 

created, with over half filled by residents or equity-deserving individuals. In 2025, One Toronto 

Gaming also spend $115.6 million to support local and diverse businesses (Great Canadian 

Toronto, 2025). Also, a Community Access to Space Policy was initiated with Rexdale CBA to 

create accessible spaces that reflect local community needs (Great Canadian Toronto, 2025). Part 

of the conditional agreement in 2018, One Toronto Gaming ‘shall’ contribute $5 million to the 
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City. In the Rexdale CBA, this amount was provided to support the development to a licensed 

childcare facility, which was requested through community engagement. Additionally, Great 

Canadian Toronto also contributed $10,000 to TCBN’s Next Gen Builder program, a mentorship 

initiative for Black youth pursuing careers in construction through apprenticeships and 

professional development opportunities (Great Canadian Toronto, 2025). The Rexdale 2023 

progress update report states the One Toronto Gaming is currently exceeding the target for social 

hiring and satisfied this target since 2018. But, One Toronto Gaming has not yet met the local 

hiring target of 20 percent and continue to work with staff and community partners to improving 

local hiring outcomes (City of Toronto, 2024).  

In 2017, WEG submitted two applications to amend the former City of Etobicoke Zoning 

Code to permit expanded gaming on Woodbine Racetrack lands. In 2021, the City of Toronto 

was reviewing Employment Area Conversion requests, where the City was facing pressure to 

convert Employment lands to permit broader range of uses, including sensitive residential uses 

City of Toronto, 2021). Once converted to sensitive uses, it will be unlikely for the lands to 

convert back to industrial, manufacturing or distribution employment activity. The City received 

140 conversions requests, considering Rexdale-Airport Employment Area. 

In 2019, Metrolinx and WEG partnered with discussions to build the new Woodbine GO 

Station. In 2021, Toronto City Council approved a zoning by-law amendment to add 

transportation uses which permits the future Woodbine GO Station located at the southeast 

portion of subject site. The province also announced plans to relocate and remove the Etobicoke 

North GO Station to accommodate the community plan for the Woodbine Racetrack because it 

“lacked the capacity to handle growth” (Global News, 2022). The future Woodbine GO station 

connects the Racetrack to Union station, Kitchener, and Toronto Pearson International Airport. 

WEG also contributed $170 million to the cost of constructing the new Woodbine GO station 

(Global News, 2022).  

Since 2019, WEG and Metrolinx had ongoing discussions regarding the timely delivery 

of the Woodbine GO Station on Woodbine lands (Aird Berlis, 2023). Once the potential transit 

use was permitted, WEG, the Ontario government and Metrolinx’s partnership insisted on 

requesting subject lands to be redesignated to Mixed Use and Regeneration Areas to support a 

future TOC.  
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Regeneration Areas are study areas that explore transitional lands, and how it can be 

revitalized to support housing, jobs, community services, and public spaces (City of Toronto, 

2026). Mixed Use Areas combine residential, commercial and institution use, entertainment, 

recreation and cultural activities, parks and open space in a single mixed-use building or 

designation (City of Toronto, 2026). Part of their master plan, WEG proposes (re)development of 

approximately 27,600 residential units and 7940,00 square metres of non-residential space (City 

of Toronto, 2021). City administration attempted to negotiate off-site transportation 

improvements to support the future Woodbine GO Station through Section 37 of the Planning 

Act, but the site plan control did not legally allow the City to require those improvements. This 

shows how the City might face financial risk with providing infrastructure to support future 

Woodbine (re)development project (City of Toronto, 2021). Following the New-Deal Agreement, 

the MMAH approved Official Plan Amendment 653, and converted the southeastern portion of 

the Woodbine lands from Core Employment Areas to Mixed Use and Regeneration Areas, adding 

a new Site and Area Specific Policy (SASP) No. 896 to the site (City of Toronto, 2026). 

WEG’s consultants WND Associates submitted Employment Area Conversion Requests 

through MCR process to redesignate the entire site from Employment to Mixed Use and 

Regeneration areas. According to the letter submitted by WND Associates on behalf of WEG to 

the Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Housing (MMAH) regarding Official Plan Amendment 

653, WEG argued that higher-order transit investment justified a comprehensive transit-oriented 

community. It is important to note, that WEG was pursuing different planning pathways during 

public consultations and discussions with the Province for a Minister Zoning Order (MZO) to 

implement residential permissions and a comprehensive Secondary Plan that the letter referred to 

(WND Associates, 2024). This suggests that WEG had already established the foundation for the 

Woodbine (re)development project through earlier discussions with provincial agencies, 

including Metrolinx, and through consideration of an MZO, a powerful provincial planning 

instrument that regulates land use. These interactions contributed to framing the designations as 

“rational” and necessary even before the New-Deal Agreement was formally negotiated. 

Furthermore, the Etobicoke GO Station is being permanently closed, to allow and make way for 

the Woodbine GO Station, and arrangements for commuters and parking spaces.  
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Conclusion 

Looking back across nearly two decades of planning initiatives and discussions surrounding 

Woodbine Racetrack and Casino, one of the most significant conclusions is not necessarily that 

the vision evolved, but that it persisted and emerged through changing political, institutional, and 

governance contexts.  

The 2023 New Deal Agreement, following changes to provincial legislation including the 

2024 Provincial Planning Statement, and Woodbine’s designation as a Major Transit Station Area 

(MTSA), can be understood as the “icing on the cake” of planning vision that has been 

constructed over time. Its political and institutional capacity allows the plan to move forward 

with implementation. However, its foundation was built through prolonged process of 

negotiation and contestation between the City, provincial actors including WEG’s partnerships 

with Metrolinx and OLG in shaping Woodbine’s vision.  

Throughout this period, the City administration and planners navigated tensions between 

protecting employment lands and accommodating (re)development pressures in Toronto. 

Although studies were untaken to access Rexdale’s employment areas and clarify the application 

of General and Core employment designations, uncertainty remained existing zoning 

permissions, and how employment uses should be regulated under these designations, and how 

the future of employment areas would evolve. The City was also pursuing opportunities for 

economic development at the Woodbine site, and more fair municipal revenue share for gaming 

operations. While this was occurring, WEG continued to reshape its (re)development proposal in 

response to changing market conditions, political conditions such as the debate revolving 

expanded gaming, and the City’s municipal comprehensive review (MCR) process. The New-

Deal Agreement therefore represents not the beginning of Woodbine’s transformation, but a new 

political moment that elevated an existing vision through provincial priorities for transit-oriented 

communities, with more housing and economic investment for the area.  

Over this period, significant changes to provincial planning policy reshaped the planning 

role and its tools, available to municipalities. The withdrawal of municipal comprehensive 

review process and a new definition of “area of employment” removes some safeguards towards 

understanding whether proposed development is appropriate and good for the area or not. These 

policies did not replace Woodbine’s long-standing vision; rather, they altered the institutional 

conditions through which such vision could advance.  
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The underlying vision for Woodbine and its regional pull as a destination remained 

embedded within planning narrative, demonstrating how planning ideas and visions are often 

reinterpreted and brought forward through new government priorities and arrangements.  

The Resource Agreement reflects the practical realities of contemporary planning, where 

municipalities increasingly rely on alternative governance arrangements to address fiscal 

constraints and limited planning capacity and funding. It raises important questions regarding the 

boundaries between public sector planning and private sector planning, and its interests, as well 

as the financial resources associated with that collaboration connected to planning influence and 

decision-making.  

At the same time, this influence is tied to WEG’s unique position as one of Toronto’s 

largest landowners, where the scale and regional location of the property create significant 

opportunities for broader objectives, including a more connected region, with the creation of 

jobs, mixed-use redevelopment with low- to mid-rise buildings, and opportunities for affordable 

housing.  

Although the redevelopment was consistently framed as an economic opportunity for 

Rexdale, while bringing in community development initiatives, community participation 

remained limited within formal planning processes. In response to the WoodbineLive! proposal, 

community organizations advocated for a community benefits agreement (CBA) to secure local 

hiring and social benefits, with concerns about economic gains. While these concerns were 

acknowledged, they were ultimately classified as “non-planning” matters under the City’s 21 

planning conditions during the discussion and debate around gaming expansion, reinforcing a 

distinction between technical planning issues and broader questions of new opportunities for 

existing residents.  This tension was further intensified by changes to the planning approval 

process, including the Toronto-Ontario New Deal Agreement and provincial reforms which 

reduced opportunities for community members and residents to exercise their power through the 

OLT appeal process.  

Throughout my research, not only have I have learned more about Rexdale, but how 

Rexdale is perceived between the planners I interviewed. As I asked them their thoughts about 

the (re)development, all three planners believe Woodbine project might become an asset for 

Rexdale. Planners explained that as it develops overtime; it is only going to bring more schools, 
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employment, parks, and opportunities with good urban design. Also, the roadway improvement 

is going to create more accessibility and connections to the area.  

Although, the project may bring new opportunities to Rexdale and Toronto region, the 

Woodbine TOC Secondary Plan study faces ongoing challenges related to land use compatibility 

and competing land use interests. Hence, the concurrent planning studies it is currently 

undertaking can inform mitigation strategies. Moreover, the studies are peer reviewed, by the 

consultants working with the City, as well the private planning consultants working with WEG. 

During the virtual public consultation I attended, concerns raised by business owners and 

community members revealed broader tensions surrounding the (re)development of Woodbine. 

While business owners’ questions whether the project would impact their business and limit 

future expansion opportunities, some community members also questioned whether the 

(re)development will address Rexdale’s needs such as housing affordability, and whether it might 

simply contribute to broader patterns of market-driven urban development. These concerns 

expose a fundamental question in contemporary urban planning: whether large-scale 

(re)development serves the communities in which it occurs or primarily advances the interests of 

those with greater economic and political influence. Overall, my research reveals both optimism 

and uncertainty regarding the potential impact of the Woodbine (re)development project and the 

future of Rexdale in the broader Greater Toronto Area. 

 As a long-time resident in Rexdale, the Woodbine Racetrack and Casino discourse can 

never be changed. But it also carries other name, renaming the site as a ‘casino’ and a ‘resort,’ 

but also becoming a ‘transit-oriented’ area. I am worried about how sensitive uses, such as 

residential can intermingle with a casino/resort/entertainment discourse. The grandstand always 

felt like a physical barrier, where the Transportation Master Plan (TMP) is committed to creating 

different accessibility routes that I hope can lessen those barriers for people to visit in and out of 

the area. The GO Station will also bring new visitors and more foot traffic, multi-modal 

transportation options, and use of public spaces, establishing new amenities, and services for the 

area that I feel like Rexdale would appreciate. I also wonder how the Woodbine Transit-Oriented 

Community Secondary Plan study might inform (re)development and create new experiences 

and improve quality of life in Rexdale towards drafting the Secondary Plan.  

Throughout this program and research, I have learned that planning is not simply a 

technical process, but a social and a political practice shaped by competing interests, institutional 
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arrangements and power relations. Governance frameworks such as the Toronto-Ontario New 

Deal Agreement, Municipal Revenue Sharing Agreement, Community Benefits Agreement 

demonstrate how collaboration between public and private actors can reshape neoliberal urban 

governance. This study particularly examines the Resource Agreement as a distinct municipal-

level governance arrangement, enabled through City administration, and explore how it 

influences planner’s roles, creates new pathways for actors to exercise power, and shapes how 

urban (re)development decisions are negotiated and implemented.  

 This case study demonstrates that urban (re)development outcomes are shaped not only 

through formal planning policies and regulation, but also through institutional relationships that 

structure interactions among municipal governments, planners, private actors and community 

members. But this case also reveals that there is a crisis within planning, particularly in how 

private sector power is reshaping the planner’s role and, more broadly, the relationships between 

state, the market, and public accountability. As a future planner, I see this as an indication of 

where planning may be heading toward increasingly embedded relationships between private-

sector actors and the state, in which private interests become integrated into public planning 

processes and consequently impact and reshape urban governance.  

However, this is not necessarily a direction that can be resisted outright, but one that 

requires careful consideration of how these relationships can be structured to advance more just 

and accountable planning practices.  

To recall my earlier commitment to reparative justice, I believe that planning should 

therefore move towards stronger relationships with communities to share planning power. This 

can create opportunities to bridge public-private planning initiatives with meaningful and 

sustained community engagement. Planners should develop strategies that facilitate meaningful 

engagement while also acting as storytellers who can communicate planning processes in 

accessible and thoughtful ways. This means prioritizing and protecting the public sphere, both 

materially and socially, while fostering community connections and creating spaces for 

knowledge exchange. Ultimately, this approach requires planning to be grounded in reciprocal 

relationships, where knowledge is shared, expertise is shared, power is more equitably 

distributed, and communities are recognized as active participants in shaping the future of their 

cities.  
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In this sense, reparative justice offers a framework for planning to move beyond 

acknowledging past and ongoing harms, but towards transforming power relations that 

historically excluded communities from public participation and the planning process. Planners 

should therefore ask how historically and continually harmed marginalized groups can be 

meaningfully included in planned and sustainable futures, and how planning can support their 

participation within capitalist systems. Planners have a significant role in shaping these 

conditions by determining who can participate, and whose knowledge is valued, and how 

different actors exercise power and influence the planning outcome. This raises questions about 

the capacities within which planners work in, and whether the loss of planning tools really 

constrain these efforts and ability to advance more reparative forms of planning.  
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