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Abstract

This paper examines the Port Lands Flood Protection Project, a flood mitigation,
ecological naturalization, and climate change adaptation project located in Toronto, Canada’s
Port Lands area. Previously a site of post-industrial economic decline, ecological dysfunction,
and flood risk, the area is being remade into a modern mixed-use neighbourhood with a newly
constructed river estuary and a significantly increased area of naturalized habitat and
recreational green space. Drawing from research on climate change resilience, urban political
ecology, restoration ecology, and public participation theory, this paper investigates how the
contemporary ecological imaginaries of the Port Lands emerged, how they have defined and
influenced the course of the Port Lands Flood Protection Project, and what actors and interests
have directed and been served by these developments. This research finds that the planning
and implementation of the Port Lands Flood Protection Project has been defined by a series of
compromises made by the project’s proponents between competing imperatives of ecological
restoration and economic development, and between demands for public participation and the
directives of government and private sector partners. While the project is a remarkable
improvement on the state of the Port Lands, the compromises that have defined the project’s
direction also threaten to undermine aspects of the project’s democratic legitimacy and its ability

to produce long-term resilience in the area.



Foreword

As a site-specific case study of a major Toronto climate change resilience project, the
Port Lands Flood Protection Project offers a rich opportunity for fulfilling the learning objectives
of my area of concentration: Justice and Participation in Climate Adaptation Planning. In the
course of this research project, | have applied many of the theories and analytical techniques
that | have acquired through the MES program. Through the application of this knowledge to a
concrete case study, | have also deepened my understanding and gained new insights into the
practice of urban and environmental planning.

The components of my area of concentration are climate justice, public participation, and
climate change adaptation planning. This research project has supported all three of these
components. By engaging with the planning and policy context of the Port Lands Flood
Protection Project, | have gained knowledge about how climate change adaptation projects are
planned and implemented. Examining the public consultation processes of the project has been
instructive in demonstrating how participatory procedures can operate in planning projects. In
this examination, | have seen both positive and negative examples of public participation, and
have gained some knowledge as to what makes the difference. In the public participation
process and the planning and policy context that surrounds it, some interests have been
included and some excluded. Climate justice concerns emerge from these disparities, and my
research has provided me with an opportunity to see how injustices in climate change planning

can develop and how they may be justified or excused by planners and project proponents.
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1. Introduction

1.1 Overview of research topic

The large scale and many goals of the Port Lands Flood Protection Project (PLFPP)
make it an interesting case study of the interactions between several political-ecological
concerns. The PLFPP connects contemporary discourses of climate resilience and ideal natures
with matters of urban politics, planning, and governance. The remaking of the Toronto Port
Lands through the PLFPP and related developments offers insights into how modern planning
and politics in Toronto operate to create and control new socio-ecological orders.

The wide range of objectives involved in the PLFPP carries the possibility of providing
many interconnected and integrated benefits to communities in and around the project area, as
well as to the city as a whole. The range of economic, social, and environmental objectives at
play in the project also produces risk of interference between competing project goals and the
potential for significant trade-offs and harms to communities. This case study examines how the
resilience-building goals of the PLFPP have been impacted by the interaction of divergent
material and political interests and competing ecological imaginaries.

The $1.25 billion project aims to achieve many different objectives: flood protection for
290 hectares of Toronto’s waterfront; adaptation of the waterfront and lower Don River lands to
the escalating risks posed by climate change; naturalization of the terrestrial and aquatic habitat
at the mouth of the Don River; provision of recreational and cultural opportunities in the Port
Lands area; maintenance of shipping navigability; creation of opportunities for economically
valuable property development; improvement of infrastructure connectivity with the rest of the
city; and the positioning of Toronto as a global leader in climate change resilience and
sustainability (Toronto and Region Conservation Authority [TRCA], 2014a; City of Toronto &
Waterfront Toronto, 2017).

The City of Toronto’s (2019a) resilience strategy describes the Port Lands Flood

Protection Project as the city’s “flagship resilience project” (p. 95). As the flagship framing



suggests, the PLFPP is not only a flood protection project. It is intended to symbolize the city’s
ambitious, forward-thinking approach to urban resilience. The Port Lands Planning Framework
(City of Toronto & Waterfront Toronto, 2017) refers to the importance of the PLFPP in promoting
the city’s image internationally as a hub for culture, development, and green urbanism. While
flood protection projects are typically guided by civil engineers, the PLFPP is guided in many
ways by landscape architects (Gauthier, 2022a), indicating a novel focus on nature and
aesthetics in this landmark project. In addition to the range of goals, the symbolic, aesthetic, and
entrepreneurial character of the project distinguishes it from most previous flood protection
efforts and makes the PLFPP an interesting case study of a still-emerging model of green
development.

For over a century, the Port Lands have been an industrial centre primarily used by
metallurgy, shipbuilding, aggregates, and oil and gas facilities. While the industrial uses of the
site have declined significantly from their heyday, their impacts are still apparent in the pollution
of the port’s soil and groundwater and the disturbance of local ecosystems (Bonnell, 2014). The
alterations proposed by the PLFPP to the Port Lands area (see figure 1) include the excavation
of a new outlet for the Don River that bypasses the narrow Keating Channel, flow control weirs,
new river valley walls and embankments, a new wetland, sediment management systems, and
elevated grading of surrounding areas (TRCA, 2014a). The naturalization work will create, in
addition to the aforementioned wetlands and the public park land, four hectares of terrestrial
habitat and 13 hectares of aquatic habitat. These habitats will range from woodland to
marshland to fully submerged aquatic reefs and coves. They will connect to parks and open
green spaces within the Port Lands and along the Don River and waterfront (TRCA, 2014a; City
of Toronto & Waterfront Toronto, 2017).

The proposed changes amount to a near total remaking of the Port Lands, displacing
most of the local industries and greatly altering the local ecology. The new Port Lands will allow

for significantly increased biodiversity in its naturalized areas and the restoration of a more



functional river estuary, something which has been a goal of environmentalists in the area for
many years (Task Force to Bring Back the Don, 1991). This is being achieved through the
creation of significant new naturalized areas of terrestrial, wetland, and aquatic habitat, as well
as new connections to nearby areas (TRCA, 2014a). The new Port Lands will also enable
significant property development in the area, in line with the Port Lands Planning Framework
(City of Toronto & Waterfront Toronto, 2017), the Central Waterfront Secondary Plan (City of
Toronto, 2015a), and eventually local precinct plans. This development will include mixed-use
residential development, including affordable housing requirements, and industrial development,
primarily focused on the film industry.

Figure 1

Design of the PLFPP (Waterfront Toronto, 2018c)
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The PLFPP bears many similarities to an increasingly common model for megaprojects,
one which is driven by imperatives of urban international competition for investment and the

economic transition from industrial to knowledge- and service-based economies. These



“‘competitive precinct projects” are typified by high-end mixed-use property development, a
significant focus on recreation, leisure, and aesthetics, and their intentionally symbolic nature
(Harris, 2017). The mixed-use character of these projects allow proponents to build a
consensus behind them by positioning them as a panacea to many different urban problems,
such as housing shortages, lack of green space, the decline of traditional industries, and a lack
of new investment. In Toronto, this model of development has characterized many waterfront
redevelopment projects over the last two decades (Lehrer & Laidley, 2008). In contrast to the
goal of supporting a broad array of interests and efficiently responding to numerous issues,
these projects have, in the past, been criticized for their inability to deliver on promised public
goods, their circumvention of local democratic governance, their lack of connection to the urban
context within which they are constructed, and the incompatibility of their economic goals with
local social and environmental needs (Lehrer & Laidley, 2008; Harris, 2017).

1.2 Overview of research questions

This research project asks three key research questions:

e How have ecological imaginaries and visions of an ideal human-nature relationship in
the naturalized Don River estuary emerged, and how have understandings of the
controlled or wild nature been deployed?

e How has this vision supported or undermined the complex of resilience-building goals of
the PLFPP project?

e \What role has public participation played in shaping this process and vision, and whose
interests have been served through this process?

These questions help to highlight key themes that are important to the course of the PLFPP as
well as to comparable green urbanism, climate resilience, and brownfield restoration
megaprojects. The goal of this research is to examine narrative and discursive elements of the

PLFPP and how these elements interact with public participation processes in order to produce



certain concrete outcomes that enhance or undermine the project’s ability to achieve its
objectives, as well as to benefit certain interest groups or damage others.

1.3 Methods
The case study as a research tool
This research is comprised of five parts, together forming a case study of the PLFPP. The case
study, as a research tool, presents both opportunities and challenges to the researcher. A wide
range of potential uses and limitations to the case study approach have been discussed,
sometimes contradictorily, by scholars from a number of social scientific fields. Well-selected
cases allow context-independent theoretical knowledge of rules and facts to be translated into
concrete, context-dependent insights into the specific operations of social processes. They
allow for the testing of hypotheses and analysis of normal or extraordinary events (Flyvbjerg,
2006). The PLFPP exempilifies traits of both the “deviant” and “paradigmatic” type of case study
as defined by Flyvbjerg’s (2006) typology of cases. Deviant, because there are few similar
projects in the world which combine waterfront development, river naturalization, climate
resilience, creation of new mixed-use urban neighbourhoods, and a focus on international
competition and spectacle. The Dutch “Room for the River” program and the Cheonggyecheon
river restoration in Seoul, Korea each share some of these aspects, but the PLFPP may be
unique in its combination of all of them. At the same time, the PLFPP may prove to be
paradigmatic of an emerging model of green urbanism, as an increasing number of cities
around the world consider how to make use of economically declining post-industrial brownfield
sites and cope with the risks posed by climate change. While the PLFPP may, for now, only
provide information on an unusual type of climate resilience project, the data that emerges from

this case study may be useful in understanding future projects that follow a similar path.



Literature review

The first element of this research is a literature review. This review provides the
groundwork for the rest of the research and highlights a number of theoretical elements that
situate the findings of this case study within the broader context of existing scholarship. The
literature review covers four topics: climate resilience, urban political ecology, restoration
ecology, and public participation. The scholarship in these fields helps to contextualize the
PLFPP within a larger landscape of urban development patterns and ecological restoration
work.
Site survey

In the course of this research, | made several trips to the Port Lands in order to
familiarize myself with the project site and its broader context in the area. These site visits also
served as an opportunity to compare and contrast the descriptions of the site provided in
planning documentation with on-the-ground realities as | perceived them. The project’s
environmental assessment (TRCA, 2014a) and subsequent planning documents contain maps
and descriptions of the local environment in differing degrees of detail. Site surveys allowed me
to investigate whether these documents succeeded in thoroughly describing local features such
as the distribution and make-up of vegetation communities and the presence of human
residents, or whether these conditions have changed in the intervening years.
Case study overview

This section contextualizes the PLFPP within the urban fabric of Toronto and the city’s
environmental history. An examination of the history of the Port Lands and the lower Don River
explains the background from which the PLFPP emerged as well as the patterns of
development to which the PLFPP offers an alternative. This history includes physical alterations
to the area and changing perceptions of the site. A site description provides an overview of the
physical conditions in the Port Lands that existed when the PLFPP was initiated, and the

specific problems posed by these conditions to adjacent neighbourhoods in Toronto and to



future development within the Port Lands. Prior to the initiation of the PLFPP, a complex suite of
policies, regulations, and government agencies were involved in planning in the Port Lands.
Significant changes in this network of policy rules and actors occurred in the lead-up to the
PLFPP. Since the initiation of the project, its course has been guided by continuing changes in
the policy landscape, and these shifts are described in order to elucidate the context within
which the PLFPP has operated.
Policy and planning document analysis

One of the primary sources of information on the PLFPP and its history is the trail of
planning and policy documentation produced by the City of Toronto, Waterfront Toronto, and
other agencies regarding the Don River, the Toronto waterfront, and the Port Lands itself. By
beginning with the plans and policies that are immediately relevant to the current activity and
investigating the pre-existing plans and policies they overwrote, responded to, or were chosen
in preference to, a lineage of Port Lands planning can be excavated. This lineage reveals how
planners and politicians have responded over time to changing requirements and contexts and
how visions for the Port Lands have developed over time through these documents.
Archival material analysis

The other major source of information on the PLFPP and visions of the Port Lands is
archival media material. This includes some social media content, videos, and international and
small local news publications, but is primarily composed of newspaper content from the two
largest Toronto newspapers: The Globe and Mail and the Toronto Star. These two newspapers
offer useful perspectives on the Port Lands because of the breadth and volume of their reporting
and their large audiences. While newspapers and other media do not capture the full gamut of
public opinion, they are engines for the production and reproduction of public discourse. As
such, they are essential for understanding how visions for the Port Lands have been developed
and disseminated, and how different actors have intervened in this process to push their own

desired views. This analysis relies on keyword searches to trace discussions of the Port Lands,



the Don River, and the PLFPP throughout Toronto’s history. The media uncovered by these
searches reveal shifts in the public discourse regarding the Port Lands over time in response to
inciting events which change perceptions of the area rapidly, as well as between publications
with different target audiences whose interests in the Port Lands diverge.

1.4 Analysis of the core research questions

Due to this research’s focus on discourses and imaginaries, this analysis requires a
significant degree of interpretation of partial information in order to locate patterns. The
questions interrelate in varied ways, such that elements relevant to one question emerge in the
analysis of another. Overall, these questions are aimed at developing a better fleshed-out
picture of the PLFPP and directing analysis to key thematic elements of the project.
Question 1: Imaginaries

The analysis of the first core research question relies on the media and public discourse,
policy, and public participation findings. These sources may converge on one or more sets of
shared beliefs, ideologies, imaginaries, and visions regarding how humans ought to relate to
nature and what sort of ecology should be produced for the Port Lands through the PLFPP. If
such a convergence is in evidence, these sets of shared viewpoints can be related to one
another, to the environmental history of the Port Lands, to the design of the PLFPP, and to the
project’s approach to ecology.
Question 2: Resilience impacts

This section uses the findings regarding the site alterations made through the PLFPP
and the analysis of ecological imaginaries of the Port Lands to relate the prevalence of different
views of the Port Lands and waterfront development to specific outcomes in the PLFPP. Where
the implementation of ideal visions of the Port Lands overlaps with the implementation of the
project’s resilience objectives, there should be indicators of how the envisioned and imaginary
aspects of the project influence the practical effects of the project and the ability of the PLFPP to

fulfill its resilience-related objectives.



Question 3: Participation and interests

The findings regarding the participatory and consultative processes involved in the
PLFPP inform the analysis of how public participation has shaped the vision of the PLFPP and
what interests have been included or excluded from the project’s benefits. This analysis
examines how public participation processes have shaped both the PLFPP and the ecological
imaginaries of the Port Lands, and how different interest groups have leveraged these
processes to claim imaginative control over the project or amplify the project’s benefits to
themselves.

1.5 Findings

This research uncovers how the proponents of the PLFPP have navigated the complex
of competing imperatives and interests at play in Toronto’s Port Lands. Successfully achieving
buy-in from politicians, city staff, business interests, and the public has required that the
PLFPP’s naturalization plan, resilience-building work, and public consultation approach make
compromises between competing demands for ecological renewal and economic development,
and between robust public participation and the interests of government and business partners.
The naturalization objectives of the project have engaged with and incorporated some of the
demands of community and environmental activists in the Don River for significant ecological
revitalization, but have also become less ambitious over the course of the project, particularly in
response to the city’s push for a stronger business case. The PLFPP’s work to produce a
resilient environment in the Port Lands has navigated the demands of creating nature on a site
whose abiotic conditions are decidedly ahistorical and which are constantly threatened by
disruption, but where there is significant public desire for historical fidelity and exclusively native
flora and fauna. Waterfront Toronto’s public consultation processes have been extensive and, in
some respects, created genuine opportunities for stakeholders to influence the course of the
project, but the framing of the project as a technical endeavour and the project’s obligations to

the governments which provide it with funding also place limits on the scope of public
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participation and often result in decisions being made prior to consultation. The project has been
compromised by this push and pull in ways that pose risks to the project’s legitimacy and
long-term success, but it also represents a remarkable step in the revitalization of Toronto’s
waterfront.

2. Literature review

2.1 Climate resilience

Climate change, while a global problem, is also a problem that produces local patterns of
responsibility and vulnerability (Bulkeley, 2013). Local mitigation and adaptation solutions must
be responsive to the unique contexts of local communities. Climate adaptive spatial planning
responses include developing new neighbourhoods with a view to reducing climate
change-related vulnerabilities, modifying existing plans for changing environmental conditions,
and minimizing climate change impacts on existing communities (Canadian Institute of
Planners, 2018).

The approaches taken by planners and institutions in response to climate change are
informed by how climate risk is conceptualized. Concepts such as vulnerability, adaptation, and
resilience are not uncontested, but are rooted in competing conceptual frameworks that have a
significant impact on the aims and methods of climate change response (Bankoff, 2018).

Historically, discourses of disaster vulnerability have served to focus attention on how
disaster risk is produced and reproduced over time through dynamic global and local processes
of marginalization and dispossession (Wisner & Luce, 1993). This approach to understanding
disaster risk helps to draw distinctions between natural hazards, such as those that are being
created or worsened by climatic changes, and the processes that render communities
vulnerable to these hazards, such as displacement, uneven economic development, or conflict.
On this account, a natural disaster is not straightforwardly understood as the result of a natural
event such as a flood, earthquake, or landslide. These events are only made disastrous by the

presence of human populations that are vulnerable to the natural hazards that they face. This
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vulnerability is often the result of socio-economic processes that, for example, allow some
communities to direct flood protection infrastructure to their own neighbourhoods while poorer or
more marginalized populations are relegated to living within floodplains or beyond the protection
of risk reduction infrastructure (for an example of this, see: Shokry et al., 2021). As the
vulnerability approach’s dictum “there’s no such thing as a natural disaster” (Smith, 2006a)
indicates, a key message is that disasters are not inevitable or natural, but rather the product of
a place’s particular history and social organization. The model of risk reduction that emerges
from a vulnerability-focused approach necessarily requires that institutions engaged in risk
reduction efforts place the social, political, and economic causes of vulnerability at the core of
risk reduction work (Blaikie et al., 2004).

Since the late 1990s, resilience has increasingly become a key organizing principle in a
wide variety of fields, including disaster risk management, urban planning, and crisis response
(Walker & Cooper, 2011). The contemporary history of resilience thinking in disaster risk
management and climate change has developed from the systems ecology work of C.S. Holling
(1973), where resilience indicates the ability of a system to return to a stable base state after
experiencing a disruption. This shift in the conceptualization of disaster risk mitigation has
meant a shift away from the focus on large-scale root causes that characterized vulnerability
thinking, and its attendant focus on large-scale and systemic responses. Resilience bypasses
questions regarding the systems that produce risk and instead focuses on how communities can
prepare for disaster and, furthermore, how communities can use disasters as opportunities for
change (Walker & Cooper, 2011).

This focus on community disaster preparedness and response has meant a shift towards
decentralized, localized, and even individualized responses to risk, alongside a reorientation of
governing institutions towards hands-off and market-based approaches in line with dominant
neo-liberal models of governance (Joseph, 2013; Bankoff, 2018). The bottom-up and

community-focused orientation of resilience promises greater agency and empowerment for
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communities through participatory techniques and seeks to benefit from community knowledge
of their local risk landscape (Pandey & Okazaki, 2005). Community resilience also marks a
rhetorical shift away from defining communities as victims in need of aid. While the focus is
directed to communities, the transposition of resilience thinking from systems ecology to public
policy and the social sciences means that, as a descriptive element, resilience does not lend
itself to an analysis of the politics and power dynamics internal to a community (MacKinnon &
Derickson, 2012). In the move, resilience has also gained a normative aspect, one that positions
it as a universally positive descriptor of an agent’s self-reliance, flexibility, and
entrepreneurialism in turning disaster risks into opportunities (O’Malley, 2010; Tierney, 2015). In
practice, the transition to a community-based resilience approach often means the retreat of the
state from direct involvement in community-level affairs and the development of a disaster risk
reduction approach led by public-private partnerships and locally-funded civil society
organizations, while policy is directed by national institutions or, increasingly, by technocratic
networks of international NGOs and institutions (Tierney, 2015).

Even as resilience thinking has proliferated throughout numerous fields of both theory
and public policy, scholars continue to put significant work into defining just what, exactly,
resilience is. As a bridging concept or boundary object at the intersection of several fields,
particularly ecology, disaster risk reduction, and climate change adaptation, the concept of
resilience invites numerous approaches and definitions (Brand & Jax, 2007). Davoudi et al.
(2013) distinguish variations of resilience on the basis of the role of equilibrium and change
within the concept. This approach leads them to define three differing resilience-concepts:
engineering, ecological, and evolutionary resilience. Engineering resilience concerns the ability
of a system to return to a static equilibrium point after a disturbance. Ecological resilience is
concerned with how systems transition from one equilibrium state to another when sufficiently
disturbed. Evolutionary resilience (or, socio-ecological resilience) is a non-equilibrium model that

is interested in how systems move through perpetual cycles of stress and transformation, rather
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than in linear processes of disruption and return. Contradictory approaches to equilibrium and
change are important conceptual tensions in the use of resilience within scholarly literature, but
not the only ones. Authors also differ in how they weigh the importance of adaptation to existing
stressors compared to overall system adaptability, whether resilience is universally a good thing,
and whether the speed of transformation or return to equilibrium is an important feature of
resilience (Meerow et al. 2016).

By focusing on how systemic transformation and adaptive changes can emerge from
disruptions, evolutionary resilience plots a path away from unjust or undesirable normal states in
social-ecological systems towards new equilibria through processes of system self-organization
(Davoudi, 2018). If Davoudi (2018) is right, resilience thinking may open up opportunities for
transformative social change. Inserting resilience into planning discourses might then provide a
means for planning towards a social order in which communities are empowered to pursue
change that reduces vulnerability and provides social, economic, and environmental benefits.

The deployment of resilience thinking in planning contexts has generally failed to live up
to this optimism. Anguelovski et al. (2016) document a range of ways that resilience and
adaptation planning can serve as direct or indirect sources of inequity. They find that
resilience-building activity in cities tends to prioritize areas with high economic value and neglect
areas that are home to low-income communities, and that when resilience-building activity
produces displacement or harm, this burden tends to fall on communities that are already
marginalized. This is in line with other empirical findings that urban resilience projects and
institutions often produce rearrangements of vulnerability and safety, with the vulnerabilities of
some groups being displaced onto others (Rizzo, 2020; Sondershaus & Moss, 2014).

The use of resilience as a standard for success poses risks in conservation biology and
restoration ecology as well. The normative elevation of resilience to a universal good clashes
with situations where ecosystems that have experienced degradation are also highly resilient to

changes and difficult to return to a more desirable state (Standish et al., 2014). The focus on



14

resilience can also conflict with the traditional concern of these fields with biodiversity. As
species become threatened by stressors such as climate change, a resilience-first
environmental management approach has been to describe these threatened species as
insufficiently resilient and seek to replace them with other, often non-native, species that are
better equipped to deal with the relevant stress (Newton, 2016). This approach, while often
carrying ecosystem service benefits, neglects any other value to be found in diverse
ecosystems and endangered species conservation.

While all bridging concepts admit ambiguity and variation in use, the practice of urban
resilience planning stands in stark contrast to its promised benefits. Davoudi et al. (2019)
advance the metaphor of the resilience machine as a framework for describing the ambiguities,
failures, and possibilities of resilience. An analogy to the urban growth machine (Molotch, 1976),
the resilience machine is an assemblage of actors, institutions, ideologies, and discourses that
drive urban policy and politics. The globalization of urban governance is one shift that has
played a particularly important role in differentiating the resilience machine from more traditional
models of urban governance. Non-state institutional actors such as policy think tanks and
transnational municipal networks such as the Rockefeller Foundation’s 100 Resilient Cities
network have developed highly mobile policy frameworks and implementation tools while also
creating new hierarchies of climate change governance that are removed from the usual terrain
of local politics (Nielsen, 2020). In practice, the emergence of these transnational municipal
networks has meant an increasingly experimental approach to climate change adaptation,
wherein cities serve as laboratories for new strategies and technologies that are implemented
by new combinations of public and private actors (Bulkeley & Castan Broto, 2013).

The resilience machine can then be characterized as an experimental mode of urban
growth machine politics, one with new discursive underpinnings and metrics for success, but
which mirrors an existing framework of entrepreneurial city-building (Lauermann, 2018; Davoudi

et al., 2019). This framework helps to explain some of the observed features of resilience-based
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urban development, such as the mobilization of international policy networks around the
promotion of resilience (Leitner et al., 2018), its important role in inter-urban competition, and its
role as a marketing device (Shi, 2020; Lauermann, 2018). The resilience machine concept does
this by highlighting how resilience is used as a tool by coalitions of actors in order to ensure
continued economic growth in the face of risk and normalize new resilience practices and
modes of governance.

2.2 Urban political ecology

The PLFPP is at once a mixed-use urban property development project and an
ecological restoration project. This explicitly dual nature highlights the value of an urban political
ecology approach to analyzing the project. While political ecology has become a diverse field,
with many different scholars relying on various definitions and methodologies, the core feature
of political ecology research is the belief that ecology and environmental change are the result
of political processes and that, consequently, ecological conditions and environmental changes
tend to reproduce existing social inequities (Robbins, 2012). Different scholars have placed
differing degrees of emphasis on the ‘political’ or ‘ecological’ sides of the political ecological
coin, but the political ecology approach was an important development that allowed for an
analysis that focused on the dialectical relationship of nature and society (Blaikie & Brookfield,
1987; Neumann, 2005).

Even as political ecologists established the deep interdependence of nature and society,
it took until 1996 for the development of a distinctly urban political ecology which shifted away
from a two-sided dialectical nature-society relationship and towards an understanding of cities
as socio-natural hybrid entities (Swyngedouw, 1996). For urban political ecologists, the city is
constituted by socio-ecological processes, especially the metabolic processes of contemporary
capitalism: the production and consumption of commodities composed of natural resources, and
all of the attendant power relations, political processes, and economic dynamics (Heynen et al.,

2006). As with political ecology before it, urban political ecology offers not only a neutral
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description of the processes that constitute cities, but seeks to illuminate how urban metabolism
produces socio-natural conditions of inequity or empowerment and to imagine possible
alternatives (Heynen, 2014). The concept of urban metabolism is particularly prominent
throughout urban political ecology and indicates a creative circulation of physical matter and
natural resources, as well as of ideas, values, and representations, which are produced,
exchanged, and transformed (Smith, 2006b).

Urban metabolism has important conceptual linkages with the urban growth machine
and the resilience machine, as the latter are modes by which the former is structured and
regulated. The urban resilience machine mobilizes a rhetoric of resilience and adaptation in
support of public policies and institutional arrangements geared towards inter-urban
competition, public-private partnership, the promotion of norms of individual and community
self-reliance, and an entrepreneurial approach to city-building (Davoudi et al., 2019). This has
much in common with other forms of “roll-out neoliberalism” (Brenner & Theodore, 2002) or
“roll-out environmentalism” (Keil & Boudreau, 2006), which critical geographers and urban
political ecologists have identified as a shift in metabolic politics from the “roll-back”
neoliberalism of the 1980s, characterized by a slash-and-burn approach to government
programs and regulations, towards an imbrication of the private and public spheres and the
mobilization of public policy in order to open new spaces for private profit and create incentive
structures for local entrepreneurialism. This new arrangement allows for environmental
concerns to be integrated and redeployed in support of capital accumulation (Greenberg, 2015).

When discussing how these mechanisms for the regulation of urban metabolic
processes and these machines for urban growth create specific urban spaces, urban political
ecologists often employ Harvey’s (2001) concept of the spatial fix, wherein capital is embedded
in geographic space for the purpose of improving the circulation of capital or resolving economic
crisis. Urban environmental planning has historically served as an important form of spatial fix in

many cities. Urban parks are engineered fixtures that consume valuable urban land, the
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pre-existing infrastructure on the site, and the investments required to develop and maintain the
park. In return, they serve to support local property values and land speculation, and help to
promote the city as a desirable site of investment (Birge-Liberman, 2010). Central Park in New
York City is an especially famous example of park creation at a massive scale being used as a
spatial fix. The creation of Central Park consumed a large swathe of land, including working
class communities such as Seneca Village, and replaced them with a world-famous park that
some proponents hoped would compete with those of major European cities (Eisenman, 2013)
and a site of value production for the owners of nearby properties (Bunce, 2017).

In addition to serving as interventions into economic problems such as property values
and inter-urban competition, urban parks and green spaces have also been proposed as
“cultural fixes” (Loughran, 2020) which intervene in cultural and social problems. This is
accomplished through the normative role that parks play in defining, displaying, and promoting
cultural values regarding nature and recreation, as well as by disciplining park users to engage
in specified forms of social and economic activity (Gabriel, 2011). Again turning to Central Park,
chief architect Frederick Law Olmsted made explicit that in his view the role of the park included
the reduction of crime and vice and the inculcation of social norms such as restraint and
temperance (Olmsted, 1870/2011). The park was not intended for use as New York
residents—especially working class residents—saw fit, but rather to construct a park-using
public in line with the dominant social and cultural norms of the day (Sevilla-Buitrago, 2014).

As cities have been pressed to produce solutions for the climate crisis (Angelo &
Wachsmuth, 2020), green urbanism in particular has become a strategy for the production of
spatial fixes for both the climate crisis and the economic imperatives of property development
and inter-urban competition in a context where greenness is a marketable quality (Rosol et al.,
2017). Even though large-scale megaprojects typically fail to achieve the goals set out for them,
they have surged in popularity in recent years (Flyvbjerg, 2014; Séderlund et al., 2017). Multiple

major recent green resilience megaprojects demonstrate similar themes of the pursuit of “global
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city” status and recognition by international investors through the demonstration of a
commitment to both urban economic growth and a green resilience agenda (Ajibade, 2017,
Rizzo, 2020). In these projects, the focus is both on the production of developable properties
and useful urban natures as well as preparedness for new climatological conditions.
Contemporary green resilience planning must be understood within the context of urban
metabolic processes, which are seeking spatial fixes for climate change-related risk in addition
to timeless concerns for urban economic growth.

2.3 Restoration ecology and habitat creation

While political ecology forces us to ask political and social questions of ecological
subjects, it also requires that we bring an understanding of ecology and biophysical systems
into our analysis of the social and political. In particular, understanding the production of nature
in the PLFPP requires an understanding of the dimensions of restoration ecology. Higgs (2003)
lays out four key principles of the practice of restoration ecology. The two ecological principles
that restoration ecology is concerned with are the quality of the ecosystems being developed
(ecological integrity) and the degree to which they are faithful to the historical nature of the site
(historical fidelity). The two core socio-cultural concerns of the field are the focus on
participatory restoration and the cultural benefits of restoration (focal practice) and on the
constitution of good ecological design (wild design).

Particularly in heavily built-up urban areas, the goals of restoration must be modified to
account for the scale of human impact on local ecosystems. This often means displacing the
historical ideal of nature that is prevalent in many restoration projects, as well as a more flexible
approach to non-native species and the persistence of evidence of the site’s human history
(Westphal et al., 2009). Making sense of these differences relies on an appreciation of the
distinctions between historical, novel, and designed ecosystems. Historical ecosystems are
those ecosystems which were prevalent in a region at some point in the past, as characterized

by the local biota, abiotic physical conditions, and the relationships between them. This poses
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challenges for restoration ecologists, who need to not only determine what the historical
ecosystem looked like, but also which version of the historical ecosystem is most desirable and
capable of sustaining itself (Hobbs et al., 2009). Novel ecosystems, by contrast, are those
self-assembling ecosystems that result from often dramatic human intervention and are typically
composed of a historically unprecedented mix of species and/or new abiotic conditions.
Historically, these ecosystems have not usually been the ideal outcome for restoration
ecologists; however, as climatic changes, human interventions, and species invasions cause
increasingly irreversible shifts in local ecosystems, stable novel ecosystems may be a viable
ecological management option (Hobbs et al., 2009). Designed ecosystems differ from the
previous two in that they are the result of intensive and ongoing management; they are
intentionally developed in order to provide specific services to humans; and they do not
necessarily develop from any pre-existing ecosystem, but rather are created from whole cloth
(Higgs, 2017).

A related issue that is of significant importance in urban ecological restoration projects is
the treatment of invasive and non-native species. The approach of removing non-native species
wherever feasible is troubled by both the prevalence of non-natives in many highly modified
ecosystems and by the important roles many non-native species have come to play in places
where they have often had many decades to cement themselves in the local ecosystem
(Westphal et al., 2009). Restoration ecology research has increasingly urged that in cases of
dramatic ecosystem change or disruption, we should look to whether new combinations of
species, including non-native species, can fulfill existing roles in the ecosystem structure or
provide for new ecosystem functions and what the impacts would be on other species in the
ecosystem and the overall community (Hobbs et al., 2006). This is supported by empirical
findings that the impacts of invasive species are often mixed, often diminishing but sometimes

improving the abundance and diversity of other biota, and highly context-dependent (Pysek et
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al., 2012). Urban ecological restoration requires making complex calculations regarding what to
conserve, what to restore, what to manage, and what to remake (Standish et al., 2013).

Urban restoration is also distinct from other forms of restoration due to the prevalence of
a range of additional practical issues. The characteristic concerns for urban restoration include
the importance and involvement of human stakeholders and participants, the immediateness of
social equity concerns to the restoration project (Palamar, 2010), and the central importance of
ecosystem fragmentation and pollution as a cause of disruption (Klaus & Kiehl, 2021). Klaus &
Kiehl (2021) develop an urban ecological restoration framework that uses other, often novel,
well-functioning urban ecosystems as reference points for developing target ecosystems, rather
than demanding that elusive historical ecosystems remain the ideal.

The emergence of the novel ecosystem as a tolerable, even desirable, objective for
ecological restoration has provoked heated debate, issuing from those who see their purpose as
the reconstruction and conservation of a historical natural order (see: Murcia et al., 2014, for
example). This debate demonstrates that ecological restoration is more than a technical
endeavour. While the irreversibility of ecological disruption is often presented as an empirical
fact regarding a biophysical system, what counts as irreversible frequently hinges on political
and social realities such as the funding available for restoration, the public support behind the
project and the presence or absence of political willpower (Miller & Bestelmeyer, 2016).

This debate is also a site of contestation between competing conceptualizations of urban
nature and ecological imaginaries. Just as social imaginaries are the deeply normative sets of
expectations and understandings that people have of their place in a social order, their
relationships to other members of their society, and the images and metaphors on which they
rely to make sense of these interrelations (Taylor, 2004), ecological imaginaries are the
metaphorical representations of, or cultural projections onto, nature through which deeply
normative ideals of how nature ought to be and how humans ought to relate to it are expressed

(Angelo, 2019a; Gandy, 2020). Ecological imaginaries are the basis on which ecological futures
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can be imagined, providing the normative grounds on which a good or right nature can be
prefigured. Bonnell (2014) describes the power to define and limit the imaginable futures of a
landscape as an imposition of imaginative control. The difference between describing an
irreversibly altered ecosystem as a ruin without potential for useful restoration, or as a novelty
with the potential to be guided towards a new self-sustaining form, is a difference in ecological
imagination and ecological normativity and a contest over the imaginative control of these
landscapes.

Different approaches to restoration and different ecological imaginaries have significant
impacts on what new natures are produced and how these new natural orders relate to and
reflect the broader social order. Gobster’s (2007) work on urban park restoration has shown the
linkages between ideal conceptions of nature and the natural spaces and experiences that are
produced, including the degree to which urban parks represent historic or self-sustaining
ecosystems, the activities available for human users of the parks, and what users are welcome.
This work is echoed by Langhorst’'s (2014) comparative analysis of different visions of nature at
work in two post-industrial ecological development sites.

2.4 Public participation and democratic governance

Beyond the technical considerations of ecological restoration, successful spatial
planning in the PLFPP requires attention to the requirements of spatial justice in climate change
adaptation planning, among which are broad and accessible processes of public participation
(Shi et al., 2016). The absence of robust public participation in climate change adaptation
planning processes is associated with negative equity outcomes for vulnerable populations, as
well as failures to build consensus behind adaptation strategies and a lack of durability for
adaptation plans (Anguelovski et al., 2016; Howarth et al., 2020). In addition to being a
necessary condition for procedural justice in climate change adaptation, low levels of
meaningful public participation and consequent low levels of uptake of local knowledges and

lack of attention to local social and economic contextual factors have been found to diminish the
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effectiveness of resilience-building programs and policies and result in lower overall levels of
climate resilience (Ziervogel et al., 2017; Kim et al., 2018). The importance of democratic and
participatory processes has been identified not only by urban planning theorists, but also by
restoration ecologists, as with Higgs’ (2003) concept of focal practice, and urban political
ecologists (Heynen et al., 2006).

In addition to concerns about the outcomes of non-participatory governance processes,
procedural and recognitional justice literatures also posit democratic participation as the
grounds of social justice. These literatures take the processes involved in public decision
making to be the primary subject of concern and are interested in how these processes enable
the recognition of communities and individuals in contexts of historical and institutional
oppression (Young, 1990; Fraser, 1997).

In practice, there are frequently numerous hurdles to robust public participation in and
influence over climate change adaptation planning projects. Even when processes aim to invite
stakeholder participation, the effect of this participation can be limited by the delineation
between the components of the project that are deemed open for discussion, those that are
deemed to be core project values that are not open to debate, and those that are considered
technical elements that should be left to experts. Scholars of urban political ecology have
warned that urban environmental policy in particular has been characterized by a post-political
or post-democratic turn, indicating that, on key subjects, technical expertise, international best
practices, and a drive for consensus have displaced local grassroots organizing, endogenous
practices, and the understanding that politics involves disagreement and divergent interests
(Swyngedouw, 2009; Béal, 2012). This depoliticization of urban environmental governance
drains public participation of its influence and meaning (Legacy et al., 2018) and allows for
policy approaches driven by imperatives of economic growth, private accumulation, inter-urban
competition, financialization, and security to be presented as universal goods or necessities

which are immune to public dispute (Davidson & Iveson, 2015; Rosol et al., 2017).
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Of particular relevance to the PLFPP, both the concepts of urban greening (Angelo,
2019b) and urban climate change resilience (Cretney, 2019) have been linked to the
post-political agenda of urban environmental policy in contemporary cities. Climate change
resilience policy has been characterized by a high level of international policy mobility (Goh,
2020) which situates policy-making as a technical endeavour for networks of think tanks and
consultancies, rather than the product of a democratic politics (Clarke, 2012). At the local level
as well, climate change resilience development projects are prone to being operationalized as
technical engineering solutions to climate change-related threats to economic growth, without
reference to other local priorities or opportunities for meaningful change in response to local
interests (Mikulewicz, 2019).

While the descriptions of the depoliticizing logics of contemporary urban environmental
governance and the language of adaptive cycles and machinic resilience may seem to indicate
that the results of climate change planning proceed deterministically, we should be attentive to
the potential for collective agency, local power relations, and context-specific institutional
dynamics to create space for meaningful democracy and climate justice (Lang, 2019). Case
studies have found significant benefits where governments have collaborated with and
empowered local community-based environmental organizations, particularly with regard to the
level of fit between governance models and biophysical systems (Guerrero et al., 2015; Enqvist
et al., 2019). Highly collaborative public participation models, coupled with devolved,
polycentric, or mosaic-style governance regimes, institutional willingness to experiment, and
attention to the bioregional scale, are indicated in practical successes in environmental
governance (Huitema, et al., 2009; Buijs et al., 2016).This confirms that public participation can
still offer avenues towards meaningful social and environmental progress. As Beveridge & Koch
(2017) indicate, actually existing urban governance is not pre-determined by a post-political
context, but rather is a highly contingent process in which agency matters and the details of the

choices made are paramount.
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3. Case study overview

3.1 Site history
The PLFPP site is located in Toronto’s historic Port Lands area, situated at the mouth of the Don
River. The lower Don River was originally the focus of colonial settlement in Toronto, then called
York, due to the river valley’s forests and clay deposits, its proximity to a branch of the
pre-colonial Carrying Place trail that connected the city to Lake Simcoe in the north and to the
natural harbour beyond the wetlands at the river mouth, and the suitability of the river for
water-powered milling and industrial operations (Bonnell, 2014). For early settlers, the Don
River evoked memories of rolling British countryside and was integrated into an ecological
imaginary defined by pastoral productivity and agrarian use (Bonnell, 2014).
Figure 2

The Lower Don River in 1884 (Chas. E. Goad Company, 1884)

By the latter half of the 19th century, however, the Don River was seen as a source of

significant problems. Flooding, harbour siltation, and pollution had become causes of
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consternation (Desfor & Bonnell, 2011). By the late 19th century, these problems began to
resolve into a waterfront development agenda supported by local business interests, politicians,
and public health officials that was oriented around solving the “waterfront problem” (Desfor et
al., 2011). This alignment of interests was coupled with an imaginary that constructed nature
generally, and the Don River in particular, as a savage force to be known, controlled, and
changed to suit the desires of, or produce value for, its managers (Scadding, 1873; Bonnell,
2014). This set the stage for the first major transformation of the lower Don River into a new
industrial waterfront.

The major components of this new river (see figures 2 and 3) were the Keating Channel,
which became the new mouth of the river once the Don was diverted at a sharp angle into this
new channelized outlet; a number of new breakwaters and harbour entrances; and, eventually,
the filling of the wetlands in order to create a new industrial area known today as the Toronto
Port Lands (Bonnell, 2014). These developments, along with major infrastructure works in
sewage treatment, made significant inroads in reducing the spread of waterborne diseases and
also provided significant financial benefits to the industrial concerns that made use of the now
expanded port facilities (Jackson, 2011; Bonnell, 2014).

The main force responsible for this drastic remaking of the mouth of the Don River and
its surrounds was the Toronto Harbour Commission, established with the backing of the city’s
Board of Trade, the print media, and the city council in 1911 (Desfor et al., 2011). The
commission was created as a joint national-municipal appointed body with extraordinary powers
over the development of the whole Toronto waterfront, and limited effective accountability to
either government. This new arrangement solidified the importance of industrial development as
the primary impetus for Toronto’s waterfront development (Desfor et al., 2011). While the
Toronto Harbour Commission was formed in order to spur industrial development, the boom was
short-lived. Shipbuilding fell off shortly after the end of the first world war (Moir, 2011), and

waterfront industrial development fell into decline generally, requiring the commission to begin
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selling off land piecemeal in order to cover its expenses, with the waterfront industrial boom
largely spent by the 1940s (Sanderson & Filion, 2011; Desfor et al., 2011). This decline would
continue until deindustrialization and institutional conflicts between the municipal and federal
governments resulted in the disbandment of the Toronto Harbour Commission and the
introduction of the federally-dominated Toronto Port Authority (Sanderson & Filion, 2011).
Figure 3

The Lower Don River in 1924 (Chas. E. Goad Company, 1924)

The three drivers of change in the making of the industrial Don River were public health,
flooding, and harbour navigation for waterfront industry (Bonnell, 2014). Notably absent from
this discourse was concern for or non-instrumental interest in the ecology and biophysical

processes of the Don River valley. In addition to the channelization of the lower river and the



