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ABSTRACT 

 

Interactions between neoliberalism and sustainability within urban landscapes can impact 

aspects of sustainable development. Employing urban political ecology as a theoretical 

framework, qualitative research on the West Don Lands uncovered the reality of 

sustainability in neoliberal governance. It was found that neoliberalism is more compatible 

with addressing environmental issues as this is a profitable venture due to its marketability. 

Social concerns with regard to social housing provision stand marginalized and diluted: 

affordable housing is the greatest extent into social sustainability that neoliberalism currently 

allows. Particularly as social housing is an escalating issue, this form of sustainability is not 

acceptable. Furthermore, sustainable development requires housing provision for even low 

income groups, and this cannot be addressed through affordable housing as it excludes the 

most vulnerable populations. This questions the sustainability of the research site, and lends 

to the conclusion of the inherent incompatibility of neoliberalism with some aspects of social 

sustainability.   
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- CHAPTER ONE - 

INTRODUCTION  

 

 Cities are only one of many forms of human settlement. They are also the largest, 

both spatially and in terms of population agglomeration: more than half of the worldôs 

population reside in cities, an amount that is projected to steadily rise (Stratmann, 2011). The 

landscape of cities can change over time, being developed and redeveloped to suit the needs 

of the current society it provides a habitat for. However, are needs met for all members of 

society?  

Inherently entwined with the social, economic, and environmental conditions of 

humanity are the processes of urbanization. A current trend in urbanization is that of 

sustainable development, a term that has seen increasing visibility among urban planning 

strategies and academic literature. In popular discussions of sustainability, such manner of 

development is often characterized by hydroelectric, wind and solar power  energy, efficient 

public transportation and bicycle lanes, parks, low carbon emissions, clean air and water 

quality, environmentally friendly waste management, LEED certified green buildings, and 

protected forests, waterways and agricultural land; in other words, sustainability has a heavily 

environmental focus. There is less in popular discourse on sustainable development in 

relation to addressing social issues, such as the provision of social housing, decreasing 

poverty, increasing the quality of life, and equal access to infrastructure for all members of 

society. Yet, a social focus (as well as an environmental one) is necessary for sustainability to 

be truly achieved. In the current neoliberal era, some social aspects of sustainability stand 

marginalized to that of the environment in sustainable urban development. Why is this the 

case?  

In the City of Toronto, place-making, large scale economic development, and the 

aestheticization of urban space are carried out to transform the city into an investment 

platform (Brenner and Keil, 2006; Harvey, 1989; Kipfer and Keil, 2002). Creating space 
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conducive to investment and redeveloping brownfield sites are only two of many neoliberal 

revitalization tactics (City of Toronto, 2000; Kipfer and Keil, 2002). The formerly industrial 

lands along Torontoôs Waterfront, deemed as poor use of the landôs intrinsic value, are being 

redeveloped to attract new modes of capital accumulation (Laidley, 2007). These 

developments and their continual redevelopments, such as that of the West Don Lands, are 

increasingly inclined toward addressing sustainability concerns, such as environmental 

health, heritage, and diversity (Desfor and Keil, 2004; Laidley, 2007). The key land use and 

development policy instrument of the city, the Toronto Official Plan, and the publicly funded 

and legislated Waterfront development corporation, Waterfront Toronto, are reflective of this 

and are heavily influenced by sustainable thought. However, what is the reality of 

sustainability under the dominant neoliberal model? With competitiveness approaches, 

governance that is influenced by neoliberalism, and the increasing marketability of 

environmental sustainability, can urban development be reflective of sustainable policies that 

address both social and ecological issues? Are the policies themselves inherently embedded 

with business-friendly approaches, serving as a tool for neoliberal goals? If so, is this at a cost 

to a sustainability that equally addresses both social and environmental issues? 

The objective of this research is to undertake a critical assessment of the sustainable 

urban development policies of the City of Toronto. The West Don Lands neighbourhood is 

used as a case study, with a focus on two primary sites within the area (Corktown Common 

Park and the River City Condominiums) and a secondary site (the Toronto Community 

Housing Corporation affordable rental housing complex at 589 King Street East). These will 

aid in examining the extent to which sustainable policies are implemented in an era of 

neoliberal governance, and the manner of sustainability that is realized.  
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- CHAPTER TWO  - 

LITERATURE REVIEW  

 

 Using cities as a platform, the primary objective of this research is to uncover the 

extent to which sustainability is possible in neoliberalism. While there has been extensive 

work done on the sustainability of cities, less is found of its intersection with neoliberalism. 

My research goal is to explore, in detail, the relations between the two. What follows is a 

presentation of my theoretical framework of urban political ecology and key topics that 

inform my research: uneven development, neoliberalism, and sustainability. This literature 

review will then form the basis for the following chapter that contextualizes these concepts in 

the City of Toronto, Ontario, Canada. 

Political Ecology 

 The research framework of urban political ecology cannot be explained without first 

delving into political ecology. Stated simply, political ecology is a theoretical framework that 

analyzes the complex relations that exist between society and nature. This relation is viewed 

as an interdependent and a reciprocal one (Johnston, et al., 2000; Mungôongôo, 2006; Watts, 

2000). Now a firmly established field of study in Geography, it initially arose during the 

1970s from the intersection between human geography and anthropology (Kim, Ojo, Zaidi, 

and Bryant, 2012). In the 1980s, political ecology began to heavily focus its work on the 

social and political impacts of environmental issues (Budds, 2004). This was pioneered by 

Piers Blaikie in his 1985 work on soil erosion in developing nations. Commonly, 

environmental issues were thought of as being apolitical. He uncovered that they are 

inherently political, and explained that political ecology combined ñthe concerns of ecology 

and a broadly defined political economyò (Blaikie and Brookfield, 1987, 17). It examined 

ñaccess and control over resources and their implications for environmental health and 

sustainable livelihoodsò (Watts, 2000, 257). Most work on political ecology examines 

ecological and human development crises in the Global South (Bryant and Bailey, 1997). 
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However, it is now increasingly addressing issues in the North, particularly seen in McCarthy 

(2005).  

Political ecology arose as a reaction to the disregard of the political aspects of nature-

society relations. However, some authors, particularly Vayda and Walters (1999), state that 

political ecology is now a politics without ecology. This claim rests on their basis that much 

work done in this area regard politics that are only very loosely connected to environmental 

matters. Especially since the 1990s, political ecology heavily intersects with the cultural 

production of nature under capitalism (Neumann, 2011). My own research falls within this 

category that explores, in part, natureôs commodification. As my study site lies in the urban, a 

highly politicized space, I believe that a focus on the political dimensions of urban nature is 

helpful. 

Political ecology often neglects the urban due to the misconception that cities are 

unnatural ï spaces without nature (Braun, 2005). However, in recent years, political ecology 

has extended its reach into urban environments (Cidell, 2009). This new field focuses on 

impacts upon hybrids or socio-natures by political, social, and economic processes. Urban 

political ecology fills the urban gap that exists within political ecology. It is a valuable 

framework for my research as it also bridges the gap found in sustainability studies that often 

neglects capitalist influences (Heynen, Kaika, and Swyngedouw, 2006). 

Urban Political Ecology 

Urban political ecology developed as a branch of political ecology during the late 

1990s with Eric Swyngedouw (1996) first coining the term when speaking of cities as hybrid 

spaces. Unlike the popular Global South focus of political ecology, work in urban political 

ecology often takes place in the urban environments of developed nations (Braun, 2005). This 

framework emphasizes the impacts political economy has upon urban environments (Heynen, 

2006). The two primary objectives of urban political ecology are to bring political ecology 
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into urban landscapes, and to demonstrate urbanization as a socio-natural process (Angelo 

and Wachsmuth, 2015). This latter objective will be explained in greater detail later in this 

chapter. 

Urban political ecology calls for a conceptualization of the urban that involves the 

unification of society and nature, rather than their separation. It examines power relations 

both within society and also between nature and society (Zimmer, 2010), thus questioning 

equality issues in cities in order to create a more just urban landscape (Swyngedouw and 

Heynen, 2003). It examines the role of power and capital accumulation in the transformation 

of the socio-natural environment, and views cities as hybrid spaces that are continually 

produced and reproduced by both humans and non-human nature alike (Cidell, 2009; 

Zimmer, 2010). It also covers a number of research areas, such as urban forests (Heynen, 

2006), gentrification (Quastel, 2009), and land reform (Myers, 2008).  

Like political ecology, urban political ecology asks similar questions of who produces 

nature and for whom. Often, nature serves the interests of the elite at the expense of 

marginalized groups (Heynen, Kaika, and Swyngedouw, 2006). This framework often draws 

heavily from Marxist perspectives when examining the commodification of nature and 

neoliberalism (Zimmer, 2010). Thus, urban political ecology is founded on a critical 

approach to understanding capitalization in cities. 

Urban environmental issues arise from not only a complex mix of political, social, 

and economic processes (Heynen, 2003), but natural processes as well. However, it is the 

political, social, and economic processes that tend to create and sustain inequalities that exist 

in urban landscapes (Swyngedouw and Heynen, 2003). Urban political ecology attempts to 

uncover these processes that impact cities (Keil, 2003). As urban policies are increasingly 

aimed at reshaping the urban form into one that is sustainable (Keil and Graham, 1998), 



Page | 6  

 

urban political ecology is best suited as the theoretical framework to examine neoliberal 

sustainability in cities. 

Uneven Development 

 Urbanization has long been a part of the human experience with cities as the 

ñinitiating and controlling centre of economic, political, and cultural lifeò (Wirth, 1938, 2). 

Discussions of urbanization cannot be brought forth without the concept of uneven 

development: capitalist urbanization processes produce urban landscapes that are 

characterized by unevenness (Cooke and Lewis, 2010). Uneven development is unique to 

capitalism and refers to urban development that does not occur in all spaces at the same 

speed, frequency, or with the same social impacts (Smith, 1982; Swyngedouw and Heynen, 

2003). The cause of this is capitalismôs reliance upon the accumulation of wealth through the 

rapid circulation of commodities (Heynen, Kaika, and Swyngedouw, 2006). This economic 

system is dominated by competition between various enterprises that are able to survive only 

through increasing profit-making (Smith, 1982). In fact, capitalist cities are built and rebuilt 

for progressively more rapid circulation of capital, especially so as urban space is a limited 

commodity (Cooke and Lewis, 2010; Phillips, Page, Saratsi, Tansey, and Moore, 2008). 

However, urban development is not even since capital investment in the built environment 

occurs in some spaces instead of others (areas of disinvestment) (Smith, 1982). It is also often 

aligned with certain social classes and their interests (McCarthy and Prudham, 2004; Smith, 

1984). The unevenness adheres to the ways in which capital flows: it places significance and 

investment in some spaces while devaluing and disinvesting in others. When it is profitable to 

do so, it shifts focus from developed to underdeveloped regions in a cyclical fashion in order 

to continually maximize capital accumulation. Invested capital is immobilized in completed 

developments for a specific period of time until returns and profits are achieved. Former 

spaces of new investment and spaces of disinvestment become new markets for capital. As 
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these areas are developed and await investment returns, the cycle continues (Smith, 1982). 

Thus, urban space is in a continuous state of development for capital accumulation to be, at 

the very least, constant. 

 Uneven development is exacerbated by urban goals that transform cities into 

advanced entrepreneurial spaces (Davidson and Lees, 2010). For this to occur, the urban form 

must be conducive to unobstructed flows of capital (Cooke and Lewis, 2010). Spaces of 

disinvestment are clogs in this flow. Sustainable developments, especially its inclusion of 

nature in projects, further aid in capital accumulation through creation of more aesthetically 

and economically attractive spaces (Curran and Hamilton, 2012). Such developments also 

tend to yield higher economic returns and increased property values (Heynen, 2003; 

Sandberg and Wekerle, 2010; Wolch, Byrne, and Newell, 2014). 

This is nowhere better expressed than in the research site of the West Don Lands 

neighbourhood: once a brownfield along Torontoôs Waterfront area and deemed as poor use 

of the landôs intrinsic value, it continues to be redeveloped to attract new modes of capital 

accumulation (Laidley, 2007). The siteôs sustainable development particularly intensified in 

the wake of the 2015 Pan and Parapan American Games where the City of Toronto was 

advertised to many nations in North and Latin America. Although beyond the scope of this 

research, the Games could potentially give rise to noticeable transnational capital investment. 

It also could internationally distinguish the City through its sustainable approaches to 

development of the neighbourhood.  

Neoliberal Urban Development and Sustainability 

 Thus far, political economy has only briefly been discussed. In this section, I will 

introduce the dominant theory of political economy that is relevant to my research site: 

neoliberalization. Since the 1970s, this political philosophy has deeply influenced many 

policy domains under the guise of objective goals and social and environmental goods 
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(McCarthy, 2005; McCarthy and Prudham, 2004). In short, it is described as a strategy to 

reshape economic and political governance in accordance with the self-regulating market as 

this is believed to create the most optimal social results (McCarthy, 2005); human well-being, 

regardless of socioeconomic class, can be attained by bringing all aspects of human life into 

the market (Harvey, 2005). It also entails a restructuring of the relationships between the state 

and society where the role of the government is often to design and regulate the functioning 

of institutional frameworks and withdraw from various social services (Brenner and 

Theodore, 2002; Harvey, 2005). The state is to create policies and absorb potential risks 

while the private sector is to increasingly become the primary actor in implementing policy 

goals and achieving economic benefits (Harvey, 1989). 

A Brief History of Neoliberalism 

David Harveyôs A Brief History of Neoliberalism (2005) gives a detailed account of 

this movement throughout the years. After World War Two, the governments of many 

nations were restructured in order to not only hinder geopolitical conflict that had led to war, 

but also to avoid the conditions that created the Great Depression. This restructuring required 

the state to focus on economic growth, citizen well-being, and to also have the power to 

intervene in the market where it saw fit. It created policies that increased employment 

provision and established a large number of welfare systems. This manner of state action is 

now referred to as embedded liberalism: the market is to perform under strict conditions 

given by the interventionist state. It is this restriction that neoliberalism wished to break. 

While state control over the economy led to high growth rates in many nations, it also 

reflected specific class relations where blue collar workers and left-wing politics were 

supported. During the 1960s, the system of embedded liberalism was no longer effective and 

social expenditures, unemployment rates and inflation rose. To address these issues were two 

solutions:  
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a)  Increase control of the state and market regulation, or 

b)  decrease the stateôs power and reinforce market freedoms. 

 

This second solution became dominant by the mid-1970s, and policies to accomplish this 

began to be implemented by the end of that decade. 

The beginnings of neoliberalism was first to have started in the 1940s with the Mont 

Pelerin Society ï a small group of economists, historians, and philosophers. They wished to 

not only create optimal conditions for capital accumulation, but to also restore power to those 

of great economic wealth. They were against an interventionist state as they believed the state 

could not possibly be unbiased due to its involvement with various groups, such as unions 

and environmentalists, and could not make sound economic decisions. However, it wasnôt 

until 1979 that neoliberalism became significantly visible in governance.  

In May 1979, Margaret Thatcher, the newly elected Prime Minister of the United 

Kingdom, reformed the economy and brought neoliberal political thought into governance. 

She aimed to radically change economic and social policies, remove or decrease the duties of 

the welfare state, privatize social services (such as social housing), and increase market 

freedoms. While Thatcher established these changes, across the Atlantic Ocean, Ronald 

Reagan became the President of the United States in 1980. He discouraged unions, and 

pushed for tax and budget cuts, deregulation, and increased market freedoms especially for 

wealthy corporate actors (Harvey, 2005). 

In Canada, the beginning of neoliberalism is less clear, but is believed to have begun 

in 1984 with the election of Brian Mulroney during the economic recession. One of his noted 

achievements was the Nielsen Task Force of Programme Review that determined ways in 

which governments could operate more economically and be more fiscally frugal. The 1990s 

saw strategies to reduce debt by restructuring the government, such as via cutbacks to social 

programs, deregulation of various economic sectors, and downloading of responsibilities 

from federal to provincial governments (Clark, 2002). Social housing provision, in particular, 
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was announced as no longer a federal matter in 1993, though the federal government was its 

largest source of funding. In Ontario, Premier Mike Harris, an avid supporter of a neoliberal 

think-tank, the Fraser Institute, removed provincial funds as well. This action was one of 

many to download responsibilities to municipalities, as well as to privatize various sectors. 

Competition and market freedoms were encouraged and believed to eventually solve the issue 

of affordable housing provision (Hackworth and Moriah, 2006). This is aligned with 

neoliberal theory that believes the various ills of low income groups, such as poverty, are best 

addressed through market and trade freedoms and privatization (Harvey, 2005).  

These market freedoms were believed to be a fundamental good, and significant for 

wealth generation and economic productivity. Encouraging competition and privatization was 

thought to result in increased living standards for all citizens through trickle-down benefits 

and cheaper goods and services. Social well-being was the responsibility of the individual, 

rather than a welfare state. Any failures in this regard were an error of the individual, rather 

than neoliberal processes (Harvey, 2005). 

Neoliberal Urban Sustainability 

The form of neoliberalism, roll-back neoliberalism, which started with Thatcher, 

disposed of the welfare state and social programs almost entirely. This resulted in various 

failures and recognition that the state was needed. The neoliberal movement was then revised 

in the 1990s and known as roll-out neoliberalism. It entailed a need for the state, but required 

its transformation to aid in capital accumulation, adhering to neoliberal influence and market 

trends (McCarthy, 2005). In many cases, urban governance involves both roll-back and roll-

out strategies. Some proponents, such as Keil (2009), believe that we are currently in a new 

era known as roll-with-it neoliberalism that can be often intertwined with previous 

incarnations of the movement. This is 

ñThe normalization of neoliberal practices and mindsets, the acceptance of the ócode 

of conductô of neoliberalism, a manner . . . of inciting the subjects to conduct 
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themselves after the model of the enterprise and the general norm of competitionò 

(Keil, 2009, 242). 

 

Neoliberalism is internalized: it ñbuilds more and more on the existence of already socialized 

neoliberal subjects that have internalized neoliberal governmentalitiesò (p. 242). Unlike 

Thatcherôs neoliberalism, the movement today does not have to be integrated forcefully into 

governance since neoliberal practices have become a normalized part of urban policies. 

Furthermore, the various failures due to roll-out neoliberalism have resulted in a 

reformationist movement that calls for social, political, and economic transformations. Social 

concern is of particular regard. Reformative action, Keil states, occurs in two ways that can 

also exist simultaneously in urban governance: 

a)  Roll-with-it 1: ñmore authoritarian, capital-oriented, market-serving policies 

and political constellationsò (p. 239) 

b)  Roll-with-it 2: ñmore democratic, populist, reformist, ecological optionsò (p. 

239). 

 

The study site of the West Don Lands is an example of roll-with-it 2 neoliberal governance, 

illustrated later in the thesis. 

Today, the dominance of neoliberalism in all aspects of social and economic life is 

not questioned; everything must contribute to capital accumulation, even nature (Keil, 2009). 

Urban space is ñfestivalized and spectacularizedò for increased profitability (Keil, 2009, 238). 

With cities as the dominant platform for neoliberalization, urban space has continued to be a 

canvas for capitalist growth and commodification (Keil, 2009; Schurman, 1996). Urban 

goals, like sustainability, are addressed with strategies and policies that are inherently 

embedded with neoliberal compliance (Schurman, 1996; Theodore, Peck, and Brenner, 

2011).  

In order to create optimal tools for neoliberal urban development, capitalism often 

extends to socio-natural objects that are commodified. Additionally, key environmental issues 

tend to be addressed through sustainable practices as they are believed to be a favoured 
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consumer choice and thus adhere to market logic (Kaika and Swyngedouw, 2011). 

Sustainability is viewed as the guide for the future of urbanization (Keil, 2003; Keil 2005). 

This is reflected in the large scale redevelopment of central Toronto, aided by the Toronto 

Official Plan (2010), and similar redevelopment along the Waterfront area, overseen by 

Waterfront Toronto. Taking the form of an urban policy framework, it has been deeply 

entrenched in the process of creating low ecological footprint, environmentally friendly cities 

(Braun, 2005; Kaika and Swyngedouw, 2011; Keil, 2003). This idea has heavily influenced 

sustainable policies (Kaika and Swyngedouw, 2011) and is reflected in Torontoôs policy 

documents.  

This sustainable urban development movement is one that is especially dominant in 

the Global North. It calls for changes in energy consumption patterns, the integration of green 

spaces, higher densities, green public transit, low impact building materials, democratic 

governance, and numerous other strategies. Very much the case of Toronto, the approach to 

creating sustainable cities largely involves urban planning and design (Braun, 2005). 

Strategies of sustainability also often marginalize issues of social justice and equality in 

actually existing practice (Kaika and Swyngedouw, 2011), going against various conceptions 

of sustainable development. This key point will be seen in my research site. 

Sustainable Development 

Referred to many times throughout this document, I will now present the concept of 

sustainable development. Examining the literature, there appears to be no fully agreed upon 

definition. The term has evolved through time and been interpreted in many different ways 

with multiple themes. Various authors place emphasis on different aspects of this concept 

from environmental protection, economic growth, human well-being, to maximum allowable 

consumption.  
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In 1987, the concept of sustainable development was first brought forth on a global 

platform in a report called Our Common Future, more popularly known as the Brundtland 

Report, by the United Nationôs World Commission of Environment and Development 

(WCED). It defines this term in the following manner: 

Humanity has the ability to make development sustainable to ensure that it meets the 

needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet 

their own needs (WCED, 1987, 15). 

 

It emphasizes that this can be achieved only if ñpopulation size and growth are in harmony 

with the changing productive potential of the ecosystemò (p. 15). However, it later states that 

harmony cannot be possible due to the ñexploitation of resources, the direction of 

investments, the orientation of technological development and institutional changeò (p. 15). It 

places great stress on economic growth and meeting basic human needs. Its conception of 

sustainable development is one that emphasizes the sustained increase in the level of societal 

and individual welfare, and a sustained level of the satisfaction of needs (Langhelle, 1999). 

Sustainable development is a term that is used in three primary ways. It can be used as 

a physical concept for a single resource, as a physical concept for a group of resources or an 

ecosystem, and, finally, as a socio-economic-physical concept (Langhelle, 1999). In this latter 

way, the sustainability of a physical ecosystem is not as emphasized: ñsustainable 

development requires [emphasis added] meeting the basic needs of all and extending to all 

the opportunity to satisfy their aspirations for a better lifeò (WCED, 1987, 37). A few 

examples of these basic human needs are food, clothing, employment, and housing (WCED, 

1987). It is this third way of sustainability as a socio-economic-physical concept that was 

developed and presented by the WCED in 1987 (Langhelle, 1999). 

 In 1987, the same year that the WCED had expressed their views of sustainable 

development, Goodland and Ledec (1987) presented a very similar, although slightly 

elaborated, definition: 
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Sustainable development is a pattern of social and structural economic 

transformations (i.e. development) which optimizes the economic and other societal 

benefits available in the present, without jeopardizing the likely potential for similar 

benefits in the future (p. 36). 

 

This definition appears to allude to the notion of maximum consumption (Goodland and 

Ledec, 1987). In the present day, one must engage in the most consumption that is possible 

without endangering future generations from consuming in this exact, maximum way. 

While the above conceptions of sustainable development are the most popular, what 

follows are other major understandings of the term compiled by Wheeler (2004), briefly 

presented. 

Grab-Bag Approach by the International Union for the Conservation of Nature, 1986 

Sustainable development is focused on five aspects: the integration of conservation 

and development, the satisfaction of basic human needs ï similar to Our Common Future 

(WCED, 1987) ï the achievement of equity and social justice, the provision of social self-

determination and cultural diversity, and, lastly, the maintenance of ecological integrity 

(Wheeler, 2004, 25). This strategy is essential as living resources are being continually 

destroyed and depleted. Unfortunately, to prevent this requires solutions that involve time and 

results are far from immediate, such as ñplanning, education, training, and better organization 

and researchò (IUCN, 1980, 19). 

Maintenance of Natural Capital by David Pearce, 1988 

 Sustainable development is focused on the preservation of the stock of natural capital, 

guaranteeing that it does not decrease with time. This natural stock refers to all environmental 

assets that are available (Wheeler, 2004, 24). Natural capital must be conserved as ñcritically 

important resources for which there are essentially no substitutesò (Pearce, Atkinson, and 

Mourato, 2006, 239). Thus, obtaining the goal of sustainable development is heavily 

connected to how an economy must manage and maintain its natural wealth over time. 
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Maintenance and Improvement of All Systems by Richard Norgaard, 1988 

 Sustainable development is intrinsically linked to the maintenance or enhancement of 

the ñoverall level of diversity and overall productivity of components and relations in 

systemsò (Wheeler, 2004, 25). This is certainly a large challenge to undertake. However, it 

can be effectively executed by starting at the local level and determining how the locationôs 

agricultural and industrial practices affect the local resource base and environmental system. 

An examination of a regionôs dependency upon energy and material inputs outside its local 

area, and how long these external resources will last, is also of great necessity (Norgaard, 

1994). Lastly, there also arises a need to figure out how to weigh the ñdegradation of some 

aspects of the environment against investments in beneficial environmental transformations 

and investments in new capital equipment and facilitiesò (Norgaard, 1994, 17). These are 

expected to minimize the challenge of sustainable development. 

Not Making Things Worse by William Rees, 1988 

 Change must not have a negative impact upon the ñecological, social, or political 

systems upon which society is dependentò (Wheeler, 2004, 25) in order to be considered as 

sustainable development. This understanding of sustainability also states that such 

development necessitates a deeply detailed understanding of human ecology. Unfortunately, 

in todayôs world, this is largely disregarded and neglected as ñprimary values and criteria 

determining human material relationships with the rest of reality come from ecologically 

empty modelsò (Rees, 1992, 123). Without the inclusion of this, sustainable development 

cannot be achieved. 

 The above understandings of sustainable development share common themes of 

environmental protection, economic growth, human well-being, and maximum consumption. 

They also share vagueness about what actually is sustainable development. Although the 

WCED explains that sustainability is for everyone, it does not address by whom such 
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development is carried out. This could result in a sustainability that is for select 

socioeconomic groups. The majority of these definitions are occupied by economic and 

environmental sustainability, and only to a lesser extent do they regard social sustainability. 

Additionally, when social sustainability is discussed, there are no specifications as to who 

determines human well-being and basic human needs against what criteria. These points 

should be kept in mind when examining Torontoôs sustainable policy documents and 

development projects. 

Sustainable Urban Design 

 The different conceptions of sustainable development are expressed and implemented 

in cities through urban design (Braun, 2005). The most popular of these are seen in Table 1. 

Often, these design strategies are integrated with one another in sustainable urban 

development projects.  

Design Concepts Definitions 

Compactness High density development. 

Sustainable Transport Low impact transport that uses green energy; alternative transport. 

Density Ratio of people and/or built environment to spatial area. 

Mixed Land Uses Heterogenous zoning or multiple land uses. 

Diversity 
A variety of building and housing types, architectural styles, land 

uses, cultural and economic backgrounds. 

Greening The act of bringing non-human nature into urban spaces. 

Table 1:  

Popular concepts in sustainable urban design. Compiled by Author. 

 

Compactness 

 

This simply refers to the containment of existing urban sprawl, often done to preserve 

land on the outskirts of cities. It is carried out with the process of intensification, which is the 

development of previously undeveloped urban land, as well as the redevelopment of existing 

or previously developed sites (Jabareen, 2006). 
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Sustainable Transport 

Sustainable transportation is defined as ñtransportation services that reflect the full 

social and environmental costs of their provision, that respect carrying capacity, and that 

balances the needs for mobility and safety with the needs for access, environmental quality 

and neighbourhood livabilityò (Jabareen, 2006, 40). It should limit emissions and pollution 

outputs, utilize renewable energy sources, minimize land usage, provide equal access to all 

people, and also be financially affordable (Jabareen, 2006). Additionally, sustainable 

transportation advocates alternative modes, such as biking or walking, as well as carpooling 

and public transit usage (Thorne and Filmer-Sankey, 2004). 

Density 

Density is the ñratio of people or dwelling units to land areaò (Jabareen, 2006, 41). 

Higher densities aid in not only the conservation of resources, but also relate back to the 

previous design concept by creating compactness. Additionally, increasing urban densities 

can reduce energy consumption and automobile usage, while promoting alternative methods 

of travel, such as walking or biking. With higher densities, the use of public transit also tends 

to increase (Jabareen, 2006). 

Mixed Land Uses 

Mixed land use, or heterogeneous zoning, entails compatible land uses in close 

proximity to one another, sometimes even in a single building structure. This decreases the 

distances to be travelled, as well as the likelihood of automobile usage for commuting to 

various activities (Jabareen, 2006). If such mixed land uses provide services in close 

proximity to one another, alternative methods of transportation, such as biking and walking, 

can be encouraged (Thorne and Filmer-Sankey, 2003).   
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Diversity 

Diversity is inherently linked to the previous design concept of mixed land uses; 

diversity is the achievement, the goal, of mixed land uses. It advocates a mixture of building 

and housing types, architectural styles, land uses, and rents. It allows for commercial and 

residential variety (such as residents of multiple income groups). With diversity, similar to 

the previous concept, alternative transportation can also exist. Without diversity, segregated 

landscapes along race, age, class, employment and income lines may be seen (Jabareen, 

2006). 

As one aspect of sustainable design, diversity is a partial solution to several urban 

issues. Social mixing, according to its proponent, contributes to the deconcentration of 

poverty and creates more socially sustainable spaces. Significant research on the 

deconcentration of poverty began with Wilson (1987) who proposed that disadvantaged 

groups within American inner cities lived in isolation from the middle class. Thus, Wilson 

believed, they were not exposed to the middle class conventional ways of life and behaviours 

deemed as appropriate. Other work, such as Dunn (2012), discuss the neighbourhoods in 

which these groups reside as having little or no access to good jobs, amenities, and public 

services, and are exposed to the supposed behaviours of the poor such as violence and crime, 

welfare dependency, and teenage pregnancies. He states that, through the deconcentration of 

poverty, disadvantaged groups are no longer in social and spatial isolation. Having a mix of 

income groups in urban development is thought to blur class boundaries, offer educational 

opportunities, and access to improved services. Exposure to the middle class and the resulting 

interactions are also believed to aid in improved employment opportunities, social 

networking, and upward mobility (Dunn, 2012; Khadduri and Martin, 1997; Turbov and 

Piper, 2005).  
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Creating socially sustainable, diverse urban communities may limit or entirely remove 

social isolation. However, the isolation of low income groups can still occur in social mixing. 

Buron, et al. (2002) and Allen, et al. (2005), through the use of several detailed case studies, 

suggest that socioeconomic heterogeneity in communities may not result in the building of 

positive relationships between groups. In some cases, the relationship can be one of othering 

and resentment (Sullivan and Leitz, 2008). Furthermore, residents with greater economic 

power may have their voices heard during neighbourhood political events while the issues of 

lower income groups are silenced (Graves, 2010).  

The literature on the deconcentration of poverty can hold a very top-down view that 

disparages the disadvantaged, especially seen with Wilson (1987) and Dunn (2012). While 

there are numerous issues with having such a perspective, it cannot be ignored that diversity 

does provide marginalized populations with improved access to infrastructure and various 

services because they exist for higher income groups as well. Perhaps this is a cynical view, 

but it is unlikely that such access would be provided for neighbourhoods with concentrated 

poverty. In the ideal sustainable world, equitable access would exist regardless of spatial 

location and social class. Realistically, in a sustainable world influenced by neoliberalism, an 

urban space that claims to be socially sustainable should employ, at the very least, a narrow 

understanding of diversity. This can be seen in a small affordable housing project in my 

research neighbourhood, presented in a following chapter. It should be noted that social 

housing and affordable housing are not synonymous. Canadaôs social housing programs have 

built very few new units since 1993, and the government had claimed such programs were 

unsustainable due to high costs (Moore and Skaburskis, 2004). Today, a dire need exists for 

housing for low income groups. Terminology and Canadaôs social housing policy shall be 

expanded upon in a later chapter. 
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Greening 

The last design concept, greening, views one type of socio-nature as an integral part 

of the city, and aims to bring non-human nature into the urban habitat through a diversity of 

open landscapes, such as parks, gardens, trees, shrubbery, and lawns (Cadieux and Taylor, 

2012). The provision of access to nature is important as it moderates the urban climate, 

increases the ecological diversity of the urban environment, reduces pollution, and 

contributes to cost effective sustainable drainage systems. Additionally, seen in my study site, 

it adds to the lure of urban spaces by improving their aesthetic and economic attractiveness 

(Jabareen, 2006; Perkins, Heynen, and Wilson, 2004). 

While nature provides an economic value, it also plays social, medical, and 

psychological roles (Botkin and Beveridge, 1997). It not only creates a purer, cleaner and 

healthier environment for living, but it also offers the possibility to ñtouch, smell, see, and 

hear the basic elements of nature (the sun, the wind, the grass, the trees, etc.), to walk or run 

with these elements around, and to enjoy the view of the recurring seasonal changesò 

(Bonnes, Passafaro, and Carrus, 2011, 208). As Botkin and Beveridge (1997) state, urban 

green areas meet psychological and social needs. They can benefit human health by serving 

as a refuge from the stresses and tensions of everyday life in the city, having a highly 

restorative power. These particular social and psychological effects can be achieved through 

careful design of greenery with certain types of trees and where they are planted to affect how 

users experience and consume the space (Botkin and Beveridge, 1997; Kitchen, 2013). 

Greenspace can also become a symbol of a community, creating stability and familiarity with 

a location, and contributing to local place identity (Bonnes, et al., 2011).  

Urban Nature 

As key characteristics of the research site are green roofs and a renaturalized urban 

park, a discussion on nature is warranted. During the industrial era, alongside the 
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development of cities was a view that urban spaces were unnatural and polluted. Instead, the 

countryside that lay beyond the city limits was determined as natural and pristine (Botkin and 

Beveridge, 1997; Heynen, 2014; Keil, 2005). A belief was held that cities were a purely 

social product (Braun, 2005), and underscored by a deep dualism between nature and society: 

two polar opposites (Keil, 2003; Wolch, 2007). It is perhaps due to this view that, with the 

exception of the last two decades, there has been little work done on urban natures (Keil, 

2003). A term understood in numerous ways, I will only present two conceptions of nature: 

one that is the more dominant view of nature as the non-human world that is reflected in 

much urban planning, and another as the emergent idea of socio-natures that urban political 

ecologists embrace. 

A highly contested and ideological concept (Hailwood, 2012), it is important to take 

note that understandings of nature have been produced through inherited, assimilated, and 

learned knowledge that may be filters that shape different conceptions of what is nature; it is 

a representation of nature (Castree, 2005).  

Nature as the Non-Human 

In many cultures, the most dominant conception of nature refers to the non-human 

world, the environment, the biotic and the abiotic, the animate and the inanimate (Castree, 

2005; Hailwood, 2012). Also known as first nature (Beilharz, 2003; Cronon, 1991), it is 

(problematically) everything that is not human and separated from the work of humanity ï 

nature as the given, what we begin from and have not yet done anything upon (Hailwood, 

2012). Employing this understanding, planning strategies aim to bring nature into urban 

landscapes, from zoos to city parks (Cadieux and Taylor, 2012). Nature is viewed as an 

otherness to humanity and is thought of as the material world before human transformation. 

Thus, it is understood as ceasing to be natural once it is combined with human action. Nature 

is to stand apart from culture, history, convention, and all that defines humanity (Soper, 
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1995). There arises a conflict in urban natures under this conceptualization: natures in cities 

would be discounted due to their association with intervention by humans ï who are not 

considered as part of nature in this view. Seen below, the emergent idea of socio-natures 

combats this conflict. 

Socio-Natures or Hybrids 

Rather than a process without nature, urbanization is natureôs transformation (Cronon, 

1991). Urbanization does not increasingly distance humanity from nature, but, rather, creates 

new interactions and relationships between the two (Keil, 2003). Instead of being separate 

and opposite, nature and society are interconnected and entwined (Heynen, 2014; Keil, 2003). 

The city is not a space without nature because urbanization itself is very much a socio-natural 

process: it is a metabolization of nature and society (Braun, 2005; Kaika and Swyngedouw, 

2011), a term to be elaborated upon shortly. 

This inseparable connectivity can be seen in the idea of hybrids or socio-natures: 

assemblages of nature and society (Zimmer, 2010). Cities are comprised of constantly 

evolving collections of hybrids that are impacted by both nature and society (Kaika and 

Swyngedouw, 2011; Zimmer, 2010). To better understand this, imagine a clustering of urban 

trees. Their positioning and form are often planned by the city and planted with the aid of 

human knowledge in horticulture. Through techniques in cloning and grafting, plants have 

been cultivated and selectively produced to meet the requirements of the inflexible urban 

habitat (Hough, 1995). Thus, in the processes of urbanization, first natures (nature as purely 

the non-human) are no longer seen. Instead, these socio-natures are second natures: they have 

been shaped by human action into an aestheticized cultural artefact and/or a commodity to 

play a vital role in capital accumulation (Cronon, 1991; McAfee and Shapiro, 2010; Smith, 

1984/2008). It should be kept in mind that not all urban natural landscapes are cultivated by 

humans for naturalized landscapes also exist. One example of this can be seen in urban weeds 
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in forgotten places of the city, emerging through cracks and gratings in pavement (Hough, 

1995).  

Metabolization 

Related to this concept of hybridity is that of metabolism. This is the interactions 

within these assemblages or hybrids (Heynen, Kaika, and Swyngedouw, 2006). However, for 

some scholars, metabolism is, instead, the interaction between the separated entities of nature 

and society (Zimmer, 2010). It is important to note that this metabolism is the product of 

particular human aims, owing to the human control over urban nature. Due to being a 

reflection of social systems, metabolism is not necessarily an expression of all human aims 

and relies on existing hierarchies and relations within society. Thus, while metabolism 

regards some form of partnership with both nature and society, it is primarily controlled by 

the latter ï reflective of the power relations between these two groups (Swyngedouw, 2006). 

It is within these relations that an understanding of what is nature exists, and this is 

concretized under capitalist commodification (Kaika and Swyngedouw, 2011).  

Circulation 

In relation to metabolic processes, the idea of circulation is combined to explain the 

flows of socio-natures in urbanization. The greater the speed at which circulation exists, the 

faster capital accumulation occurs. This concept can be likened to blood circulation in the 

body, or water circulation through city pipes (Cooke and Lewis, 2010; Heynen, et al., 2006).  

Context to Research 

 The primary objective of this research is to critically assess the effects of neoliberal 

governance on sustainable urban policy and development. Are neoliberalism and 

sustainability compatible concepts? Are there any compromises made to sustainable 

development in neoliberalism? To what extent is sustainability possible in the current 

neoliberal era? This chapter primarily presented the topics of urban political ecology, 
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neoliberalism, and sustainability. As urban political ecology is a critical approach to 

understanding the capitalist processes in cities, it is an effective platform upon which to 

explore neoliberal sustainability. 

The achievement of sustainable development is addressed through various strategies 

and policies that are impacted by neoliberal ideology (Schurman, 1996; Theodore, et al., 

2011). While sustainability would have been viewed as an obstacle to capital accumulation in 

previous incarnations of neoliberalism, roll-with-it neoliberalism advocates ecological 

options. Sustainability is not viewed as a hindrance to profit due to its marketability and 

consumer support (McCarthy, 2005). While the market is now much greener, this trend might 

not have been possible if it were not sufficiently profitable. 

Sustainable building and landscape design are noted characteristics of the research 

site. Its affordable housing provision is not as visible as the areaôs green roofs, renaturalized 

park, and low impact building materials. The manner of construction and nature present in the 

space defines the area, and aids in its sustainable perception. A leading environmental policy 

trend of the commodification of nature and sustainability to produce high profits demonstrate 

that urban policies themselves may be embedded with neoliberal goals of capitalist growth 

and commodification (McAfee and Shapiro, 2010). Additionally, the implementation of such 

policies by the private sector, whose primary aim is to benefit from market opportunities, 

only furthers the inscription of neoliberalism upon the urban landscape (Harvey, 1989). Thus, 

urban policy makers and private sector actors are both instruments of a profitable market that 

employs a sustainable trend. 

Using urban political ecology, power relations and equality issues involved with the 

transformation of urban environments can be examined. For whom is the nature in the 

research site produced? Who benefits from this sustainable space? The political, social, and 

economic processes involved in sustainable landscapes tend to create and sustain urban 
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inequalities. Urban political ecology attempts to uncover these processes, and, thus, aid in 

determining the extent of sustainability. As urban policies are increasingly aimed at reshaping 

the urban form into one that is socially and environmentally sustainable (Keil and Graham, 

1998), urban political ecology is best suited as the theoretical framework to examine 

neoliberal sustainability in cities.  
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- CHAPTER THREE  - 

THE CITY AND SUSTAINABILITY  

 

An Introduction to the City of Toronto  

 The two research sites, located near Torontoôs Waterfront in the West Don Lands, are 

ideal locations to study the reshaping of urban space through pre-industrial, industrial, and 

post-industrial time. What follows is a very brief introduction of the City of Toronto to the 

present day. 

 When the first Europeans arrived in what is known today as Toronto in the 17
th
 

century, a war was occurring between two indigenous groups, the Hurons and Iroquois. With 

the Hurons defeated and dispersed, the Iroquois settled in and around the Toronto area in the 

1660s. One of the Iroquois confederacyôs five nations, Seneca, largely dominated the region 

for the next two decades. During this period of settlement, the term ñTorontoò began 

appearing on various French maps, first designated to the current Lake Simcoe (Image 1), 

before finally being moved to a larger area that includes present-day Toronto.  

 
Image 1: 

ñTorontoò was initially designated as present-day Lake Simcoe, 1688 (City of Toronto, 

2015a). 
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From the 1690s to the end of the 18
th
 century, the Mississaugas of the Anishinaabe peoples 

supplanted the Senecas either due to war or negotiations between the two. The Mississaugas, 

who frequently traded fur for European goods with British settlers, were approached by the 

French who wished to create an alliance. During territorial conflicts between the French and 

British Empires throughout the 1700s, what is known as present-day Toronto had initially 

fallen under French rule and operated as a small fur post known as Fort Rouillé in 1750 (see 

Image 2).  

 
Image 2: 

Fort Rouillé, just steps away from present-day Exhibition Place in Toronto, and surrounding 

region, 1750 (City of Toronto, 2015a). 

 

However, after a few years, it was lost to British forces. The Mississaugas, who had 

previously aligned with the French and fought against British forces, entered a new alliance 

with the British (City of Toronto, 2015a).  
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While the area had been populated since the last ice age, it was not until 1793 that an 

urban community arose, known as the Town of York (City of Toronto, 2015b). This was 

marked by the construction of the nearby Fort York, along Lake Ontario, in order to defend 

the Toronto Harbour from French forces (see Image 3).  

 
Image 3: 

The Town of York and Fort York as situated along the Toronto Harbour, 1793 (City of 

Toronto, 2015b). 

 

After the War of 1812 came to a conclusion in 1815, Toronto saw much change and became a 

key administrative and commercial centre. While in 1815, the population was a meagre 720, 

by 1851, it rose to 30,775. This boom is mirrored in the urban form, as seen in the growth 

between 1818 in Image 4 and 1851 in Image 5. During this time, in 1834, the area became 

known as the City of Toronto (City of Toronto, 2015b). 
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In the October of 1851, railway construction began. As seen in Image 6, this linked Toronto 

to many key locations in southern Ontario, as well as Quebec, Atlantic Canada and the 

United States.  

 
Image 6: 

Key railway connections through Toronto, 1867 (City of Toronto, 2015c). 

 

Becoming a major railway hub, the city attracted much industrialization by the 1860s, and 

new factories rose along rail lines near the Toronto Waterfront, seen in Image 7.  
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Image 7: 

Industrial buildings (left) constructed along the Grand Trunk Railway (centre) by the 

Waterfront (far right), 1894 (City of Toronto, 2015c). 

 

The polluted and industrialized Waterfront was so vital to the economy that its shoreline was 

extended hundreds of metres through infilling (Image 8).  
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Image 8: 

The extension of the Waterfront throughout the years, 1834 to 1974 (Flack, 2011a). 

 

Due to the areaôs industrial concentration, it was widely believed that the Waterfront was an 

unattractive place to reside. Thus, while affluent residential districts appeared further north in 

Toronto, the often immigrant working class lived amidst the industrial inner-city near the 

Waterfront (City of Toronto, 2015d).  

Due to economic success, the city grew past its original 1834 boundaries, steadily 

adding surrounding districts (City of Toronto, 2015d). See Image 9.  
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Image 9: 

The expansion of Toronto, 1834 to 1914 (City of Toronto, 2015c). 

 

Between 1871 and 1901, the city saw extensive economic and population growth, rising from 

86,000 to 234,000 (Desfor and Vesalon, 2008). By 1901, financial services became an 

important sector, and their related companies managed economic growth from primary 

industries, such as lumber, agriculture, and mining. Retail and, especially, manufacturing 

expanded greatly, with the latter becoming the largest employment sector with 65,000 

workers in 1911 ï vastly ahead of the 40,000 people in the financial sector (City of Toronto, 

2015d). Additionally, small scale businesses were subsumed or replaced by large factories.  

To aid this growth, the Toronto Harbour Commission was created in 1911 by the 

federal government. After long decades of largely unplanned development, in 1912, the 

Toronto Harbour Commission created a ñrevitalized plan for the harbourò (City of Toronto, 

2015d). With available sites of industry declining within the city, factories began extending 
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along the rail lines into the surrounding suburbs. This allowed for many of the working class 

to settle in such industrial suburbs and not be limited to residing within the inner city 

(Caulfield, 2010). By 1921, Torontoôs population had risen to 522,000 (City of Toronto, 

2015d).  

With the 1940s came an ever-increasing importance of the financial sector in Toronto, 

and, by 1965, the city became home to numerous national headquarters for companies. By the 

late 1900s, the manufacturing industry persisted in Toronto, though it greatly declined in 

importance and scale, particularly in comparison to the financial and service sectors (City of 

Toronto, 2015e). Much manufacturing relocated outside of the city and into suburban sites. 

Deindustrialization, the decline of manufacturing in urban economies, was occurring in 

Toronto (Caulfield, 2010), aided by the North American Free Trade Agreement in 1993. This 

allowed for a large portion of manufacturing to relocate to international sites (City of 

Toronto, 2015e). This was also aided by new production techniques where goods were 

manufactured on demand. It brought forth the fragmentation of production which allowed for 

the scattering of the production of parts for a single product to numerous locations. 

Technological advances assisted in the managing of these separated nodes of production 

(Kintel and Maloca, 2009). The employment sector saw and still continues to see a noticeable 

shift away from industrial and clerical jobs, and toward occupations in management, 

administration, finance, tourism, sciences, arts, information technology, culture, recreation, 

sales, and the service industry. 

These economic shifts were especially apparent along Torontoôs Waterfront. The 

decline in importance of manufacturing allowed for much of the land along the Waterfront to 

be redeveloped. In 1972, Harbourfront was created by the federal government with the intent 

of redeveloping industrial land into cultural and residential spaces. The redevelopment held 

some controversy as it was ñlittle more than a long row of uninspired condominiumsò (City 
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of Toronto, 2015e). Such spaces, after being revitalized, were often marketed to the middle 

class as symbols of the cosmopolitan and entrepreneurial renaissance of the city (Kern, 

2010).  

The City of Toronto Today 

 
Image 10: 

The City of Toronto and Lake Ontario, 2015 (Google Maps, 2016). 

 

Located on the northern shore of Lake Ontario (Image 10), Toronto is the largest of 

Canadaôs urban regions as of 2016. Its census metropolitan area houses over 6 million 

residents (Statistics Canada, 2016). The city serves as an important financial, transportation, 

and cultural hub for not only Ontario, but also for Canada, with its multitude of highway 

systems, the busiest airport in the nation, cultural landmarks, and private transnational 

companies (Brenner and Keil, 2006). The latter, in particular, play a vital role in the cityôs 

journey in being a globally competitive city due to its continual search of new markets and 

profitable ventures. These are aided, in part, by urban governance that has moved away from 

managerialism and toward entrepreneurialism, and neoliberal urban policies that embrace 
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environmental concerns (Desfor and Keil, 2004). In the move to post-industrialism, urban 

policies adapt past sites of industrial capitalism to conform to the current form of green 

capitalism that addresses environmental issues (Curran and Hamilton, 2012), such as the case 

of the Waterfront area. 

As deindustrialization took place, the cityôs Waterfront became available for new 

modes of capital accumulation (Greenberg, 1996). No longer was the Waterfront a key site 

for the manufacturing industry. In 1992, the Waterfrontôs planning focused heavily on 

environmental issues, and, in 1999, all three levels of government (federal, provincial, and 

municipal) promised to invest a combined $1.5 billion in the cityôs Waterfront in order to 

attract private investment and make a mark on the global economy. From 1999 to 2001, as 

Toronto was bidding for the 2008 Summer Olympics, government interest in the Waterfront 

heightened. This bid included a proposal for an Olympic Village situated on the east side of 

the Waterfront area. It also included a large scale redevelopment proposal (Filion and 

Sanderson, 2011). The bid was hoped to be key in showcasing the city on the global stage. 

Around this time, the cityôs policy documents compared Toronto to other globally significant 

cities, such as New York and London, noted their Waterfront development techniques, and 

used them as examples for Torontoôs own Waterfront. Despite efforts, in 2001, Toronto lost 

the bid to Beijing, China.  

During the same year, the Toronto Waterfront Revitalization Corporation (TWRC) 

was created by the three levels of government (municipal, provincial, and federal) with a 

mandate to oversee the development of the Waterfront area and renewal strategies, and to 

overcome intergovernmental and inter-agency conflict. While the Toronto Official Plan, the 

chief land use planning policy document of the city, sets the vision for Toronto, the TWRC is 

responsible for Waterfront development that also does not compromise the Official Plan. 

According to the 2002 Toronto Waterfront Revitalization Corporation Act, the TWRC ñshall 
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have regard to the Official Plan of the City of Toronto in carrying out its objectsò (TWRC 

Act, 2002, c.28, s.3(3)). The Toronto Official Plan shall be presented in the next section. The 

Act also states that the TWRC ñdoes not have the capacity to act as an agent of the City of 

Toronto unless city council gives express written authorization to the corporation to do soò 

(TWRC Act, 2002, 2005, c.31, sched.23, s.1). The Act outlines the goals of the TWRC as 

well, seen below: 

a) To implement a plan that enhances the economic, social and cultural value of 

the land in the designated Waterfront area and creates an accessible and active 

Waterfront for living, working and recreation, and to do so in a fiscally and 

environmentally responsible manner; 

b) to ensure that ongoing development in the designated Waterfront area can 

continue in a financially self-sustaining manner; 

c) to promote and encourage the involvement of the private sector in the 

development of the designated Waterfront area; 

d) to encourage public input into the development of the designated Waterfront 

area; and 

e) to engage in such other activities as may be prescribed by regulation (TWRC 

Act, 2002, c.28, s.3(1)). 

 

As the Waterfront was seen as a symbol, a representation of Toronto, the TWRCôs 

focus lay in reaping economic rewards while addressing environmental issues (TWRC, 

2012). Its mandate spans 25 years, aiming to transform the 809 hectare (2,000 acre) 

brownfield into sustainable spaces. However, after the Olympic bid had failed, of the 

promised $1.5 billion, only $35 million was given to the TWRC. While this was problematic, 

all three levels of government created various environmental initiatives and their own 

redevelopment projects for the Waterfront (Filion and Sanderson, 2011). These strategies 

created public infrastructure, office buildings, a college campus, greenspace in the form of 

parks, and the West Don Lands neighbourhood. The $1.5 billion promised was finally given 

to the TWRC (now known as Waterfront Toronto) (Horak, 2013). Perhaps this was done in 

anticipation for another bid to host an international sporting event: in 2009, Toronto won a 

bid to host the 2015 Pan and Parapan American Games (PPAG). Like the planned Olympic 
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Village for the failed 2008 Summer Olympics bid, the PPAGôs Athletesô Village was planned 

for the east side of the Waterfront area. 

Sustainability in Toronto  

 As seen in planning policies and development guidelines, urban planning and 

sustainability are increasingly entwined. Additionally, this integration of sustainability into 

urban processes cannot be divorced from neoliberal influence where private sector interests 

are taken into account during development: sustainable development is often aligned with 

market-oriented practices (Bunce, 2009; Harvey, 1989; Peck and Tickell, 2002; Theodore, et 

al., 2011). 

 Many of Torontoôs policies emphasize the need for sustainable development 

approaches that adhere to positive social and economic growth, as well as environmental 

protection. In fact, according to Waterfront Toronto, sustainability is the ñnew imperative for 

cities in the 21
st
 century and the Toronto Waterfront will be distinguished by its leadership on 

sustainabilityò (TWRC, 2005a, 1.1). The cityôs stance on sustainability can be seen below:  

The vision and goal statements in Councilôs Strategic Plan are the broadest expression 

of the type of city we envision for the future. The Strategic Plan embraces 

sustainability as a central concept. Sustainability is based on social equity and 

inclusion, environmental protection, good governance and city-building . . . 

Sustainability means focusing on long term horizons (such as 30 years ahead) instead 

of the next fiscal year, or the next term of Council (Toronto Official Plan, 2010, 1.2). 

 

The Toronto Official Plan (2010), the key policy instrument of the city, outlines what this 

entails: 

a) Making sustainable urban growth choices with regard to compact centres; 

b) improving the transportation infrastructure to having sustainable options;  

c) making public transit universally accessible for all people; 

d) incorporating sustainable building design and construction practices; 

e) implementing sustainable energy strategies such as by reducing automobile 

dependency; 

f) creating pedestrian- and bicycle-friendly environments; 

g) creating programs for reducing waste and conserving water; 

h) investing in sustainable technologies for stormwater management;  

i) encouraging the provision of varying housing types with regard to form, 

tenure, and affordability; 
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j) increasing mixed use environments; 

k) making housing choices available for all people in communities at all stages of 

their lives; 

l) offering a variety of well-paid, stable, safe, and fulfilling employment 

opportunities to people with a range of education and abilities; 

m) supporting people with special needs to live in communities; 

n) measuring well-being by how well the most disadvantaged groups are 

provided for; 

o) no person paying more than they can afford for shelter; 

p) offering educational opportunities for people of all means and abilities; 

q) supporting communities through equitable access to opportunities, resources, 

and services; 

r) ensuring that beautiful, comfortable, safe, and accessible public buildings, 

parks, and open spaces, and other leisure and recreational opportunities are a 

shared and equitable asset as it is a key city-building principle; 

s) improving the cityôs economic position; and 

t) protecting, enhancing, and restoring the natural ecosystems such as sustaining 

the urban forest canopy with tree planting and preservation. 

 

While the above list is all-encompassing, sustainability appears to entail a narrow 

understanding in the urban context. It is often limited to waterfront cafes, park space such as 

Corktown Common, and expensive LEED certified buildings, as with the River City 

Condominiums. By creating higher land values, and thus becoming economically and 

socially inaccessible to low income groups, this questions the place of marginalized 

populations in the sustainable city. While many understandings of sustainability entail social 

justice, its execution is more often concerned with environmental issues (Curran and 

Hamilton, 2012; Davidson and Lees, 2010; Rerat, Soderstrom, and Piguet, 2010). This is 

likely due to the history of the Waterfront as a highly contaminated industrial space, thus 

requiring costly environmental remediation. Therefore, addressing social sustainability 

issues, such as providing social housing for instance, is not as profitable due to low economic 

benefits. The high redevelopment costs could be the cause of limited social sustainability on 

the Waterfront. Perhaps, even if costs were low, Waterfront real estate values would be high 

due to proximity to a natural feature (the lake), the new urban landscape of parks and 

sustainable neighbourhoods created, and the higher economic returns that nature yields. Seen 

below, the West Don Lands is exemplary of this. 
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CHAPTER FOUR:  

THE WEST DON LANDS 

 

The two primary research sites of Corktown Common and River City, as well as the 

secondary research site of 589 King Street East, are situated in the West Don Lands (Image 

11), a district whose development is overseen by Waterfront Toronto, the steward of 

Waterfront revitalization created by the three levels of government, mentioned previously. 

 
Image 11:  

West Don Lands, as situated in the City of Toronto (Google Maps, 2015). 

 

Present-day West Don Lands had been designated as ñThe Parkò in old maps (Image 12), and 

were part of the crown reserve given at the Town of Yorkôs establishment in 1793. It should 

be noted that, when examining old maps, adjacent to the West Don Lands, the once 

meandering Don River had been straightened and its path altered many times since the 1880s 

(Bonnell, 2010). 
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The first development projects in the area were the construction of two parliament buildings 

in 1793 and 1814 at the intersection of Front and Parliament Streets. In 1837, significant 

industrial activity began with the arrival of the Gooderham and Worts Distillery (Image 13). 

 
Image 13:  

Gooderham and Worts Distillery, 1896 (Flack, 2011b). 

 

 Being a large employer, this attracted worker housing and other businesses as well. By the 

mid-1800s, the region was developed for mixed residential and industrial purposes. The age 

of railways came in the 1850s and intensified industrial activity in the area. Image 14 

demonstrates breweries and distilleries, as well as oil, gas, and animal processing centres in 

the West Don Lands by 1935.  
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Image 14: 

Industry in the West Don Lands, 1935 (Bonnell and Fortin, 2014). 

 

Eventually, as the city continued to grow and deindustrialization began, much industry 

relocated from the area and into suburban sites (MMM Group, 2010; TWRC, 2005a). After 

this, the regionôs history mirrored that of Torontoôs, as introduced in the previous chapter. 

Between 1999 and 2001, the West Don Lands area became the site of a proposed Olympic 

Village for the 2008 Summer Olympics. Although Toronto lost the bid to host this sporting 

event, it did succeed at another. Seen in Image 15, the West Don Lands had become a 

temporary home for athletes and officials (in its Athletesô Village) during the 2015 Pan Am 

and Parapan American Games in Toronto. The largest multi-sport event that has ever taken 

place in Canada according to its organizers, it was thought to be an optimal source of revenue 

and global exposure for the city (PanAm 2015, 2014; Urban Toronto, 2014a).  
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Image 15:  

The West Don Lands as a home for the 2015 Pan Am and Parapan American Games athletes, 

with nearby Underpass Park, River City, and TCHC building at 589 King Street East as 

reference points (Waterfront Toronto, 2014a). 

 

The West Don Lands is a 32 hectare (80 acre) neighbourhood along the Waterfront 

area, situated approximately 2 km east of Torontoôs central business district, east of 

Parliament Street, west of the Don River, south of King Street, and north of the Gardiner 

Expressway (Image 16).  
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Image 16: 

West Don Lands, as situated in the City of Toronto (TWRC, 2005b, 10). 

 

It is being planned as a LEED Gold community that is expected to house 6,000 residential 

units (of which 1,200 are affordable rental units, and 300 are low-end-of-market units) (see 

Image 17), an unspecified number of retail stores and offices, an elementary school, two child 

care centres (Image 18), a community centre (Image 19), and extensive (almost 23 acres or 

9.3 hectares) parkland and green, public spaces (Urban Capital, 2014; Waterfront Toronto, 

2015) (Image 20). It is also expected to accommodate up to 4,000 jobs that can be accessible 

by the existing and revised public transit (Image 21), as well as routes for alternative 

transportation (Image 22).  
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Image 17: 

Planned residential units in the West Don Lands (TWRC, 2005b, 31). 

 

 
Image 18: 

An elementary school and two child care centres in the West Don Lands (TWRC, 2005b, 33). 
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Image 19: 

A YMCA in the West Don Lands (Taken by author, 2015). 
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Image 21: 

Current and future public transit lines in the West Don Lands (TWRC, 2005b, 24). 

 

 
Image 22: 

Bicycle- and pedestrian-friendly routes in the West Don Lands (TWRC, 2005b, 25). 
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The key goal of the West Don Lands is to create a mixed urban community of people of 

various ages, backgrounds, and social and economic statuses. The Affordable Housing 

chapter of its Precinct Plan indicates many different housing types and tenures, including a 

few affordable ownership and affordable rent options (as Image 17 demonstrated). In fact, it 

states that: 

Subject to program funding, 20% of all units in each Precinct of the Waterfront will 

be affordable rental housing. In the West Don Lands this will result in the creation of 

approximately 1,200 affordable rental housing units. A further 5% of all units in each 

Precinct will be low-end-of-market housing . . . In addition, the TWRC will explore 

mechanisms to provide additional affordable ownership housing (TWRC, 2005b, 31).   

 

While the Toronto Official Plan (2010) provides definitions of affordable rental housing and 

social housing (seen in a later chapter), this document does not explain what is low-end-of-

market (LEM) housing. The Co-Operative Housing Federation of Canada (who, jointly with 

the Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation or CMHC, developed a federal co-operative 

housing program) does provide a helpful, if not very detailed, definition of LEM housing: 

Rent at the lower end of the range of rents that private landlords are charging for 

similar housing in the same area (CHFC, 2016). 

 

The Central Waterfront Secondary Plan by the Waterfront Secretariat (n.d.) does, however, 

offer a definition: 

The term low-end-of-market housing means small private ownership housing units 

suitable for households of various sizes and composition, the price of which would 

not be monitored or controlled, but which, by virtue of their modest size relative to 

other market housing units, would be priced for households up to the 60
th
 percentile of 

the income distribution for all households in the Toronto CMA, where total annual 

housing costs do not exceed 30 per cent of gross annual household income 

(Waterfront Secretariat, n.d., 24). 

 

The secondary research site is a small Toronto Community Housing Corporation (TCHC) 

building complex in the West Don Lands with 243 affordable rental units (TCHC, 2015). As 

this site regards affordable housing, exploring LEM housing is beyond the scope of this 

research. The TCHC complex will be expanded upon in Chapter Seven: Results and 

Analysis. Interestingly, the West Don Lands Precinct Plan, prepared by the TWRC, only 
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mentions The Ataratiri Plan in brief passing twice throughout its document in relation to 

parks and street patterns. It does not explain what it is, other than being ñthe first 

comprehensive effort to redevelop the entire areaò (TWRC, 2005b, 14). Ataratiri was an 

ambitious West Don Lands redevelopment project that emphasized social housing in 1988. 

This will also be introduced in the Results and Analysis chapter. 

As a former brownfield site, the area contained much environmental pollution and had 

great flooding vulnerability. However, the West Don Lands Precinct Plan emphasizes that it 

strives to achieve what other successful cities have accomplished: the built and natural urban 

environments being seamlessly integrated with one another. Additionally, it states: 

Redevelopment of the West Don Lands presents an opportunity to design the 

connection between Downtown Toronto and the Don River Valley corridor, the Cityôs 

strongest link to Lake Ontario. The Precinct Plan proposes an understanding of the 

spirit and identity of natural systems so that they can be embodied and responded to 

by the built form surrounding them (TWRC, 2005b, 5). 

 

Furthermore, by redeveloping the area, this will ñnot only define the West Don Lands, but 

will also provide a visual link back into the Downtown itselfò and ñgive identity to a newly-

revitalized, unique Downtown neighbourhood, as well as the centre of Toronto itselfò 

(TWRC, 2005b, 5). Due to these reasons, despite the landôs pollution, flooding vulnerability, 

and remediation costs, redevelopment was carried out. Its polluted soil was capped, moisture 

was removed from loose wet organic fill, and more than 365,760 meters (or 400,000 yards) of 

clean fill was placed on top. As some areas are flood prone, a few places were raised by 3.6 

metres (12 feet), while others up to 9 meters (30 feet) (GB&D, 2015). 

The West Don Lands still continue to be transformed into a space of optimal 

conditions for capital circulation, as well as a liveable urban neighbourhood. Development in 

the area is led by Waterfront Torontoôs sustainability goals (which reflect the Toronto 

Official Planôs objectives) and implemented by private sector developers through high 

density and mixed use residential and commercial districts (Bunce, 2009). Waterfront 
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Toronto defines sustainable development as development and strategies that ñresult in the 

overall environmental enhancement, economic benefit, and social/cultural gainò (Waterfront 

Toronto, 2009, 10). It is interesting to note that social and cultural gain is placed last in the 

quote. It aims to achieve this in the following ways: 

a) Energy: reduce levels of energy consumption and make greater use of low-

impact renewable energy sources to meet energy demands; 

b) Land use: support sustainable community development through land use 

planning; 

c) Transportation: make alternative transportation options such as walking, 

cycling and public transit the natural choice for residents and visitors to the 

Waterfront; 

d) Sustainable buildings: use architectural building systems that reduce negative 

environmental impacts and provide high indoor air quality and exceptional 

comfort; 

e) Air quality: minimize pollutant emissions on the Toronto Waterfront to help 

improve air quality in the city and throughout the region; 

f) Human communities: plan for vibrant, welcoming, healthy and inclusive 

Waterfront communities;  

g) Cultural resources: plan for a high level of cultural vibrancy and creativity; 

h) Natural heritage: enhance the environmental integrity of the Toronto 

Waterfront; 

i) Water: improve water quality along the Toronto Waterfront and reduce 

consumption of fresh water; 

j) Materials and waste: reduce waste production over current levels and 

minimize the use of resources for the production of buildings and other 

materials; and 

k) Innovation: encourage innovation as a means to make the Toronto Waterfront 

the foremost example of sustainability and a centre for creativity and 

knowledge (Waterfront Toronto, 2009, 5). 

 

While the private, not public, sector is the primary actor in implementing policy goals 

and achieving economic benefits in neoliberal urban development (Harvey, 1989; Peck and 

Tickell, 2002; Theodore, et al., 2011), there are various efforts to ensure Waterfront 

Torontoôs sustainable interests are met. One example is that all buildings must adhere to 

Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED) Gold standards (TWRC, 2005a). A 

green design guideline was even created for developers to aid in their construction of 

sustainable buildings that are ñeconomically viable in the marketò as such manner of 

construction carries a ñmarket edgeò (Bunce, 2009, 662) ï a clear example that sustainable 
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development policies themselves are embedded with profitability goals. Another example of 

sustainability is that of the environmental assessment of the West Don Lands that takes 

inventory of the natural and socio-economic environments, explores water systems, sanitary 

servicing, transportation alternatives, environmental effects and ways to mitigate them, and 

public consultation (TWRC, 2005b).  

Examining these sustainability goals, it is clear that Waterfront Torontoôs emphasis 

lies heavily in environmental, rather than social, sustainability. These goals sharply differ 

from the strong social justice emphasis found in the Toronto Official Plan. While the Toronto 

Official Plan has a greater emphasis on social justice, this is not well reflected in the urban 

landscape. Although there exists a high demand for social housing in Toronto due to a low 

supply of new social housing projects, Waterfront Toronto policies demonstrate social 

sustainability as a secondary concern. This is evident in projects on the Waterfront. A history 

of the cityôs social housing policies will be discussed in Chapter Seven: Results and Analysis. 

Two Study Sites in the West Don Lands 

While Waterfront Toronto gave much of the West Don Landôs development to the 

private sector, such as that of the River City condominiums, Corktown Common Park was 

developed by Waterfront Toronto and designed by two private third parties. What follows is 

an introduction to the two primary research sites. The secondary research site of the 

affordable housing TCHC building complex is not presented in this section. It will be seen in 

the Results and Analysis chapter as this site is introduced to underscore Waterfront Torontoôs 

lack of addressing social sustainability issues. 

Corktown Common Park 

Located at Bayview Avenue and Lower River Street, Corktown Common (formerly 

known as Don River Park) lies in a formerly industrial site within the West Don Lands. At 
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the primary entrance into the park lies a sign demonstrating its aim to attract local visitors 

through its promotion of sustainability (Image 23). 

 
Image 23: 

The entry sign to the park places emphasis on its sustainable principles (Taken by author, 

2015). 

 

The Toronto Official Plan (2010) emphasizes the redevelopment of former industrial 

sites as key to city-building, and this location exemplifies this as an abandoned post-industrial 

site transformed into a renaturalized public park. Its 7.3 hectares are aimed to serve as the 

park of the local community that comprises of several neighbourhoods (River Square, Don 

River Park, Mill Street, and Front Street) (see Image 24), as well as having served as a park 

for the temporary Athletesô Village community that was seen in Image 15.  
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Image 24:  

Local neighbourhoods around Corktown Common (TWRC, 2005b, 7). 

 

Image 25 demonstrates design plans for the park. It features a playground (Image 26), hills, 

woodlands (Image 27), a marsh (Image 28), pathways through greenery (Image 29), a splash 

pad (Image 30), barbeque, an outdoor oven, plentiful benches (Image 31), bicycle racks 

(Image 32), and washrooms (Image 33).  
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Image 25: 

Corktown Common recreational features (TWRC, 2005b). 
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Image 26: 

Corktown Commonôs very spacious childrenôs playground in the summer (Taken by author, 

2014). 

 

 
Image 27: 

Corktown Commonôs plentiful woodlands (Taken by author, 2014). 
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Image 28: 

The parkôs fertile marsh, summertime (Taken by author, 2014). 

 

 
Image 29: 

A quiet pathway through greenery on a clear summer day (Taken by author, 2014). 

 



Page | 60  

 

 

 
Image 30: 

Corktown Commonôs actively used splash pad on a clear summer day (Taken by author, 

2014). 

 

 
Image 31: 

Benches along pathways in Corktown Common, providing comfortable places to sit and 

enjoy the scenery during quiet walks (Taken by author, 2014). 
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Image 32: 

One of many bicycle racks in the park, promoting alternative transport among park users 

(Taken by author, 2014). 

 

 
Image 33: 

Convenient and clean public washrooms available at Corktown Common (Taken by author, 

2015). 
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These features and its view of the Toronto skyline and the Don River, are hoped to create, in 

the park user, ña sense of connection to the wider landscape and the city beyond the parkôs 

bordersò (Waterfront Toronto, 2014b, 1). Of its $26,589,352 budget for the park and pavilion 

(Image 34), $18,004,326 was given by the federal government and $8,585,026 by the 

provincial government (Waterfront Toronto, 2014, 2). Along with meetings with various 

stakeholder groups, there were also numerous public meetings held regarding Corktown 

Common (Waterfront Toronto, 2014b).  

Image 34: 

Corktown Commonôs pavilion by Maryann Thompson Architects (Taken by author, 2014). 

 

The lead designer of the park was Michael Van Valkenburgh Associates Inc., an American 

firm well-known for their ecological approach to urbanism. Undertaking projects across the 

globe, the firm has won several awards for their innovative designs, including the design of 

the Lower Don Lands nearby and Lawren Harris Square (Michael Van Valkenburgh 
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Associates Inc, 2014). The parkôs pavilion architect was Maryann Thompson Architects, an 

American sustainable architecture firm with LEED certified professionals (GB&D, 2015; 

Urban Toronto, 2014b; Waterfront Toronto, 2014b). 

According to Waterfront Toronto (2014), the parkôs design is inspired by the Don 

River nearby, the regionôs ecological history, and its proximity to the downtown core. Its 

design also adheres to various contours and elevations designated by the areaôs Flood 

Protection Landform environmental regulations. In addition to woodland plantings (that are 

nearly all native to Toronto), 1.3 hectares of the park toward the Don River is designed as an 

urban prairie to further aid during flood conditions. The prairie contains an upland and low 

land wet meadow for ecological diversity purposes. This wet meadow is an integral part of 

the parkôs stormwater management system that provides for the parkôs irrigation. The 3.6 

hectare area west side of the park, away from the Don River and toward the city, is a 

collection of open lawns for people to partake in various recreation, such as sports, bird 

watching, picnicking, winter tobogganing, and to enjoy nature. It also houses a splash pad 

and playground for children of all ages. 100% of the water from this and the stormwater 

collection system is reclaimed for the irrigation system and for the marsh. Thus, it is a closed 

loop (Waterfront Toronto, 2012). The ultimate goal of Corktown Common is to allow people 

to feel connected to the native ecology of the region while in an urban space (Urban Toronto, 

2014b; Waterfront Toronto, 2014b). The areas surrounding the park have been, and still are, 

undergoing intense residential (re)development, such as that of the River City condominiums 

seen below. 

River City Condominiums 

River City (Image 35), the first private sector development to be delivered in the West 

Don Lands, is a four phase, LEED Gold, mixed use development that spans north to south 
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from King Street East to Don River Park, and west to east from Lower River Street to 

Bayview Avenue.  

 
Image 35:  

River City Condominiums as situated in the West Don Lands, with the park, Athletesô Village, 

and Distillery District as reference points (River City, 2014). 

 

Development is led by Toronto-based Urban Capital Development Group, and designed by 

Montreal firm, Saucier + Perrotte Architects, and Toronto designers, ZAS Architects, with 

the intent of being a sustainable architecture icon. Images 36a and 36b, taken from their 

marketing material, demonstrate the projectôs innovative green design. When fully 

completed, it will house over 1,100 residential units, including ground level retail stores and 

townhouses (Urban Capital, n.d.). Images 37a and 37b are field photographs of Phase 1, 38a 

and 38b are of Phase 2, and 39a and 39b are of the proposed Phase 3 site.  
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Image 36a: 

River Cityôs unique green design (River City, 2014). 
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Image 36b: 

A closer look at River Cityôs unique green design (River City, 2014). 


