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As one of the 'last great waterfronts' to embrace what has become a near-ubiquitous post-ford
ist development model, the formerly industrial lands of Toronto's Central Waterfront are cur
rently being reshaped to provide the kinds of spaces and places that facilitate new modes of
capital accumulation. In order to understand how Toronto's waterfront has come to be mobi
lized to accommodate the imperatives of 21st-century global economic and spatial restructur
ing, this paper explores the area's recent planning history, reviewing the policies and politics of
waterfront planning activities undertaken over the past twenty years. A new and novel 'eco
system approach' to waterfront planning was adopted in Toronto in this period that allowed its
proponents to resolve historical problems that had formerly impeded new forms of waterfront
development. This paper demonstrates that, in so doing, the ecosystem approach - and its use
by a succession of influential waterfront planning bodies and processes - set the stage for the
Central Waterfront to become a key site for the elite pursuit of world city status in Toronto.
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Introduction: waterfront planning in Toronto:
contradictions and connections
This paper examines the politics of planning for
development on Toronto's Central Waterfront over
a period of approximately 15 years. Between the late
1980s and the early 2000s, the focus of waterfront
planning activity and the rationale for its develop
ment underwent a significant shift, from the 'ecosys
tem approach' recommended by the Royal
Commission on the Future of Toronto's Waterfront
to a 'global imperative' approach currently being
pursued by the Toronto Waterfront Revitalization
Corporation. While on the surface these two ap
proaches to waterfront development seem incongru
ous, the analysis presented in this paper
demonstrates their deep political and economic con-

nections in the period of transition from an indus
trial to a post-industrial waterfront.

In 1992, the Royal Commission on the Future of
Toronto's Waterfront released its final report,
entitled Regeneration, which introduced what was
heralded as a new era of progressive, holistic, envi
ronmentally-based planning for Toronto's waterfront
and the ecosystem of which it is a part. The 'ecosystem
approach', as it was called, promised to bring together
in one development model "the long-term promise of
a healthy environment, economic recovery and sus
tainability, and maintaining a livable community"
(Royal Commission on the Future of the Toronto
Waterfront, 1992, pp. 16-17). Ecosystem planning, it
was said, produces "more effective and creative solu
tions" than traditional planning due to its concentra
tion on understanding the interactions in ecosystems,
its long-term view of change, its focus on diversity,
heritage, environmental capacity, flexibility, and
its inclusionary mode of decision-making (Royal
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Commission on the Future of the Toronto Water
front, 1992, pp. 77-81). Founded on the notion that
"everything is connected to everything else" (Royal
Commission on the Future of the Toronto Water
front, 1990, p. 17), the ecosystem approach recognised
connections between human activity and the natural
world and the various impacts of environmental
health and degradation on economic and social activ
ity. Only through a reconfiguration of waterfront
planning and development from within the intersec
tion of environment, economy, and community, the
ecosystem approach proclaimed, could the vision be
found to "restore the health and usefulness of the
waterfront" (Royal Commission on the Future of
the Toronto Waterfront, 1990, p. 83).

The approach quickly gained currency. It was de
scribed in the media as "very heady stuff" (Valpy,
1990), and "the wave of the future" (Toronto Har
bour Commissioners, 1992, p. 4), a revolutionary
"greenprint" (Armstrong, 1992) praised by environ
mentalists, academics, politicians and pundits alike.
The tenets of the ecosystem approach were seen in
several municipal and Metro Toronto and Region
Conservation Authority planning documents and
the reports of the Commission on Planning and
Development Reform in Ontario and the Greater
Toronto Area Task Force. Some contemporaneous
academic literature said that the work of the Royal
Commission signalled "the emergence of an innova
tive approach to waterfront planning and policy
making" which "placed urban waterfront planning
in the novel context of environmental sustainability"
(Goldrick and Merrens, 1996, p. 219, 220). The eco
system approach was said to have become a requi
site part of contemporary municipal planning
efforts in Toronto (Suzuki, 1992) and, indeed, the
work of the Royal Commission is still hailed by
some as an 'exemplary' example of environmental
planning (Hodge, 2003, p. 263; Hodge and Robin
son, 2001, pp. 222-225).

Within 10 years, however, a new approach to
waterfront planning and development had gained
ascendancy. In November 1999, the federal, provin
cial and municipal governments announced an
unprecedented co-operative plan to redevelop
46 km of Toronto's waterfront and, within one year,
publicly committed to a $1.5 billion investment in
infrastructure that would spark a "virtuous cycle,"
attracting billions in private investment from the
companies and people fuelling key sectors of the
global economy, thereby creating jobs and, ulti
mately, the tax revenues necessary to fund public
services (City of Toronto, 1999a, p. 7). To oversee
this new vision, the three levels of government
joined forces to create the Toronto Waterfront Revi
talization Corporation (TWRC), a new and nomi
nally public body whose planning and
implementation work is driven by its private sector
board, management team, and consultants. The
TWRC's plan for waterfront development, the

Development Plan and Business Strategy, addresses
and responds to many of the same problems - and
indeed, proposes many of the same solutions - as
the Royal Commission. However, this new vision is
predominantly focused on the economic benefits
which can be derived from waterfront development.
More importantly, however, it positions waterfront
development as a crucial and strategic competitive
necessity for the economies of Toronto, the GTA
and the nation in the context of 21st-century global
economic restructuring. The Development Plan posi
tions its various components, such as land use, public
space, and environmental remediation, as strategic
investments in "fostering economic growth and
rebranding Canada" (Toronto Waterfront Revitali
zationCorporation, 2002, p. 7). In order for Toronto
to compete globally in the 21st-century, this new vi
sion implores, the waterfront must be developed in
particular ways that accommodate the needs and de
sires of the global economy. The Toronto waterfront
has become the "gateway to a new Canada" (Toron
to Waterfront Revitalization Corporation, 2002,
[n.p.]) and presenting Toronto's best face to the
world is now paramount.

I argue in this paper that it is within the Royal
Commission's 'ecosystem approach' to waterfront
development and specific activities undertaken by
its principle actors under its aegis that the roots of
the current global vision for the waterfront can be
found. While it is certainly difficult to "untangle
the knot of forces behind any waterfront develop
ment" (Malone, 1997, p. 6), and while claiming to
capture anything approaching the complexity of this
knot of forces is disingenuous at best, I argue that
the Royal Commission on the Future of the Toronto
Waterfront represents a particular strategic moment
in Toronto's waterfront history in which an environ
mental approach to development was popularised
that subsequently allowed a variety of actors work
ing in concert to contain political and economic
struggle by resolving long-standing institutional
and political problems. As with many other attempts
to contain crisis, the resolutions to these problems
created their own set of contingent circumstances
which, in combination with economic and political
activities occurring on a variety of scales, have re
sulted in the current configuration of ideological
and economic imperatives driving the revitalization
of Toronto's Central Waterfront.

As such, Toronto's Central Waterfront is just one
of the crucial sites of a "metabolic metropolitics"
(Keil and Boudreau, 2006) that has been identified
in Toronto which has seen a significant neoliberal
ization of urban policy intertwined with the institu
tionalization of ecological concerns. Perhaps
paradoxically, at the same time that urban entrepre
neurialism and competitiveness have taken firm root
in Toronto (Kipfer and Keil, 2002), an increasingly
environmentally-focused politics has fundamentally
shaped the city's political and policy terrain (Desfor
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and Keil, 2004; Keil and Boudreau, 2006). While
these two logics seem at first blush to be ideologi
cally and materially antagonistic, the politics of
growth and the politics of the environment have be
come important correlates in the development poli
tics of urban regions (Keil and Graham, 1998; While
et aI., 2004). Indeed, as "urban development pro
cesses have become increasingly associated with
ecological concerns" (Desfor and Keil, 2004, p.
xii), a new 'green consensus' seems to have been
built in Toronto that sees the city's future as funda
mentally dependent on a· new ecological/develop
mental nexus (Keil and Boudreau, 2006).

Drawing from the literature connecting the poli
tics of nature to urban development processes (see,
for example, Keil and Graham, 1998; Desfor and
Keil, 2004; Swyngedouw et aI., 2005), this paper ex
plores the construction of this green consensus in
Toronto from an historical perspective centred on
Toronto's Central Waterfront. I contend that water
front planning activity in Toronto between the late
1980s and the early 2000s - the period in which an
intense neoliberalization of the city's urban policy
has occurred (Kipfer and Keil, 2002) - has been a
major contributor to this consensus, and that the
use of an 'ecosystem approach' to waterfront plan
ning, which was popularised in the early 1990s by
the Royal Commission on the Future of the Toronto
Waterfront, was key to achieving this consensus.
Moreover, I argue that the ecosystem approach
was instrumental in resolving three historic prob
lems that hampered Toronto's ability to reconfigure
its waterfront to respond to 21st-century economic
and growth imperatives, allowing for the current glo
bal vision for the waterfront to take root and for the
Central Waterfront to become a key site for the elite
pursuit of world city status in Toronto. As such, it
may be the case that Toronto's green consensus 
insofar as it relates to the politics of development
- may have been achieved not as a result of Toron
to's conservative elites leaving their "environmental
flank unprotected from a surging environmental
activism" (Keil and Boudreau, 2006, p. 41) but
rather through their explicit incorporation of envi
ronmental concerns into a growth-oriented and spa
tially-ordered prescription for the city centred on an
ostensibly ecological waterfront planning paradigm.
In the Toronto case, the ecosystem approach to
planning was a highly effective strategy through
which the seemingly antagonistic ideological and
material logics of global interurban place competi
tion and environmentalism were reconciled, opening
up the conceptual, political, and physical space nec
essary to allow for a post-industrial, globally-focused
spatial fix.

The approach that I have taken to exploring Cen
tral Waterfront development in Toronto is historical
and draws from media reports, City of Toronto
Council minutes and staff reports, federal and pro
vinciallegislative debates, and a wide range of plan-

ning and policy documents from all four levels of
government. I have also examined the many reports
of the Royal Commission, conducted interviews with
some of the key players of the period, and reviewed
scholarly literature about development politics in
Toronto, environmental politics in Ontario, and
waterfront development and Olympic Games re
search worldwide.

While "urban development processes have be
come increasingly associated with ecological con
cerns" (Desfor and Keil, 2004, p. xii) it is not my
intention to engage in a critique of the Royal Com
mission's ecosystem approach in terms of its suitabil
ity for environmental protection - that is, as an
exemplar of environmental planning l

. Indeed, the
literature critically examining the pitfalls of ecologi
cal modernisation has already deftly demonstrated
that such "win-win" approaches to urban problems
subsume environmental issues under neoliberalised
concerns of "efficiency, competitiveness, market
ability, flexibility and development" (Keil and Des
for, 2003, p. 1; see Desfor and Keil, 2004). Rather,
the following narrative illustrates the micro-pro
cesses through which the Royal Commission on
the Future of the Toronto Waterfront, and its suc
cessor agency the Waterfront Revitalization Trust,
acted as key agents of ecological modernization in
Toronto (Desfor and Keil, 2004, p. 222; Kipfer and
Keil, 2000), and highlights the ways in which recent
locally-focused political struggles and economic
activities, embedded within an environmental ap
proach to urban planning and development, have
influenced the processes of urban change.

Waterfront development struggles in context

By the late 1960s, with deindustrialization, industrial
outmigration, and containerization on the rise, Tor
onto's Central Waterfront (see Figure 1) housed
only a remnant of its historic industrial and port-re
lated functions. Warehouses, scrapyards, and oil
storage tanks proliferated and, though largely unrec
ognised at the time, soil and groundwater contami
nation plagued the lands. Economic and
technological change had left the Central Water
front a "terrain of availability" (Greenberg, 1996).
In the ensuing two decades, the waterfront was the
site of a fractious debate over which institutions of
government should have primary control over plan
ning and development, which land uses should be al
lowed to dominate, and what degree and type of
access the public should have to both waterfront
lands and the water itself. The development politics
of the period can thus be characterised as being dee
ply concerned with three primary issues: jurisdictional

1 Nor is it my intention to criticise the work of the variety of
expert consultants to the Commission, particularly in the field of
environmental planning, who have been recognized as having
made significant contributions to their respective fields.
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gridlock; industrial zoning; and the management of
private versus public interests.

First, a patchwork quilt of government agencies,
departments and bodies with overlapping and some
times conflicting mandates held a variety of jurisdic
tional claims to waterfront lands. The Toronto
Harbour Commissioners (THC), a federal agency
constituted in 1911 as an industrial development
and port-minding body, claimed jurisdictional
supremacy. However, a plethora of agencies, depart
ments, and special-purpose bodies of all four levels
of government (municipal, regional, provincial and
federal) held some measure of responsibility over
waterfront-related issues. Decision-making by the
THC, which in this period seems to have been
primarily motivated by a desire to supplement dwin
dling port revenues through the sale of its publicly
held land (Desfor, 1993), led to hostility and
challenges from other public bodies, most particu
larly the City of Toronto. The tension surrounding
jurisdictional questions resulted in what was called
'jurisdictional gridlock,' which was often blamed
for continuing indecision, delays and a lack of coher
ent development planning (Desfor, 1993).

Second, despite industry's continuing decline, the
eastern waterfront remained almost exclusively
zoned for industrial and port-related uses. The
land-use policies of both the City of Toronto and
the Metropolitan Toronto regional government
staunchly supported the retention of industrial jobs
and the defense of the historic role of industry in
the Toronto economy. However, major mixed-use
projects on the western waterfront demonstrated
the growing economic potential of non-industrial
uses. Vacant waterfront sites became increasingly

seen as economic opportunities for the development
industry, and the benefits of increasing tax revenues
became increasingly difficult for local governments
to ignore. In addition, a bid for the 1996 Olympic
Games proposed opening up the eastern waterfront
to sports and residential uses. While the bid ulti
mately failed, it added much to the debate over
the appropriate use of waterfront lands. Moreover,
public demand mounted for recreational access,
and public dismay over the shape and form of
mixed-use projects led to calls for firmer develop
ment guidelines, height and density restrictions,
and more open space (Greenberg, 1996).

Third, the public increasingly expressed concern
about what could be characterised as the privatisa
tion of the waterfront. The publicly-held lands of
the western waterfront were being privately devel
oped for what were seen as "mainly luxury" condo
minium units and retail uses (Crook, 1983, p. A6).
The seeming exclusivity of these developments ran
directly counter to the urgent and widely acknowl
edged need for affordable housing in the city, as well
as to calls for increased public access to the water
front. The proliferation of private residential devel
opments on waterfront land contributed to the sense
that private profit-taking was being privileged over
the public interest.2 As the first interim report of
the Royal Commission stated, the public expressed

2 In this instance, the highly problematic term 'public interest'
was defined in terms of accessibility to publicly-owned lands
which had long been unavailable to public use. And indeed, while
private interests had long been involved in guiding public
planning for the waterfront (Desfor, 1993), it appeared that City
Hall increasingly favoured market imperatives.
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considerable "dismay and anger" that "at the mo
ment their waterfront was reappearing, it was being
lost again. That instead of being joined to it, they
were being further separated from it. That instead
of being opened up, the waterfront was being walled
off" (Royal Commission on the Future of the Tor
onto Waterfront, 1989a, pp. 9-10). In other words,
as waterfront lands became increasingly available
for new uses, market imperatives were being privi
leged by the state over affordable housing, better
public access, and public parkland, all of which
would help to restore the city's connection to the
water's edge in a more equitable manner. The dis
juncture between the public's interest in waterfront
accessibility and affordability and a condoning of
high-cost private development by the THC and the
City was a matter of intense public debate.

Higher levels of the Canadian state were also mak
ing a shift toward market-based governance and a
neoliberalisation of public policy. Driven by fiscal
concerns, provincial policy increasingly positioned
publicly-owned waterfront lands as an economic 
rather than environmental or recreational- resource
(Ontario, 1996). Federally, the 1984 election saw
Brian Mulroney's Progressive Conservative party
win the largest parliamentary majority in Canadian
history, indicating a significant shift toward privatisa
tion, program rationalisation, and less government
intervention in the economy (Savoie, 1994, p. 89).
The federal government's 1987 Federal Land Man
agement report, produced to determine how "to
maximize the efficient provision of government ser
vices and the economic use of Federal property"
(McLaughlin, 1987, p.1), was critical of federal agen
cies such as the THC, and concluded that "the federal
government's legitimate constitutional responsibili
ties did not include being in the 'land business'" (Des
for, 1993, p.174). Media reports at the time speculated
that all federal lands were about to be sold, with the
lion's share of benefits accruing to private developers.

By the mid-1980s, the waterfront had become a
territorial, economic, and political battleground. Ac
tion was required to resolve jurisdictional problems,
competing land-use visions, and concerns about
waterfront privatisation, and to quell the chorus of
widespread and increasingly vocal public discontent.

The royal commission: a mandate for change

In 1988, the federal government responded by creat
ing the Royal Commission on the Future of the Tor
onto Waterfront3 and giving it a broad mandate to
"inquire into and to make recommendations regard
ing the future of the Toronto Waterfront" (Royal
Commission on the Future of the Toronto Water-

3 A Royal Commission is the highest level of government inquiry
at the federal level of the Canadian state. Recommendations
made by a Royal Commission are not, however, binding on
government.

front, 1989a, p. v). Former Toronto mayor David
Crombie, whose involvement in Toronto's civic re
form movement of the late 1960s and early 1970s
had provided him a reputation as an advocate for
'reasonable' development, was appointed sole Com
missioner. The Commission's mandate indicated
that jurisdictional and land use issues would be ma
jor areas of consideration, and that creating agree
ment around waterfront development was a
primary goal. And while the mandate of the Com
mission did not explicitly include examining the role
of private interests in waterfront development,
Crombie declared early on that resolution of water
front problems hinged on "the willingness of public
authorities and private interests to recognise the
needs of others and the value of concerted action"
(Toronto Harbour Commissioners, 1989, p. 2). An
environmental focus was also written into the Com
mission's mandate and, while not initially central,
the environment would rapidly become key to the
Commission's work.

The ecosystem approach: creating an environment for
development

The first year of the Commission's mandate was lar
gely devoted to addressing jurisdictional infighting;
however, its hearings on these issues were domi
nated, the Commission stated, by environmental
concerns: "almost everyone urged the Commission
to spend more time on environmental matters and
to view the Commission's mandate through the
prism of environmental responsibility" (Royal Com
mission on the Future of the Toronto Waterfront,
1989a, p. 12). Indeed, a 1989 Environics poll showed
that the environment was Canadians' top concern
(Adams and Neuman, 2006). Although essentially
a footnote, the Commission's first Interim Report
of 1989 recommended the creation of a 'green strat
egy' for the entire watershed in order to protect the
environment while promoting development (Royal
Commission on the Future of the Toronto Water
front, 1989a, p. 195; see Goldrick and Merrens,
1996). One short year later, however, the environ
ment had become the dominant theme and a variety
of experts in many environmental fields had been
brought on board as advisors to' the Commission.
By the time of the Commission's second interim re
port in 1990, the initially peripheral 'green strategy'
had become the foundational paradigm for the Com
mission, which it called an 'ecosystem approach' to
waterfront planning.

The Commission's ecosystem approach focused
on appreciating "links and relationships" and pre
serving "the integrity, quality, productivity, dignity,
and well-being of the ecosystem," emphasising the
notion that "everything is connected to everything
else" (Barrett, 1991, p. 37; Royal Commission on
the Future of the Toronto Waterfront, 1990, p. 17).
Cities, it proposed, should be understood as natural
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ecosystems within which environmental, economic,
and community concerns are interrelated and mutu
ally constitutive. Waterfront-related studies and
plans, therefore, should "be undertaken in an inte
grated way, examining the links among economic,
social, and environmental matters" (Royal Commis
sion on the Future of the Toronto Waterfront, 1992,
p.34).

It is significant that the Commission's adoption of
the ecosystem approach occurred during a period of
intense public interest in environmental issues. This
period has been characterised as a second 'green
wave' in Canada that peaked in 1989 and saw not only
an increase in public stewardship activity but also an
intense level of public pressure directed at govern
ments, which in response enacted a variety of new
environment-related policy directions and strength
ened environmental legislation, programs and
enforcement (Hartmann, 1998; Krajnc, 2000; McKen
zie, 2002). The Commission's emphasis on environ
mentalism can be seen as a similar response. The
adoption of the ecosystem approach was as much a
strategy that responded to public sentiment as led it,
and served to generate support for waterfront devel
opment from among a broad constituency - including
environmentalists, a group traditionally opposed to
the imperatives and consequences of growth.

Key to the Commission's ecosystem approach was
the notion that "a good quality of life and economic
development cannot be sustained in an ecologically
deteriorating environment" (Royal Commission on
the Future of the Toronto Waterfront, 1990, p.
156). The environment - or rather, its health - was
functionally positioned as a prerequisite to economic
growth, and thus environmental regeneration be
came a primary rationale for waterfront develop
ment. As McKenzie notes, the second wave of
environmentalism took a conciliatory approach to
capital, actively pursuing concepts such as "mar
ket-based incentive, demand side management,
technological optimism, non-adversarial dialogue,
and regulatory flexibility" in its problem-solving ef
forts (McKenzie, 2002, p. 65). As such, the environ
ment-development nexus of the ecosystem approach
dovetailed well with prevailing sentiments.

The ecosystem approach was thus able to address
much more than the environmental concerns im
plied by its name. As Harvey notes, "the contempo
rary battleground over words like 'nature' and
'environment' is a leading edge of political conflict"
because these words "convey a commonality and
universality of concern that can all too easily be cap
tured by particularist politics" (Harvey, 1996a, p.
118). In this case, the universality of the ecosystem
approach helped to quell political conflict, giving
all concerned an acceptable and defensible founda
tion upon which to pursue their various interests. In
deed, a large part of the Commission's success lay in
the ability of both the term and the approach to
encompass a range of meanings. And under the con-

ceptual aegis of the ecosystem approach, the Com
mission took a number of steps which brought a
measure of resolution to the three primary issues
in the development politics of the period, which to
gether were effectively preventing a politically
acceptable, publicly supported, and co-ordinated
plan for waterfront redevelopment.

Moving toward resolution: the ecosystem approach
and jurisdictional gridlock

The Commission's initial steps toward resolving
gridlock lay in ending the THC's hold over water
front development. The Commission insisted that 
in part as a consequence of the agency's inability
to both fully develop the industrial potential of its
lands and protect the lands from environmental deg
radation - the THC's development powers be sepa
rated from its port management role. Following
heated battles (Desfor, 1993), action was taken
which restricted the THC's mandate to port-related
functions, reduced the port itself from 486 hectares
to approximately forty, and transferred the remain
ing land from the THC to the City of Toronto's
fledgling economic development body.

Second, the Commission created a new model for
decision-making, one which would better accommo
date the forms and processes of nature. The Commis
sion stated that an ecosystem approach necessitated
recognising that "ecological processes... rarely con
form to political boundaries, such as city limits"
(Royal Commission on the Future of the Toronto
Waterfront, 1992, p. 41) and thus planning would
have to be "based on natural geographic units - such
as watersheds - rather than on political boundaries"
(Royal Commission on the Future of the Toronto
Waterfront, 1990, p. 20). This conceptual expansion
of the waterfront's territorial purchase allowed for
an expansion of the scope and scale of the issues
and jurisdictions involved and a subsumption of
political boundaries under a larger geopolitical unit,
the watershed. This green rescaling of the waterfront
served to focus the various political jurisdictions
away from turf wars and petty jealousies and onto
both larger and, given the environmental tenor of
the times, more politically expedient concerns.

The Commission thus subsequently adopted a
'stakeholder roundtable' model, based on the broad
er conceptual territory of the ecosystem approach.
The roundtable model was perhaps the Commis
sion's greatest strength, both in terms of addressing
jurisdictional gridlock as well as in forging a new
consensus around waterfront development. Indeed,
the Commission's work groups, committees, and
public consultations brought together "agencies,
organizations, levels of government, and individuals
- in some cases, those that had never worked with or
even met each other before" (Royal Commission on
the Future of the Toronto Waterfront, 1992, p. 46),
from a wide range of fields and interests, both public



4 See Grant (2002) for an examination of mixed-use development
in Canada, its meanings, objectives, and strategies, and its
entrenchment in Canadian planning practice, in part rationalized
by environmental imperatives.
5 See Bunce (2004) for an examination of this strategy of
ecological modernisation in the City of Toronto's 2002 Official
Plan.

The ecosystem approach and industrial zoning
The convergence of economy and environment in
the ecosystem approach facilitated consideration of
a broad range of land uses on the waterfront, which
were deemed necessary for achieving both economic
and social sustainability. A variety of the Commis
sion's stakeholder roundtables explicitly challenged
local industrial retention policies as constituting an
inadequate use of the land's inherent value, and pro
posed opening up the waterfront to a variety of land
uses, most particularly the increasingly lucrative
mixed-use modeI.4

The Commission not only agreed that "an attrac
tive and vibrant waterfront supports a range of uses"
(Royal Commission on the Future of the Toronto
Waterfront, 1990, p. 59), but also rationalized resi
dential development on the waterfront as a defence
of the environment. The Commission noted that
suburbanization and land use segregation had re
sulted in a host of environmental and quality of life
problems, such as increased smog, commuting times,
fossil fuel consumption, and the loss of natural areas
and farmland. An increase in density in Toronto's
core could ameliorate these problems, and thus res
idential development on the waterfront was deemed
vital to improving environmental quality in the en
tire region (Royal Commission on the Future of
the Toronto Waterfront, 1992, p. 320). The ecosys
tem approach thus allowed waterfront development
to be reconceived as a response to environmental
problems and a benefit to urban quality of life.5

Improving environmental well-being was also the
justification for allowing and promoting new types
of industrial activity on the waterfront. Partly as a
defence of industrial employment and partly in re
sponse to the growth of new economic sectors, the
Commission saw the waterfront as a site for "sec
ond-generation industry," which it lauded as more
flexible, more globally competitive and, importantly,
more 'green' (Royal Commission on the Future of
the Toronto Waterfront, 1989a, p. 114; Royal Com
mission on the Future of the Toronto Waterfront
1989b, p. 89). Indeed, the Commission explicitly
encouraged allowing space for emerging industries
focused on products and technologies "geared to
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and private. This broad inclusivity - coupled with environmental protection and improvement" (Royal
the politically powerful environmentalism reflected Commission on the Future of the Toronto Water-
in the ecosystem approach - assisted in galvanising front, 1989a, p. 115). Environmental degradation
support for waterfront development from all levels was thus increasingly perceived to hold the potential
of government as well as many other groups and for economic benefit and steps taken to realise this
sectors. benefit were characterised as the productive activity

of the future, allowing new industries "to profit 
quite literally - from past mistakes" (Royal Com
mission on the Future of the Toronto Waterfront
1990, p. 142). '

The environmental emphasis of the ecosystem ap
proach also helped to undermine the exclusivity of
industrial zoning through allowing for a response
to widespread calls for recreational opportunities
and better public access. In doing so, the Commis
sion recommended the creation of a Waterfront
Trail across the entire length of the waterfront
which would not only provide further opportunitie~
for water's edge uses, but would also connect exist
ing recreational and cultural facilities and green
spaces (Reid et aI., 1989).

The Waterfront Trail was also, however, the main
feature of a system of 'green infrastructure' that
would act as a catalyst "for urban redevelopment,
prompting private investment in adjacent areas"
(Royal Commission on the Future of the Toronto
Waterfront, 1992, p. 186). The Waterfront Trail
was thus a multidimensional strategy which com
bined environmental concerns with the provision
of recreational uses and private sector involvement.
As a foundation for development, 'green infrastruc
ture' also included remediation of the waterfront's
widely acknowledged soil and groundwater contam
ination and resolution of the flooding threat from
the nearby Don River. These remnants of earlier
modes of development, in which polluting land was
an acceptable externality and channelizing the river
created territorial certainty, were portrayed by the
Commission as direct impediments to new - and
increasing~y indispensable - land uses. Highlighting
these envIronmental problems was thus a crucial
step in undermining industrial zoning, which stood
in the way of new forms of development, and so
the term 'green infrastructure' came to mean not
only an interconnected system of parks and open
spaces, but also environmental remediation and a
process of engineered 'renaturalization'.

The Commission's recommendations for new land
uses resulted in many legislative changes to the
industrial zoning regime. The City of Toronto's Offi
cial Plan of 1992 opened a large section of the east
ern waterfront to residential and mixed use
development, parks, and public facilities. The indus
trial retention policy for the Port Lands was re
tained, although "new and relocating high
employment industries [would] be encouraged to lo
cate in this area" and the City allowed for parks and
recreational uses, habitat protection, retail uses, and
a "water's edge promenade" which was explicitly in
tended to increase "the attractiveness" of this area
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"to the public and to industry" (City of Toronto,
1992, s. 14.33-14.38; City of Toronto, 1994, s.
14.35-14.40).

The private sector and the ecosystem approach

The ecosystem approach allowed the Commission to
consolidate an acceptable role for the private sector
in waterfront development in two ways. First, the ur
gent need for 'green infrastructure' under newly pre
vailing conditions of public fiscal restraint
necessitated finding "new and innovative financing
techniques" (Royal Commission on the Future of
the Toronto Waterfront, 1989c, p. 124), opening
the door to private-sector investment. Second, the
rescaling of the physical and conceptual territory
of the waterfront - from waterfront lands to the en
tire bioregion, and from the political arena to "the
interactions among ecological, social, economic,
and political systems within the bioregion" (Royal
Commission on the Future· of the Toronto Water
front, 1990, p. 46) - provided the conceptual space
for the Commission to concede to the increasingly
common ideological position that the public sector
was ineffective, inefficient, and incapable of resolv
ing pressing issues. In other words, the scale and
scope of environmental degradation on a waterfront
connected to a much broader collection of ecological
processes meant that "governments alone cannot
solve our environmental problems" (Royal Commis
sion on the Future.of the Toronto Waterfront, 1990,
p. 46) and thus the involvement of the private sector,
which would supply "enterprise, initiative, and capa
bility for investment and creativity" (Royal Com
mission on the Future of the Toronto Waterfront,
1992, p. 309), was required.

Moreover, the stakeholder roundtable model it
self was a major avenue through which private sec
tor interests were both welcomed and privileged.
While the model was based on an egalitarian pre
mise that "all partners should be at the table when
plans are being made for the waterfront" (Barrett,
1991, p. 104), it suffered from a significant demo
cratic deficit in that - like many other development
planning processes - it did not recognise, accommo
date, or attempt to ameliorate differential power
relations (see Checkoway, 1994; Flyvbjerg, 2002;
Friedmann, 1998; Harvey, 1996b; Neuman, 2000;
Yiftachel, 1999 for criticisms of such approaches).

A new vehicle for change: the waterfront
regeneration trust

As the Commission's mandate ended in 1992, the
provincial government created a new agency - the
Waterfront Regeneration Trust (the Trust) - to
facilitate the Commission's implementation strategy.
Also headed by David Crombie, the Trust reported
to the Ontario Minister of Environment as a non
profit agent of the Crown (Ontario, 1992) and
explicitly adopted the Commission's ecosystem ap-

proach in all aspects of its work (Barrett, 2000).
While the Trust's activities during its seven year
public mandate6 are too numerous to recount here
in any detail, it is sufficient to highlight some aspects
of its considerable influence over reshaping water
front relations to address jurisdictional gridlock,
industrial zoning, and public-private relations.

The Trust was constituted specifically, and in the
ecosystem approach-based mode, as a co-ordinating
body, and was given the ability to negotiate with
other levels of government over waterfront develop
ment planning and projects (Ontario, 1992; Goldrick
and Merrens, 1996, p. 227). As such, it provided a
specifically-tailored institutional response to the
problems standing in the way of waterfront develop
ment. Its continued use of the stakeholder roundta
ble model for decision making resulted in a number
of jointly financed and managed development agree
ments between various waterfront municipalities and
the provincial government, as well as between vari
ous combinations of community based groups, cor
porations, organizations, and public agencies. This
was particularly true in its facilitation of construction
of the Waterfront Trail, which became a catalytic
'clothesline' on which development projects were
hung, and a physical and political incentive around
which governments, community members, busi
nesses, and groups and organizations of a variety of
descriptions could coalesce in support of a common,
nominally 'green' goal. As such, the Trust acted in
many ways as a new model for jurisdictional co-oper
ation, pursuing a strategy of 'progressive incremen
talism' to creatively accommodate and facilitate a
spatial response to economic change.

The Trust actively took steps to promote a wide
variety of land uses for the waterfront, and through
a long succession of reports, workshops, consulta
tions, and planning processes consolidated the
acceptability of ending exclusive industrial zoning.
The Trust promoted these uses, including residen
tial, "new industry" and parks and public space, as
being necessary "to achieve [a] vision of the water
front of the future" (Waterfront Regeneration
Trust, 1995a, p. 74) that was, strategically, tinted a
distinct shade of green. Dense residential develop
ments were deemed necessary to alleviate urban
sprawl. "New enterprises" including "television,
film and communications, graphics, health research,
and recycling industry, ...tourism, sports, trading
and entertainment" were necessary to create sup
posedly non-polluting jobs (Waterfront Regenera
tion Trust, 1995a, p. 62). Uses promoting tourism,
such as parks and recreational space, would also
facilitate improved environmental quality and habi-

6 The Waterfront Regeneration Trust acted as a public agency
between 1992 and 1999 and was converted thereafter, through a
privatization effort undertaken by the Mike Harris Conservative
provincial government, into a non-profit, non-governmental
agency.
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tat restoration. The waterfront of the future would
be a place to 'live, work, and play' with economic
development - now declared an environmental pan
acea - given priority.

Just as important were the new technological and
regulatory solutions proposed by the Trust to re
solve soil and groundwater contamination and the
flooding threat, allowing new land uses to be seen
as both economically possible and politically accept
able. All in all, the Trust's work to overcome indus
trial zoning on the waterfront encouraged a new
green flexibility and entrepreneurialism, demon
strating that "the goals of economic renewal, com
munity well being and environmental health can be
combined to promote redevelopment and job crea
tion" (Waterfront Regeneration Trust, 1995b, p. i).
Before long, the era of industrial hegemony on the
waterfront would come to an end, and new era be
gun wherein the City of Toronto became an active
promoter of new, more lucrative, and more compet
itively advantageous uses.

While the Trust continued to include the private
sector in its planning processes and consultations,
perhaps its most important contribution to trans
forming private-public relations on the waterfront
came through a reconfiguration of these sectors'
respective roles in infrastructure financing. Public
sector investment in 'green infrastructure' such as
parks and habitat restoration was encouraged for
providing environmental benefits, but more impor
tantly was presented as a strategic necessity for
encouraging private sector investment in new devel
opment. And with environmental contamination a
limiting factor, an entrenched 'polluter pays' princi
ple (Waterfront Regeneration Trust, 1993, p. 59)
was subverted through a strategic use of nature as
a public good. The Trust put forward the position
that, just as the compromising of nature's health
through industrial production had been necessary
for the production of society's wealth in the past,
the improvement of nature's health would be re
quired to produce continued prosperity in the future.
As such, it would only be 'fair' for investor liability
and private capital's environmental externalities to
be paid for by government (Waterfront Regenera
tion Trust, 1993, p. 79).

Not only did the Trust demonstrate an increasing
emphasis on providing economic opportunities for
the private sector through public sector investment
in environmental improvement, its work also re
vealed a growing concern with reconfiguring water
front lands in order to meet the imperatives of the
global economy. Reports call on governments to rec
ognise the geographic consequences of global eco
nomic restructuring and to focus waterfront
development on "value-added knowledge intensive
activities" in order for the waterfront "to play its
constructive role in positioning the Toronto region
for the 21st century" (Waterfront Regeneration
Trust, 1993, pp. 5-6). Development of the waterfront

- indeed, the waterfront itself - became an instru
ment for participation in and the furtherance of
the global imperative. Reconciling jurisdictional
authority, reconfiguring land use, and realigning pri
vate-public sector relations increasingly became the
means by which the waterfront would be made to
both respond to and foster the global economy's
reach.

Overall, the Waterfront Trust's mandate can be
characterised as the period within which the imper
atives of the economy, and particularly those of
the global economy, eclipsed the environmentalism
inherent in the ecosystem approach (see Desfor
and Keil, 2004; Keil and Desfor, 2003; Keil and Gra
ham, 1998). But constructing the green infrastruc
ture necessary to facilitate development was
prohibitively expensive and the Waterfront Trail
was proving insufficient to stimulate a comprehen
sive transformation of Toronto's Central Water
front. Crombie and other principals of the Trust
determined that a larger-scale project would be nec
essary. They made a conscious decision to 'go big'
and launched another bid to host an Olympic
Games.

Going big: a mega-green waterfront

Having learned from the Trust's ecosystem ap
proach-based successes that a broad-based, inclusive
and consultative strategy was critical to success in
Toronto, the Trust began a series of one-on-one
and small group discussions to gauge and consoli
date support, at least one year before news of the
proposed 2008 bid became public. Indeed, using
the various connections that had been built through
the work of both the Royal Commission and the
Trust, Crombie and his key Trust staffers met with
a seemingly unending variety of groups to identify
and address their concerns. This multi-sectoral, com
munity-based strategy, which the 1996 bid eschewed,
secured much-needed support from across a wide
range of sectors. Many groups and organizations
that had criticised the 1996 bid were appeased by
promises of jobs in the construction and tourism sec
tors and by the promise of increased revenues that
would accrue to the city, which had been fiscally
hamstrung by a three-year property tax freeze. In
addition, a set of 'Olympic Principles' - required
by City Council in return for its endorsement and
financial support (City of Toronto, 2000c) - prom
ised a plethora of social benefits to various local
communities and organizations.

By the late 1990s, political conditions across all
scales of the Canadian state had shifted such that
the focus on fiscal efficiency, program rationaliza
tion, and debt reduction was joined by a growing
preoccupation with improving economic integration
at the global scale (Macdonald, 1997). Public-private
partnerships had become the answer to supposed
government inefficiency, the promotion of sectoral
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agglomeration was gaining steam, and cities were
increasingly recognised as primary generators of
new economic activity (Bradford, 2003). The City
of Toronto's own Economic Development Strategy,
adopted in July 2000, insisted that "cities have
emerged as the building blocks of a global econ
omy" and that, in order to adequately compete with
its competitor cities, Toronto would benefit by
adopting such neoliberal tools as the so-called
"innovative new financing instruments" along with
"harnessing the power of public, private and volun
tary sector partnerships" and adopting "new roles in
economic development" such as "entrepreneurship"
and "risk financing" (City of Toronto, 2000c, p. 6,
pp. 20-21). Toronto was poised to be recognized as
the province's and nation's economic engine in the
new global economy.

As such, the promise of a 'world class' event like
the Olympic Games was a draw for governments
increasingly focusing their policies around global
interurban competitiveness. The global scale of the
Olympics - fostered by an increasingly economically
focused Trust pursuing the ecosystem approach to
development - thus provided yet another step to
ward resolving jurisdictional fragmentation. Addi
tionally, however, the mega-event strategy became
the consolidating moment for the land-use plans that
had already been made by the Commission and the
Trust. The catalytic impact of the bid would prove to
be the last step in the long process of changing
waterfront zoning regulations to allow for 21st-cen
tury economic uses.

In November 1999, Canadian Prime Minister
Chretien, Ontario Premier Harris and Toronto
Mayor Lastman gathered on the waterfront to an
nounce "a grand, 10-year plan for massive redevel
opment of the city's 46-kilometre waterfront"
(Moloney and DeMara, 1999). The plan recom
mended an integrated program of green infrastruc
ture elements including "a 30- to 50-m wide
'greenway'" along the entire waterfront, renaturaliz
ing the mouth of the Don River, and making the
waterfront an "area that nurtures wildlife, restores
and creates natural habitats, and provides water that
is clean and healthy" (City of Toronto, 1999a, p. 5).
In the spirit of the ecosystem approach, this green
infrastructure also included public amenities such
as "bandshells, a new aquarium, a new museum,"
affordable housing, and a "home for Toronto's
growing and internationally-competitive 'imagina
tion industries' such as new media, film, animation,
and digital creations" and "leading-edge environ
mental industries" (City of Toronto, 1999a, p. 17).

Provision of these green infrastructural elements
was portrayed as the catalyst of an economic renais
sance, and the "spectacular" places and spaces that
would be built on the waterfront would "create the
synergies that will draw even more jobs and invest
ment to Toronto" (City of Toronto, 1999a, p. 3)
and "add to Toronto's allure as a tourist destina-

tion" (City of Toronto, 1999a, p. 21). The document
exhorted Toronto to respond to the exigencies of the
global economy and positioned a revitalized water
front as the optimal location to engage the "highly
competitive world where entrepreneurs, skilled
workers and innovative companies gravitate to cities
that offer the best quality of life" (City of Toronto,
1999a, p. 3).

While the waterfront development plan was per
haps disingenuously positioned not as foundational
to the Olympic bid but rather as a distinct project
"big enough to embrace" an Olympic Games (City
of Toronto, 1999a, p. 3), the report made clear their
interrelated political economy. The provision of
green. infrastructure held the potential to provide
for the requirements of both the Olympic bid as well
as future development. But since the International
Olympic Committee's financing rules required long
er-lasting, city-building expenditures to be financed
by "the public authorities or the private sector"
(International Olympic Committee, 2000), the mas
sive costs of green infrastructure would have to be
found elsewhere. In a ground-breaking statement,
the report pledged public-sector funds to create
these new opportunities for land-based capital
accumulation:

Strategic public investment in cleaning up contami
nated sites and improving public spaces, primes the
pump and creates new opportunities for investment.
It creates a "virtuous cycle" in which new business
generates more property taxes, more property taxes
lead to better public facilities, better public facilities
attract more investment and more investment creates
more jobs. (City of Toronto, 1999a, p. 7).

Not only did the public assumption of such invest
ment allow the private sector to externalise the mas
sive costs of remediation, which only a few years
before were considered its rightful responsibility, it
also transformed a Keynesian-based rationale for
public sector spending into support for a speculative
and entrepreneurial 'trickle-down' neoliberal eco
nomic and social policy.

The lines between TO-Bid, the private corpora
tion which took over promotion of the Olympic
bid from the Trust, and the three levels of govern
ment began to blur. TO-Bid recruited Robert Fung,
a successful investment banker, corporate financier,
mining company director and long-time Liberal
Party member, to assist in creating both the Olympic
and waterfront development budgets. Simulta
neously, Lastman announced that Fung had been
appointed to head a "citizen task force" (Moloney
and DeMara, 1999) that would report to Council
on project costs, timing, and "opportunities for gov
ernment and private sector involvement" (City of
Toronto, 1999b). The Fung Task Force was made
up almost exclusively of private-sector businesspeo
pIe, many of whom were directly connected to the
Olympic bid. Although it held no public consulta-
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tions, the Task Force sought the advice of senior real
estate and finance executives, corporate strategists,
and urban design, engineering, and production con
sultants (Toronto Waterfront Revitalization Task
Force, 2000). In early 2000, the Task Force produced
its report, which outlined a three-part 'strategic busi
ness plan' for waterfront development.

The Task Force's 'development concept,' or, more
traditionally, its land-use plan, provided for all of the
uses that had been accommodated in the Royal Com
mission's ecosystem approach. The 'financial concept'
called on governments to provide much of the $5.2 bil
lion investment necessary to accommodate the pro
ject's infrastructural and environmental remediation
needs. And the 'operational concept' provided a mar
ket-focused institutional remedy to the problem of
jurisdiction, calling for the creation of a "develop
ment corporation" that would "operate in a business
model" offering "investors or partners a greatly sim
plified planning process" with an "efficient and ac
tion-orientated" governance structure (Toronto
Waterfront Revitalization Task Force, 2000, p. 61).
The Task Force report thus consolidated the work
of the Royal Commission and the Waterfront Trust
in a development model incorporating the opera
tional practices of the private sector and functioning
in accord with the logic of capital.

The Task Force report was subsequently approved
by Council (City of Toronto, 2000a) and, in October
2000, the 'three amigos,7 converged once again on
the waterfront to announce a joint investment of
$1.5 billion in "major infrastructure development;
a thorough environmental clean-up of the area;
and the creation of greenspaces at key points along
the waterfront" (Ontario, 2000).

The Olympic bid thus not only transformed gov
ernment policy in favour of waterfront development,
as the Trust had desired, it also forced governments
into financing environmental remediation and infra
structure provision. This was, from the beginning,
one of the main focuses of the Olympic effort, not
only because of the longer-term benefits to develop
ment interests, but also, more strategically in the
short term, because environmental initiatives were
one of the International Olympic Committee's three
Olympic 'pillars', along with sport and culture.
Crombie was often quoted as saying that cleaning
up the waterfront was important for the bid in that
"we get points for stuff like this" (in McAndrew,
2000). And, with infrastructure provision having ta
ken on an environmentally-tinged hue, public spend
ing on both could be rationalized within the rubric of
an environmental fix.

The politics of the Olympic bid thus saw two mutu
ally reinforcing, scaled strategies at play. The global

7 Chretien, Harris and Lastman were dubbed the 'three amigos'
by the press due to the uncharacteristic fraternity they displayed
at waterfront announcements, during which they jokingly referred
to one another as 'my buddy' and 'my new best friend'.

event promised the potential for economic and polit
ical benefit for all levels of government, and govern
ment investment in the waterfront's local green
infrastructure made the globally-focused Olympic
bid palatable for local politicians and residents. As
such, a 'Green Olympics', as the 2008 Bid became
known, was a forceful strategy to facilitate water
front development. In Toronto, as in many other cit
ies, the mega-event strategy both consolidated the
growth coalition and operationalised its ambitions,
permitting "the powerful interests in cities to attach
their agendas to the Olympic process, creating the
perfect policy mechanism for ensuring a growth
agenda" (Andranovich et aI., 2001, p. 127). But in
Toronto, this policy mechanism was decidedly green,
an outgrowth of the Royal Commission's ecosystem
approach to waterfront development.

The October 2000 announcement also committed
governments to the Task Force's corporate develop
ment model. With one month to spare before the
IOC's decision would be announced, Council voted
to support the creation of the Toronto Waterfront
Revitalization Corporation, the vehicle through
which public-sector financing could be taken off
the books of the Olympic bid. At the same time,
the Fung Task Force report was being "translated"
into the City's Central Waterfront Secondary Plan
by many of the same planners, urban designers,
and urban strategists who had consulted on the Task
Force (Urban Strategies, 2005). Thus the plan for
the Olympics, which the Task Force was in effect in
tended to produce, also became the City's water
front plan. The roles of the public and private
sectors in planning for and developing the water
front became deeply intertwined. As TO-Bid's
Vice-President said, "What's Olympic work and
what's waterfront work? This is all in furtherance
of waterfront issues" (in Sewell, 2001).

Bid dies: vision endures
The Olympic bid and its associated waterfront plan
was the vehicle through which Toronto could be
repositioned on the global stage and thus become
a 'world class' city. Policy and legislative documents
resulting from the Olympic bid's work made explicit
comparisons between Toronto and other-interna
tional cities, such as London, Barcelona, Baltimore,
and New York, which were said to be "reaping the
benefits" (Moloney and DeMara, 1999) of their
own waterfront development initiatives. While many
of these cities have experienced negative social,
environmental, and economic impacts resulting from
these projects (Basset et aI., 2002; Florio and Brown
ill, 2000; Moulaert et aI., 2003; Sandercock and Do
vey, 2002; Swyngedouw et aI., 2002), the economic
benefits to business, the catalytic 'sparking' of exter
nal investment, the improvement of urban aesthet
ics, the luring of well-heeled tourist dollars, and
the construction of a cosmopolitan, vibrant, and ur
bane aura that were said to have arisen from their
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reconfigured waterfronts were lauded as models for
Toronto and proclaimed as the ultimate answer to
Toronto's longstanding waterfront problem. Toron
to was to reconfigure itself into an entrepreneurial
entity by building "the greatest waterfront in the
world" (City of Toronto, 2000b) using a develop
ment model based on speculative investment in
green infrastructure.

With the hyperbolic rhetoric at a fever pitch, in
July 2001 the International Olympic Committee an
nounced that Beijing, and not Toronto, would host
the 2008 Olympics. Despite this loss, described by
Fung as "a great disappointment, but not a tragedy"
(Fung, 2001), and despite many ensuing hurdles, the
waterfront revitalization plan arising from the
Olympic bid continues to be pursued by the Toronto
Waterfront Revitalization Corporation.

Conclusions: a new waterfront development
paradigm
This paper illustrates in detail one chapter in the
ongoing coupling of nature and society in the politics
of urban development in Toronto. While I do not ar
gue or want to imply an instrumentalist correlation
between the activities of the Royal Commission
and the formation of the TWRC, this paper high
lights the significant notion that the variety of activ
ities undertaken under particular local conditions
and influenced by extra-local economic and political
transitions are important in the construction of the
urban landscape, and in particular the capitalist ur
ban landscape. In so doing, this paper demonstrates,
in a contemporary context, that "what is happening
along the urban waterfront is a reflection of changes
in the city itself and, more importantly, of the chang
ing political economy in which the city is located"
(Desfor et aI., 1989, p. 499).

The analysis presented in this paper suggests two
primary conclusions. First, while the environment
development conflation demonstrated in the 'ecosys
tem approach' promises to improve environmental
conditions on the waterfront, it also promises to trans
form its frontier-like terrain of availability into a
beachhead of possibility for large-scale capital invest
ment. The 'ecosystem approach' to planning, a power
ful paradigm in which a variety of conflicting groups,
ideological positions, political imperatives, environ
mental concerns, and social values were reconciled,
resolved a variety of historic problems that were
impeding the progress of waterfront development.
The wide-ranging consultations that both led to and
followed from its adoption were instrumental in creat
ing support for growth and significantly improved the
conditions within which waterfront development
could support the accumulation of capital, providing
the political climate necessary for continued growth
under changing macro-economic conditions. And
while development was effectively stalled for many
years pending completion of the work of the Royal

Commission, its longer-term transformation of both
legislative and conceptual conditions necessary for
development provided the conditions within which a
larger-scale transformation - currently being pursued
through the Toronto Waterfront Revitalization Cor
poration - could become possible.

Second, the prevalence of extra-governmental
bodies and processes in the reconfiguration of the
legislative conditions under which large-scale, glob
ally-focused waterfront development could be
undertaken in Toronto demonstrates not only the
institutional flexibility accompanying the ecosystem
approach, but also the increasingly secondary role
that urban planning has played in encouraging
waterfront change. Indeed, as is demonstrated in
the TO-Bid/City planning exercise, the City of Tor
onto's planning function has largely become reactive
rather than proactive, and largely responsive to the
vagaries and desires of private interests.

Goldrick and Merrens (1996) note that, despite its
"bioregional rhetoric" (237) the Royal Commission
did not, in fact, adequately address itself to the
promise of the ecosystem approach but instead set
tled for a variety of institutional reforms that were
unable to achieve its own stated goals. As the past
ten years have demonstrated, however, the ecosys
tem approach and the method by which it was oper
ationalized by the Royal Commission and successive
bodies - that is, as a conceptual device and political
tool - not only facilitated the formation of a new
waterfront development paradigm that explicitly
privileges economic growth over environmental con
cerns, but also restructured the processes and power
relations of waterfront planning in a manner that
privileges private interests. As such, the ecosystem
approach of the Royal Commission on the Future
of the Toronto Waterfront can best be understood
not only as "'a mode of social regulation' for facili
tating economic growth" (Desfor, 1993, p. 179) but
also as an example of the kind of "roll out" neolib
eralism that has reshaped urban social relations in
Ontario (Peck and Tickell, 2002; Keil, 2002).
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