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ABSTRACT
While the systemic approach is an important movement in the development of deliberative democratic theory, one
of its connecting threads requires further exploration, namely the deliberative division of labour. Do deliberative
functions automatically fill in each other’s gaps and ostensibly benefit the system as a whole? This paper describes
how governance restructuring impacts the current deliberative system in Toronto and examines the extent to which
deliberative functions are spatially rooted. The concept of triaging is used to explain three deliberative functions of an
urban deliberative system: deferring, resolving, and connecting. Each of these functions are aligned to specific types
of deliberative fora. The spatial implications of triaging in Toronto indicate that the deliberative system needs more
dynamic types of integrated coupling and transmission mechanisms, thereby weaving together micro-neighbourhood
participation, to wardwide and then citywide collective decision-making.
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INTRODUCTION
What functions do deliberative processes serve if a system contains weak coupling and transmission mechanisms
between formal and public decision-making? Coupling and transmission describe the relational patterns between
components of a deliberative system, that is, the flows and blockages in communication and decision-making occurring
within the system (e.g., Hendriks 2015). The deliberative systems approach provides a novel way of studying the
practice of deliberation in contemporary democracies because it seeks to understand public deliberation beyond single
deliberative sites, thereby emphasising the relationships between the multiple and partly overlapping deliberative and
non-deliberative practices in the political system over time (Elstub, Ercan, and Mendonça 2016; Mansbridge et al. 2012).
The systems approach is also relevant for understanding the political factors involved in democratisation (Niemeyer,
Curato, and Bächtiger 2015). This makes the approach suitable for examining contexts, like in Toronto, Canada, where
partisan manoeuvring and public mobilisation has intersected during two large democratic restructuring processes.
The systemic approach thus builds on the need to direct our focus to how deliberative systems are embedded in a
political economy, administrative system, and power relations (Parkinson 2012).
While the systemic approach is an important movement in the development of deliberative democratic theory, one of
its connecting threads requires further exploration, namely the deliberative division of labour. Deliberation is not located
in only one institution or forum as it involves many different feasible organisations and platforms. Therefore, we must
appreciate how public deliberation is distributed across the different sites of a system. The key point is that deliberative
systems’ theory starts from the argument that there is a necessity of a division of labour between institutions and
actors, each retaining different strengths and weaknesses (Bächtiger and Parkinson 2019). This means that deliberative
practices which occur at different types of deliberative sites are expected to display different qualities. They differ in
the forms of communication used and the transmissions from the periphery to administrative and political decisionmaking core (Esau, Fleuβ, and Nienhaus 2020).
Although we can assume that deliberative processes take on different functions, the larger question is: What exactly
is their purpose in the context of democratic restructuring? Do deliberative functions automatically fill in each other’s
gaps and ostensibly benefit the system as a whole? Recent claims point out the structural functionalism inherent in
the division of labour thesis, arguing for a more critical account of the power relations embedded in the relationships
that cut across deliberative and non-deliberative processes, forums, sites, spaces, agents, and institutions (Curato,
Hammond, and Min 2019).
This paper examines how democratic ward boundary restructuring connects to the urban deliberative system in
Toronto. Ward boundary reforms were forced upon the City of Toronto in 2018 by the Provincial Government of
Ontario, cutting the number of municipally elected officials in half. Municipal governments in Canada are under
the plenary authority of the provinces, but the City of Toronto was able to reflect on its local democracy. A Special
Committee on Governance (SCG) was created to review and explore ways to counter any negative impacts resulting
from the transformation. The style of public consultation used in the Special Committee provides the researcher with a
way to understand how deliberative systems are composed of political and publicly interfacing processes. Deputations
by residents, academics, and civil society organisations indicated dissatisfaction with what was proffered as civic
engagement on such an important issue. Still, deputations unveiled two important forms of resident engagement that
operate locally: residents’ associations (RAs) and neighbourhood planning tables (NPTs). Hence, within one public
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forum (i.e., the Special Committee), multiple facets of the local deliberative system were revealed—most notably how
there is disconnect between local and citywide decision-making functions.
The concept of triaging is used to explain three deliberative functions of an urban deliberative system: deferring,
resolving, and connecting. Each of these functions is aligned to specific types of deliberative fora: the Special
Committee, residents’ associations, and planning tables. Through these cases, we can appreciate how residents engage
in their neighbourhoods and in connection to bigger political, organisational, and partisan processes.
Cambridge.org defines triage as ‘the process of examining problems in order to decide which ones are the most serious
and must be dealt with first.’ In relation to public engagement in Toronto, triaging amounts to the act of convening
a group of stakeholders for the purpose of sorting through public issues. The extent to which these groups can be
deliberative, and the role that residents will have, varies based on their design, resources, capacity, and how they are
integrated in institutional decision-making processes.
A main problem in Toronto is that the deliberative division of labour lacks key coupling and transmission mechanisms.
This amounts to a series of disparate sites, rather than an integrated series of public engagement processes that overlap
in meaningful ways. As a result, the system does not afford enough of an opportunity for the public to seriously tackle
large-scale challenges. Ultimately, deliberative functions in Toronto are poised to triage (i.e., prioritise), as opposed to
solve, vital problems the city is facing.
The paper begins by discussing governance restructuring in Toronto, and how deliberative systems thinking can draw
from critical geography to conceptualise space and politics. Following this, three cases of triaging are examined: the
Special Committee on Governance (which was a response to provincial governance restructuring), and two processes
discussed at the Special Committee, namely residents’ associations and neighbourhood planning tables. The paper
concludes by discussing why triaging pushes deliberative systems thinking to be more critical of the functionality of
overlapping discursive realms of decision-making.

THE SPATIAL POLITICS OF DEMOCRATIC RESTRUCTURING
The Progressive Conservative (PC) Party of Ontario won its first provincial election in nearly 15 years on June 7, 2018.
The last time the PC Party was in power in Ontario (1995–2003), the government radically transformed the political
landscape of the City of Toronto. January 1, 1998 was the official day that Toronto became a mega-city, when the
provincial government amalgamated the City of Toronto with six other surrounding municipalities. Doug Ford, the
current premier, moved in lockstep with the governance restructuring of the late 1990s by introducing Bill 5, the day
after being sworn into office, which reduced Toronto’s ward boundaries from 44 to 25. None of this was mentioned in
Ford’s election platform, and Bill 5 received only four days of debate in the legislature, zero days in committee, and did
not undergo public consultation (Morden 2018).
Premier Ford was previously a city councillor from 2010 to 2014. He knew that the city studied Toronto’s ward boundaries,
including separate phases of public engagement with 24 public meetings. The Toronto Ward Boundary Review (2016)
proposed multiple changes to the existing ward boundary alignments (going from 44 to 47). It was determined that
more councillors (and wards) were needed to meet the growing disparity between elected representatives and
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residents. The City Council ended up approving this plan in 2016 and was set to realign the boundaries, until the
province railroaded the process.
Nothing about this process would satisfy normative standards in deliberative thinking, that is, it was not authentic,
inclusive, and consequential from the public’s point of view (Dryzek and Niemeyer 2010). Nonetheless, a deliberative
systems lens would encourage thinking about the interconnection between deliberative and non-deliberative politics,
that is, how deliberative sites might fit within a broader context of partisan activity (Mansbridge et al. 2012). Systematic
analyses can open the opportunity for examining dynamic connections between sites of law and policymaking and the
wider public sphere, allowing for an appreciation of how formal institutions overlap with citizen-led forums (Bächtiger
and Parkinson 2019).
One way to interpret Toronto’s partisan political system in relation to a systemic view of deliberative democracy is
through a critical geography lens. Geographers have conceptualised political authority in connection to the active
scaling and rescaling of various institutions and processes. In this way, there is an opportunity to examine the role
of political strategy and social relations in the production of new sites of governance (Goodwin, Jones, and Jones
2012). Therefore, empirical analysis can identify the ways that scales are intertwined dimensions being struggled
over and reworked (Mansfield 2005). Thus, a spatial reading of political restructuring situates the goals of social,
political, and economic actors in terms of ‘rejigging’ power relations (Brenner 2009). In the context of Toronto,
both the former and current Conservative government’s political boundary reconstituting involved meshing urbansuburban areas through merging conservative-leaning communities within left-leaning areas traditionally situated
in the city (Boudreau et al. 2007).
If partisan politics must be taken seriously regarding the spatial rescaling of political institutions, it also means that
we need to recognise how deliberation is situated within socioeconomic and political struggles. A spatial perspective
offers something relevant to systemic deliberative democracy as it emphasises the territorial basis of reform along with
the diverse forms of engagement that respond (and become established over time) to political challenges. A spatial
approach to deliberative systems considers spatial forms of political mobilisation and engagement coevolving with
emergent phenomena (Jessop 2011). Spaces, along with the people and organisations that comprise them, interact in
multifaceted ways. Therefore, we should view them as actively adapting to internal and external pressures. Indeed, the
City of Toronto took it upon itself to initiate a Special Committee of Governance (described in the next section) to
explore what democracy and governance might become given the new reduced format of City Council.
Martin Horak (2013) notes that spatial rescaling is connected to the architecture of urban governance, which
means that features of political systems can be reworked in the form of municipal incorporation, annexation, and/or
amalgamation. In the late 1990s, when the province of Ontario amalgamated the six municipalities and one regional
municipality to form the current boundaries of Toronto, there was serious concern that this would diminish political
representation in areas like Etobicoke, North York, and Scarborough. It took mounting pressure for the province to
include a legislative opportunity for the City of Toronto to develop community councils. Potentially new deployments
of governing authority can be instituted amid rescaling processes (Horak 2013), but the extent to which they enhance
democracy and promote public deliberation becomes a focal point for both public criticism as well as research analysis.
Community councils in Toronto never became mechanisms for participatory democracy but, rather, for legislative
efficiency, as seen through reviewing property standards, business and event licensing and development applications,
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and the absence of public members (Spicer 2016). This is relevant for understanding popular mobilisation for the
enhancement and coordination of public decision-making opportunities in Toronto.

DELIBERATIVE FUNCTIONS AS THREE FORMS OF TRIAGING IN TORONTO
In terms of methodology, this paper draws inspiration from the interpretive and abductive turn in deliberative systems
thinking. For Selen Ercan, Carolyn Hendriks, and John Boswell (2017), interpretive research is qualitative and contextual
in nature, meaning that the focus is on meaning-making (rather than measurement) aimed at interpreting the lived
experiences of the public in their social and historical contexts.
The following sections incorporate two forms of primary research into the findings. First, semi-structured interviews
were conducted throughout 2018 and further interviews were conducted in 2020. The interviewees included a city
councillor, several senior city staff from four city departments, and multiple residents representing different capacities
from four different neighbourhoods. Second, I closely examined several strategic policies, reports, and consultation
findings by the City of Toronto, as well as the Special Committee on Governance sessions (roughly 12 hours of
recordings/deputations, dozens of written public submissions, and multiple city reports).1
This research is abductive in that it draws from both theory and empirical engagement in an iterative way. We can
point to the proximate cause of political reform imposed upon Toronto as provided by the analysis above, but we
also need a sense of how a reconstitution of governance mobilises other actors, including local politicians, residents,
and civil society organisations. The concept of triaging captures facets of the deliberative functions that feed into
the deliberative system in Toronto, including both resident-led and city-led processes of civic engagement. The term
‘triage’ came up during two instances while conducting the research for this paper, prompting a reconsideration of
what, why, and how triaging operates as deliberative functions in Toronto. During one interview with a resident, the
participant stated:
If you’re part of a community of stress, you’re going to be working hard, so we have to triage with
other groups. We deal with built form, public realm, transportation, environmental concerns, safe
streets, streetscape, and other areas. We are in the middle of the tornado of neglected things and
things that have been put off, and so working in larger groups takes on greater force where work is
left in abeyance. Everything is operated on as [if] it [was] an emergency.2

As a former employee of the City of Toronto’s Civic Innovation Office (CIO) from 2018 to 2019, I was part of a research project entitled “civic
engagement with under-represented populations.” I was the research lead and was responsible for interviewing and transcribing interviews with
residents of neighbourhood improvement areas, city staff, and external public engagement professionals. I secured the City of Toronto’s ethics
clearance for conducting research with human participants, including voluntary consent and Chatham House Rules. Use of this research beyond
the CIO required a research agreement with the office.
2
Interview, May 13, 2020.
1
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The other instance was found in a City of Toronto report, stating:
City divisions, agencies, and corporations coordinate their own engagement activities […] Public
engagement [consultation has] returned ideas about [how] to support associations and facilitate
networking and animation, and teams of staff located across the city to triage local issues, coordinate
divisional resources, and help to build local capacity. (City Manager’s Office 2019a)
The triaging of local issues as a form of deliberative engagement is something that residents and the city are aware
of, and involved in. The following subsections of this paper explore three forms of triaging, what their differences are,
how they involve residents as well as other stakeholders, including civil society organisations, the City of Toronto and
civil service staff. I situate the three styles of triaging within a spatial articulation of public participation and inclusion to
visualise the geographic foundations of the deliberative system in Toronto.

The Special Committee on Governance’s Public Engagement Strategy
On December 4, 2018, the Toronto City Council established a Special Committee on Governance with a mandate to
consider the impacts on the city’s governance structure and process arising from the reduction in the size of the council
and to make recommendations to the City Council on any further changes to its governance structure (City Council
2018). The SCG met five times throughout 2019; such meetings consisted of deputations and presentations of written
submissions made by residents and invited academic and city staff speakers.
The responsibility for the coordination of city committees falls upon the City Clerk’s Office. Committees are one of
the core embedded ways for the public to be engaged with political institutions in Toronto, but the problems with them
are manifold. For example, a tendency to host many committee meetings in the downtown core at City Hall creates a
number issues: accessibility for anyone living in the inner suburbs, the short five-minute timeframe for people to give
a deputation, dependence on committee members to choose if they want to follow up with questions or leave public
statements alone, and the lack of direct influence of deputations over the decision-making process of committees and
what their formal members vote on.
The problems with the committee model were quite apparent, with a clear divide on what a good engagement process
is—between residents, civil society actors, and academics, and both bureaucratic staff and City Council members—
particularly concerning a reconsideration of Toronto’s governance, and by association, its democracy. For example, one
written submission responding to the city’s public invite to participate argued that the city did not identify how the
public will be able to respond, present, or engage with the committee (Swansea Area Ratepayers’ Association 2019a).
There were multiple calls for robust public engagement in adapting the model of governance to the reduced council
(SCG 2019a). To be sure, one of the in-person deputations suggested the need for multiple roundtable conversations
throughout the city at different times of the day to accommodate diverse schedules, and to move to rectify the lack
of consultation of the province. Without a serious effort, this deputant pointed out that marginalised residents will be
left out (SCG 2019a).
While deputants saw the SCG as an opportunity to encourage the City of Toronto to come together, this is not what
it amounted to. In an interview with a city councillor (one of the five members of the SCG), it was noted:
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[There was a] tension between the Chair and the staff to rein in [the work of the committee],
putting suggestions aside, comment on it all in the final report, and decide what to happen next.
There was a request on the majority of members that the committee should continue to exist, and
to do so at the call of the Chair and that these things be continued to be looked at. But the Chair
and staff were singularly focused on wrapping this up. That was a real missed opportunity. We’re
going to get to 2022 and live through the awkwardness of not doing [what] the community seems
to really think we need to look at, and that’s a shame. 3
Nonetheless, by the end of the first SCG meeting, a motion was passed for the City Manager’s Office to develop an
engagement plan to solicit additional feedback from Torontonians, and to have this ready for the second SCG meeting
in April (City Manager’s Office 2019c). Upon publication of the city manager’s work plan, the public commented
on the fact that it would not allow for any type of agenda-setting, nor would it lead to real structural change. One
written submission stated that there should be a community advisory committee made up of representatives from
the community council areas to provide input to the SCG and city staff on designing the content and form of the
consultation process (Harbord Village Residents’ Association 2019). Another written submission echoed this by
suggesting that a local advisory committee in each ward with representation from all advocacy groups be established
with the goal of hosting meetings whereby the minutes would be forwarded to the SCG for verification, comment, and
amendment to gather public input (Swansea Area Ratepayers’ Association 2019b). Members of the public recognised
that the public would not get to decide any of the recommendations.
In September 2019, the City Manager’s Office gave its update on the public engagement process. There was a total
of five public discussions that included an open hour prior to the session where city staff were available for questions
to take input for improving information between residents and the council, followed by a presentation given by staff
on the mandate of the SCG (with opportunity for questions) and small table discussions facilitated by city staff.
These sessions were held at civic centres in the community council areas to encourage geographic participation. A
total of 47 people attended the public consultations; two of the consultations were attended by five residents (City
Manager’s Office 2019b). As Toronto is the fourth most populous city in North America, the nanobite of participation
leaves us with lingering questions on whether the additional public consultation process was a complete failure or
was an indication of Torontonians’ disinterest with the reform of Toronto’s system of governance. What should be
acknowledged, as a senior civil servant points out, is that ‘there is a role and a right of the public to be heard, but the
majority of the expertise or advice that’s influencing Council is coming from the bureaucracy.’ 4 Indeed, it was up to the
City Manager’s Office to interpret whatever input was provided by the public and to make final recommendations.
Deputations and written submissions advocated for the renovation of governance and democracy in several
core ways: by following the lead of London, England, Los Angeles, Montreal, and New York regarding deeper
involvement of citizens on community councils. One of the debutants argued for the use of sortition to establish
how Toronto community councils could operate (SCG 2019a). One written response was a very detailed exposition
of legislated resident-led community boards (Etobicoke-Lakeshore Community Planning Group 2019). There
were also several comments about enhancing the ability of residents’ associations to work with city councillors
in representing their wards. This included suggestions of establishing a Secretariat/Office of Neighbourhoods at
the City of Toronto, directing centralised staff to conduct research and navigation for community groups. Others
3
4

Interview, May 19, 2020.
Interview, March 6, 2018.
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wanted formal recognition for resident associations in the city’s governance structure, along with the provision of
discretionary funding (Grange Community Association 2019; SCG 2019c). Another interesting suggestion was to
create 25 representative boards in each of the wards that included members from different interest groups that work
on relevant issues collectively (SCG 2019a).
This snapshot of suggestions deserved a more thorough consideration than they were given by the SCG and City
Manager’s Office. At the last two SCG meetings (September and November), there were multiple deputations and
written requests to extend the work of the committee (including a signed affidavit supported by dozens of community
leaders and organisations) and to broaden the public engagement process to involve more participation from equityseeking groups (Social Planning Toronto 2019). In the end, two final recommendations were made by the City Manager’s
Office: (1) retain the interim governance model adopted on December 4, 2018, and (2) have the City Council direct
the City Planning Department to consider partnering with a postsecondary institute to research the organisational
structure of the Committee of Adjustment (where variance and zoning issues are addressed) (City Manager’s Office
2019a). Was the City Manager’s Office solely responding to direction from the city, or did it also have its own interests
served by how it conducted the public engagement portion of the SCG and what it recommended? The answer is
both, and that the bureaucracy and councillors had little appetite for change.
This brings us to the City Council consideration of the findings of the Special Committee on Governance. One of the
councillors stated that the committee did not fulfil its work and mandate, that is, it was supposed to come back with
options for the council to vote on and was an abysmal response to the province (City Council 2019). Instead, several
motions were re-introduced at the council meeting that would be filtered through the executive committee, which,
according to a city councillor, means filtering will go through partisans who will ultimately dismiss the motions.

Residents’ Associations, Working Groups, and Development Proposals
The written submissions and deputations provided to the Special Committee on Governance signalled that residents’
associations need support from the City of Toronto. RAs are often defined as civic organisations oriented towards
maintaining the quality of life in a geographically delimited residential area. They are a common vehicle whereby
neighbours learn about problems, formulate opinions, and seek to intervene in the political process to protect local
interests (Logan and Rabrenovic 1990). One benefit of examining RAs is that they can endure for years, and even
decades, providing an opportunity to examine public engagement beyond one-off events, and to consider the longerterm structural contexts that communities operate in. In this way, the neighbourhood scale is a political arena for
assessing how local issues are being negotiated, something that tends to be overlooked when preferring to think about
the institutionalisation of participation in terms of strategic, legislative, or constitutional high politics (Sorensen and
Sagaris 2010).
One deputation made to the SCG by local activist and author Dave Meslin asserted that Toronto needs to think
more comparatively when it comes to residents’ associations. Meslin noted that the number of civic bodies in Toronto
is quite low when compared to other cities like Edmonton, Montreal, New York, and Los Angeles. The reason is that
certain local governments formally recognise RAs as part of municipal governance. In some circumstances, RAs are
incorporated into a lower tier of governance, beneath the city level (SCG 2019a). Unlike the other cities mentioned,
RAs in Toronto are not formally recognised by the City of Toronto; this means they are not supported by civil servant
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staff, nor are they provided with funding to assist in their operations. Most RAs charge a membership fee which creates
two tiers of residents in the neighbourhood: members and non-members. Whereas in some other North American
cities, neighbourhood councils offer free and automatic membership to anyone who lives or works in the area, including
non-citizens. This impacts how local associations operate as neighbourhood groups are more likely to become insular
rather than participatory without consistent and substantial funding (Meslin 2019). By contrast, both Los Angeles and
Edmonton, for example, divert a small portion of tax dollars directly to RAs. In addition, physical space might also be
accorded by certain municipalities, and this means that residents can convene in halls without having to rent them.
Lastly, some municipalities coordinate advocacy across entire cities (i.e., the Edmonton Federation of Community
Leagues) or, in Los Angeles, there is an administrative body with a budget and staff to facilitate conversations across
resident groups (Meslin 2019).
Residents’ associations in Toronto are left on their own to organise local forms of resistance or community action, which
tends to create spatially as well as internally unequal organisations. Studies have suggested that the socioeconomic
status of upper middle-income associations reflect their effectiveness and level of activity (Moore 2013). Nonetheless,
these voluntary non-profit organisations are central to spearheading processes of deliberation and play a ‘filling-in’
governance function by helping residents navigate city processes. Robert Chaskin and David Greenberg (2015)
describe the location and operation of resident groups in terms of interstitial space, that is, to function as intermediaries
between the state and civil society, sometimes wielding direct influence on public decision-making.
There are two aspects concerning the spatial conglomeration of residents’ associations in the core of Toronto. The first
is the location of many of the accounted for RAs cluster in and around the downtown core of Toronto (see Figure 1).
Figure 1. Resident Associations in Toronto

Source: Tango.to
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As one resident put it, ‘the potential for RAs depends on how well organised they are and who’s around, which is usually
people of a certain age because you need to have some time.’’ 5 Moreover, Toronto’s RAs are very much focused on
land planning and development, notably the pace to which densification is taking place in the core. The contrast to
RAs as described in the next section is that the geography of poverty in Toronto limits where certain RAs form and/or
become stable. In fact, the black and grey areas of Figure 1 represent organisations that appear to be inactive.
Alexandra Flynn (2019) offers a detailed comparative study of RAs in Toronto and finds that they manage to leverage
their relationships with allies and partners, can negotiate on behalf of their membership, and use their organisations to
both shape policy and allocate resources in the public realm. Flynn was able to chart 184 RAs across Toronto. More
than half of them were formed after the amalgamation in the 1990s, and 83 percent are focused on planning issues. To
be sure, RAs are tasked with navigating the vagaries of the planning process in Toronto on their own, something that
deserves respect because land planning and development in Toronto favours private developers. All planning decisions
are subject to appeal to the Local Planning Appeal Tribunal (LPAT), the only one of its kind in North America, acting
as an appeal body in planning disputes, with authority to overturn or alter the decisions of elected municipal councils. In
Toronto, statutory legislation forces private developers to hold development proposal consultations and to work within
certain guidelines when designing various features of prospective developments like condo setback, density, height,
façade, and so on. Therefore, city zoning by-laws only permit buildings of certain heights and densities, which forces
private developers to apply to the City of Toronto to build above those limits (Moore 2013).
The problem is that private developers have leverage on communities and local elected officials when it comes to
negotiating the features of any development proposal under consideration. If a private developer sees fit, it can, and
will appeal to the LPAT. What often happens is that negotiations take place within neighbourhoods, between RAs,
private developers, the city planning department, and the local elected official. Where deal-making breaks down, there
is a cumulative series of decisions that the LPAT makes against the advice of city staff, the will of the Toronto City
Council, and local RAs. Jennifer Pagliaro (2017) discovered that the number of hearings in Toronto increased by 45
percent since 2013, with 213 hearings in 2016 alone. Some of the judges of the LPAT go back over 15 years, and one has
ruled 75 percent of the time in favour of private developers (Pagliaro 2017). A senior civil servant told me,
We’re way too afraid to make things onerous for them (developers). There tends to be this sense
in Toronto that we don’t want to put the cost on the developer. Like, why not? These people are
sitting atop piles of money as tall as the skyscrapers they build, and we should be demanding more
of them, and we shouldn’t be afraid because it’s going to cost them extra. Give me a break. 6
The only way to overcome this scenario would be to alter the legislation that authorises the LPAT to function in the
way that it does.
This is where the tenacity of RAs is important. Volunteer residents attempt to corral developer ambitions while they
transform their neighbourhoods. The challenge is that there is a serious gap in resources, particularly because developers
are armed with financial backing, in addition to professional and legal experts. Also, applications and reports involved in

5
6

Interview, May 13, 2020.
Interview, March 8, 2018..
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development proposals are complex, requiring significant effort on behalf of RAs to traverse the piles of legalese and
planning jargon. As one resident argues, ‘RAs are usually created to fight some development monstrosity, and then
they must balance between their children and time, work, and then end up giving up. Who’s got the time and money
to hire lawyers?’ 7 The LPAT only hears from professional experts, meaning RAs must either have residents with said
expertise or would need to find the funds to hire experts to be heard before the tribunal.
Within this complex scenario, RAs might combine forces with adjacent RAs. Such is the case with the Annex Residents’
Association (ARA) and the Harbord Village Residents’ Association (HVRA). Each of these RAs have a website,
produces rather detailed reports on local issues, distributes flyers and newsletters, and holds meetings on a range
of issues. Harbord Village has nearly 500 members that annually vote in representatives, and the public can attend
monthly board meetings to voice their concerns.
There are two aspects of local RAs that deserve comment.
The first is the informal responsibility they carry in connection to their local city councillor. The members of RAs reach
out to their local representative and city staff, and they also attend public events to engage the city. In some cases,
there are initiatives in the purview of the local city councillor but are not initiated by them, thus RAs must try and build
connections with bureaucrats. But strained relations can sometimes make these efforts superfluous unless the local
councillor advises the city staff to support the RAs. Moreover, the connection between RAs and local officials is also
contingent. Since the local ward boundary restructuring, one resident noted that their local councillor is booking four
months in advance for a meeting.8 The concern there is that the RA is unable to plan long term with their elected
official. As a result, issues pile up and disappear over time. Some RAs have formed umbrella groups representing
neighbourhood groups in certain areas of the city, and they often liaise and communicate with each other. In the
case of the HVRA and ARA, elected members are entitled to sit on each other’s planning boards to help coordinate
interspatial issues.
The second relevant aspect of RAs in Toronto is how they have managed to develop an informal practice when it
comes to development applications, such as working groups. When a mandatory public meeting is called to discuss a
development proposal, both the HVRA and the ARA work together. Depending on the development proposal and
how large and/or contentious it might be to the surrounding communities, a working group might be convened by a city
councillor out of the initial mandatory public consultation. What follows is a series of meetings between the proponent
and the community to see whether the plan could be modified to get rid of lingering issues. Developers might agree
to it, and even then, there are failed working groups. That said, RAs try to find ways to make the planning process more
accessible to the community. It takes several hours and meetings of back-and-forth negotiations. Therefore, working
groups are a means for RAs to massage an actual project. RAs end up facilitating conversations with their membership
on the various features of the proposal in question. Therefore, RAs play a role within their communities, but it is also
often the case that they are criticised for comprising older, wealthier, white residents—this means that they might not
have any legitimate claim to representation within the broader community. There are also concerns voiced about
inclusivity in how conversations are facilitated (Lorinc 2020). Similar comments were voiced by the City Manager’s
Office SCG 2019 final report and used to balance out calls to enhance RA support.

7
8

Interview, May 16, 2020.
Interview, May 13, 2020.
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Neighbourhood Improvement Areas and Planning Tables
During the third (June) Special Committee on Governance meeting, the City Manager’s Office invited the Social
Development Finance and Administration (SDFA) department to give a presentation about how the city conducts
community engagement. SDFA is particularly focused on supporting Toronto’s equity seeking populations to
address geographical and intersectional inequalities embedded in Toronto. Within SDFA, a small team of community
development officers work with residents and service providers to implement the Toronto Strong Neighbourhood
Strategy (TSNS) 2020. This strategy offers one of the more unique platforms for residents to be engaged in Toronto.
The community development unit (CDU) works with two grant streams. The first one is ongoing, in that there is a
$17 million budget whereby 187 agencies receive funding ranging from 500,000–600,000 dollars. The other form of
funding are short-term grants for community initiatives, roughly $4 million in allocations and 400,000 dollars in the
form of small grants distributed in Neighbourhood Improvement Areas (NIAs) via local neighbourhood planning
tables (SDFA 2019). These grants are used to host local social networking events and community-led capacity-building
activities concerning financial literacy, civic education, digital proficiency, hospitality-related certifications, and soft skills
related to employment preparedness.
The nature of economic development in Toronto is heavily connected to tertiary knowledge services clustering in
the inner core of the city. The effects of the way urban capitalism is spatially designed in Toronto is that a strong
financial, health, and tech sector has fomented its place downtown whilst pushing outward the more precarious forms
of labour, and, along with this, has been a disinvestment in the social geography of certain areas (Florida 2017). The
inner core is particularly expensive to rent, let alone own residential dwellings. Over the past several decades, the inner
suburbs of Toronto have become what some call ‘ethno burbs’; the further you leave the core, the more racialised and
poverty-stricken certain neighbourhoods become. These areas struggle with transportation, social services, and local
employment accessibility. There is mounting evidence about just how divided Toronto is regarding social polarisation

Figure 2. Neighbourhood Income Change: City of Toronto, 2010 v. 1970

Source: Hulchanski and Smith (2015)
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Figure 3. Black Population Percentage, City of Toronto, 2016

Source: Hulchanski (2016)

and spatial segregation (Cowen and Parlette 2011). John David Hulchanski (2007) argued that there are three cities
in Toronto demarcated by income and wealth, which also contains an intersectional component to this geographic
orientation. Toronto is very diverse, with over 200 languages spoken across the city (Wilson, Buccioni, and Lau 2018).
Close to half of the population of Toronto are immigrants (Toronto Foundation 2017/2018), but as we see in Figure 3,
Toronto contains a striking racial segregation problem.
Residential sorting has led to serious concerns about the health of neighbourhoods at the bottom end of the income
distribution in Toronto (Chen, Myles, and Picot 2011). In the mid-2000s, the City of Toronto partnered with the United
Way of Greater Toronto to develop a Strong Neighbourhood Task Force (2005). The objective was to invest in 13
underserviced communities and to transform the way in which residents, city staff, and service providers participate
in community planning. This framework had some notable success, but it suffered when the plans for a multilevel
investment strategy ended when a newly elected neoliberal Conservative federal government pulled out (Horak 2013).
In 2012, seven years into the initial priority neighbourhood strategy, the Toronto City Council adopted the Toronto
Strong Neighbourhood Strategy 2020, and with it came a new set of priority neighbourhoods, called Neighbourhood
Improvement Areas. Figure 4 showcases the 31 NIAs that were deemed to be underdeveloped when compared to the
other 119 neighbourhoods in Toronto. A new community development approach would be implemented to address
five themes: economic opportunities, social development, participation in decision-making, physical surroundings, and
healthy lives (Social Policy Analysis and Research Division 2014).
The Toronto Strong Neighbourhood Strategy 2020 is a neighbourhood equity strategy and one of its features are the
15 neighbourhood planning tables covering the NIAs. NPTs consist of residents, city councillors, community agencies,
and city staff who work to identify local priorities, plan solutions, and create partnerships (SDFA 2017b). NPTs convene
monthly, and depending on the table, meeting times will vary. Each NPT has an Action Plan to address aspects of the
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five themes (see SDFA 2017a). For one senior city official, the NPTs and the TSNS 2020 are:
All about supporting engagement at those tables through activities that are the result of partnerships
that come together or are brought to those tables. It’s also about supporting the diversity of
voices, and these spaces allow for that. [However], in bringing people together, you should never
assume that there is a common understanding of [the] process […] Frequency builds—the more
you’re around somebody, the more likely you’re actually going to be able to develop some type of
relationship with them. Our work is to support the management of relationships and engagement
around building relationships and trust, so that these planning tables and this planning process, and
this strategy can be maintained, because we don’t have a lot of resources, and we never will have a
lot of resources. The leverage is the relationship. 9

Figure 4. Neighbourhood Improvement Areas (Pre-Ward Boundary Change)

Source: City of Toronto

Echoing this perspective, another senior city official described the role of the CDU as being facilitators, connectors,
and enablers regarding the TSNS 2020.10 Community development officers recognise that bringing diverging voices
to the table is difficult for several reasons. Conflict can be an endemic part of the experience, and this can have both
constructive and tenuous effects on collaboration.

9

Interview, March 2, 2018.
Interview, February 27, 2018.
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One of the challenges of NPTs is that their composition varies in terms of the ratio of residents to organisational
representatives. As one civil servant described it,
There’s a type of trade-off at the planning tables, as members of different tables across the city
depend on where you go, in the city. Capacity level plays a huge difference, and how people
intersect with our grants. I think the planning table lays the foundation for the grants, because the
planning table provides the platform and the arena for the grants to be launched and for people
to intersect with it. 11
Neighbourhood planning tables, therefore, are used to engage with already-existing partners, and are then used as
vehicles to bring in new allies and residents into the fold and to gain connection to other residents, service providers,
and city staff. Planning tables are action-oriented: ‘It’s not just about filling the room and talking to people for hours.
It’s about having a room of engaged residents from different parts of the community with different vantage points,
different experiences, to be able to then actionize work to ensure all bases are covered from different standpoints.’ 12
This is both a strength and a weakness of NPTs: the numbers of residents that attend NPTs never go beyond a couple
dozen participants and will often be quite less than that. To complicate this, some NPTs are almost entirely local service
providers, and in fact, some NPTs have split into a resident-only and an agency-only table within the same community.
This brings us to the bigger picture of the Toronto Strong Neighbourhood Strategy 2020. It is commendable for
recognising how different socio-spatio-economic forces must be addressed through an integrated approach.
Nonetheless, the funding available for local neighbourhood grants and tables rests on an unstable foundation. The inner
and outer areas of Toronto share significant challenges as it concerns the ability of people with responsibilities (e.g.,
family, school, and employment) to be a consistent presence in mobilising community actions. The unaffordability of
resident engagement is such that people cannot give up paid labour to volunteer. While RAs try to mitigate planning
associated with rampant capitalist development, the affordability or liveability crisis of Toronto is even more felt by the
residents of NPTs. It is often the case that NPTs—to their credit—bring in social housing tenants, but this reveals the
stakes of resident engagement in NIAs:
Part of the reason why more people aren’t getting involved here is because of the conditions that
we live in. I think it’s Maslow’s hierarchy or whatever, but shelter is right at the top. Before you ask
people to give back or to even be engaged in any way, how are they living? Because, yeah, no one
wants to read flyers when they have rats at home […] In our building, we’re dealing with a major rat
and cockroach infestation. The living conditions are very deplorable. Basically, exiting and coming
home is a horrible experience for me, because we have these fumes in the building, and you can’t
even breathe. You just have to cover your nose and like run, and my kids are trained to open the
door and get through as fast as possible. (Laughs) Yeah, and… sorry, I laugh at everything cause
that’s just my way of coping but yeah, it’s not a good way to live. 13
This resident has made it a point to get engaged to shape local children’s perspectives of their surroundings; a
resident council has been forged in the past couple of years, and through the local NPT, various initiatives, including
Interview, August 7, 2018.
Interview, August 7, 2018.
13
Interview, June 11, 2018.
11
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a community garden, a sewing program, and a honey harvesting initiative, were established and directly involve the
youth in their operations.
Partnerships between some of the NIAs have been able to leverage resources, but not in a way that underdevelopment
in the periphery can be spatially balanced with the core. The tall order that NPTs have is to essentially work around,
rather than solve, the problems of spatial restructuring and capitalist development, with very little structural changes
being made to how the economic, as well as the planning model, are operating in Toronto. The localised strategies
used to engage residents to fill in the gaps of these larger systemwide policies are also circumscribed by design. One
or a few neighbourhoods working together within the framework of a place-based strategy can only do so much for
each other.

CLOSING DISCUSSION
This paper builds on recent research recognising that leveraging opportunities within unfolding democratic
transformation requires an account of how public participation operates in broader macroeconomic and political
terms (Lee, McQuarrie, and Walker 2015). A spatial approach was used to indicate some of the power dynamics that
operate geographically across Ontario and Toronto. This set the foundation to consider public deliberation across a
city committee and its broader public consultations in residents’ associations working groups and in neighbourhood
improvement area planning tables. The City of Toronto had the opportunity to innovate the urban democratic system
in the wake of provincial boundary restructuring but elected not to. This is a shame because the deputants advocated
for the enhancement of residents’ associations, the creation of ward-based boards, the empowerment of community
councils, the implementation of ranked balloting and citywide participatory budgeting, as well as the use of referendums.
In terms of individual deliberative sites and their functions, we find inspiring places in Toronto where community
organising and deliberation coalesce for the development of neighbourhood priorities, often in connection to city
staff and various other external (public and private) organisations. However, the bigger picture indicates that there
are limitations to the triage model, which is perpetuated by partisan democratic restructuring processes. In fact, the
system of public engagement in Toronto is a critique found in consultation reports; what residents would like in terms
of decision-making capacity is not what they are offered (SDFA 2014; SDFA 2014/2015). The implications of these
suggestions lean towards a system with more dynamic types of integrated coupling and transmission mechanisms,
weaving together both micro-neighbourhood participation, to wardwide and then citywide collective decision-making.
Triaging therefore has a nuanced role in political contexts.
Part of the failure to implement more progressive forms of public engagement stems from the government culture at
the City of Toronto. A host of city initiatives can be cited as great work, such as NPTs and the Planning Review Panel.
Nonetheless, it was mentioned in two interviews with senior civil servants that civic engagement is ‘side-of-the-desk’
work, and not a main feature of the work that the city does. 14
This paper also aimed to provide a nuanced account of deliberative systems thinking. Ultimately, the deliberative
system in Toronto is geared to triaging. Various public engagement processes in Toronto are designed to sort through

14

Interview, March 23, 2018; Interview, March 8, 2018.
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problems as their priority. Given the limited capacities, resources, mandates, and integration in overlapping political
and economic processes, public engagement mechanisms that prioritise triaging can only have limited system-level
impacts. To be sure, some problems are placed above others, even with, and despite, their relevance and/or connection
to each other. Some problems are left in abeyance in favour of ones that are perceived to be more accessible to
tackle. Problem sorting, moreover, relies on other actors, which means that triaging depends on organisations that
have their own interests and objectives. But where there are cross-organisational alliances and support in place to get
ahead of problems, they face the structures that favour logics and policies supporting private economic and planning
development.
Notwithstanding their limitations, both neighbourhood planning tables and residents’ associations in Toronto operate
within the crevices of city processes, prioritising how to make gains on issues that might never be addressed without
their involvement. However, solving problems requires a scale at which public engagement processes like RAs and
NPTs, and where they operate, need to be expanded. RAs and NPTs bring a certain level of clarity to local issues, but
they operate as islands of participation in different geographic areas of Toronto. Both forms of engagement need to
become part of a citywide series of overlapping processes that feed into each other. Whether this means having NPTs
in every single neighbourhood, the creation of RAs in every area of the city, or a mixture of both is up for discussion.
Whether it means providing these forums with operating budgets, paid staff, and having them adhere to inclusivity and
accountability measures are things that can be considered.
In the common iteration of deliberative systems thinking, every deliberative forum serves its own function, with the
entire system ostensibly producing a deliberative system. But as Nicole Curato, Marit Hammond, and John Min
(2019) recently argued, deliberative systems thinking needs to move beyond functionalist assumptions whereby
different sites and sequences of deliberation solely aim to produce stability and legitimacy. Instead, political actions
and institutions within deliberative systems are composed of instantiations of coercive and productive power. The
goal is not to present a picture of neutral or ambiguous deliberative systems, but to lay bare any apparent tensions
within pre-existing power relationships.
Building upon this critique, the paper pinpointed power imbalances within the deliberative system of Toronto. In the
case of the Special Committee of Governance, triaging has a deferring function. The stages of the process were:
scoping, obfuscating, and modifying. The SCG directives and the bureaucracy itself, vis-à-vis the City Manager’s
Office, immediately set out to limit what was up for consideration. Such is the case when one proposal for electoral
term limits was deferred indefinitely. The obfuscating function becomes apparent in the final reporting phase, whereby
there was an absence of consistent advocacy for the enhancement of democracy mentioned by the City Manager’s
Office without a caveat that somewhere during the public engagement process, there was disagreement on the
model, and hence, no recommendations could be made for the enhancement of community councils and resident
associations, among others. The modifying function came with how public ideas and input were altered—or rather,
watered down—to suit the partisan interests of political officials and city staff, to the point that public members had
to clarify that their opinions were being misrepresented in the collation of data by the city (Swansea Area Ratepayers’
Association 2019b). The triaging function of RAs is primarily a resolving one. The way that this process works out is
that RAs aim to negotiate, conciliate, and mediate a host of local issues, both with the local city councillors office,
and particularly on development proposals. Lastly, triaging in neighbourhood improvement areas serves a connecting
function. The way that this process unfolds is by augmenting, coordinating, and allocating. Relationships among
partners are augmented and new friendships are forged; priorities and local programs are coordinated to address the
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thematic areas of the TSNS 2020; and local $5,000 grants are allocated to residents in NIAs to further build the social
fabric of their communities.
We can appreciate the deliberative functions of a deliberative system in the context of democratic restructuring by
taking a spatial, geographical perspective. The two separate amalgamation processes in Toronto contain degrees
of democratic restructuring and have impacted representative and collective decision-making processes. The paper
leaves itself open to critique from those that view deliberation in less formalised and forum-based terms. Nonetheless,
the coexistence of deliberative sites within neighbourhoods, wards, and citywide structures in Toronto is how the public
hoped to expand and augment the deliberative system. As a result, these types of spatialised deliberation, plus new
spaces, need to be cultivated for the division of labour to mature and achieve its desired impact.
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