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Introduction 
 

In July of 2015, the City of Toronto Planning Division received an application from 
Vancouver-based developer Westbank Corp. (referred to hereafter as Westbank) to amend the 
Official Plan and Zoning By-laws to redevelop properties contained within the Bloor Street West 
and Markham Street, and Bathurst Street and Lennox Street boundaries, and present site of 
Honest Ed’s landmark discount store. The proposed mixed-use development that comprises a 
total of 1,017 residential units and 17,555 square metres of commercial space includes a 
combination of mid- and high-rise buildings, and calls for the pedestrianization of Markham 
Street and the retaining of a number of heritage buildings (City of Toronto, 2016a).  

 

 
Figure 1. Proposed Honest Ed’s and Mirvish Village development site 

 
Since it was announced in 2013 that Honest Ed’s had been sold by David Mirvish to 

Westbank, the community has been wondering whether the proposed development would 
maintain the unique eclectic feel of the site and surrounding areas, like historic Markham Street. 
However, unlike other monolithic condo developments the city has seen over the last several 
years, Westbank insists that they are committed to maintaining the vibrancy of Mirvish Village, 
envisioning design attributes such as an all-season public market, a laneway lined with micro-
retailers, and a woonerf (also known as a living street).  

 

 
Figure 2. Rendering of proposed pedestrianization of Markham Street 
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This type of mixed-used urbanism is exactly what the city needs. Intensification began in 
Toronto over 20 years ago, and most local developers have not bothered to create vibrant, 
pedestrian-family spaces; choosing rather to build and sell ‘a pile of apartments’ (Bozikovic, 
2014). Canadian architect Gregory Henriquez, who has been commissioned by Westbank to lead 
the project, says that he “brings something of a left-leaning social activist component as well as a 
design component” to the development (Bozikovic, 2014). In Towards an Ethical Architecture 
Henriquez highlights that architects can play a role in social justice by going beyond traditional 
methods to nurture the growth of an inclusive city (Perez-Gomez, Green & Grabowski, 2007). 
This ideology is mirrored in his work on projects like the mixed-use mixed-income Woordward’s 
redevelopment in Vancouver, which also started out as a department store.  

In an interview with Gleaner Community Press, Henriquez says that the Honest Ed’s 
development is comparable Woordward’s in terms of importance: it is one of the largest mixed-
use projects Vancouver has seen, and one of the most inclusive (Brissenden, 2015). Planning 
included several rounds of public consultation to develop a project that was sensitive to the needs 
of all stakeholders. The redevelopment includes “a public plaza, urban green space, civic offices, 
retail space, a daycare, an extension of Simon Fraser University’s downtown campus, and non-
profit community space” as well as over 500 market and 200 non-market housing units 
(Brissenden, 2015).  

Henriquez explains: “I wouldn’t have taken on [the Honest Ed’s] project if I didn’t feel 
some sense of camaraderie. The Annex has similar values to ours: left-leaning, social activism, 
environmental stewardship” (Brissenden, 2015). Community-based grassroots development is at 
the heart of Henriquez’s methodology, thus it is not surprising that Westbank began public 
consultation on the Honest Ed’s project well before submitting the development application to 
City Planning. The public interest is well represented in the Woodward’s redevelopment; whether 
the same will be true for Honest Ed’s is yet to be determined. The purpose of this paper is to 
provide a critical analysis of the public participation component of the Honest Ed’s 
redevelopment thus far. In the first section, I will identify the key actors involved, as well as the 
power structures inherent in the issue. Following this, I will identify the specific public 
engagement tools that have been employed by City Planning and Westbank. To conclude, I will 
offer a critical analysis of the public engagement process of this project thus far, informed by 
interviews with two neighbourhood representatives.   
 
Actors & Power Structure 
 

The focus of this paper will be on analyzing the roles of Westbank and City Planning as 
key actors situated at the top of the power hierarchy in this redevelopment project. Power in this 
context is defined as the ability to impact the planning process, and the possession of resources 
and tools that enable them to do so. However, there are a number of other important stakeholders 
that should be acknowledged to give context to this analysis, and help to illustrate the power 
structure inherent in the planning process.  

Two groups have emerged specifically in response to Westbank’s development 
application: the City Planning Discussion Group (CPDG) and the Mirvish Village Task Group 
(MVTG). First, the City Planning Division formed a group of residents and representatives to 
inform their review of the application. The CPDG is comprised of 15 members, as well as local 
Councillors Mike Layton (Ward 19) and Joe Cressy (Ward 20), including representatives from 
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local resident associations and Mirvish Village, Koreatown, and Annex Business Improvement 
Areas, and acts in an advisory capacity to City Planning (City of Toronto, 2016a).   

Second, the Palmerston Area Residents’ Association formed the MVTG with additional 
members from adjacent residents’ associations Seaton Village, the Annex and Harbord Village in 
response to the development proposal submission (D. McFarlane, personal communication, 
March 8, 2016). While the proposed redevelopment site falls within the boundaries of Palmerston 
Area, its residents’ association felt that it had the least expertise in terms of zoning and planning, 
and that partnering with the other associations was a natural process since they are also impacted 
by the development, and have greater familiarity with the planning issues that may arise (D. 
McFarlane, personal communication, March 8, 2016).  

 

 
Figure 3. Map of residents’ associations surrounding proposed redevelopment site 

 
The mission of the MVTG is to provide an ‘informed critique’ of development proposals 

for the Mirvish Village and Honest Ed’s site that represents neighbourhood perspectives. It 
provides an unbiased report on the public record, that is, what has been published in public 
forums relating to the development (www.mirvishvillagetg.org). The MVTG has also undertaken 
efforts to collect input directly from local residents, independent from the community 
consultations facilitated by Westbank and City Planning. In 2014, the MVTG conducted the 
Mirvish Village Development Residents’ Opinions Questionnaire to obtain input from the 
residents that will be directly impacted by the construction and eventual development of the 
Honest Ed’s site (S. Dexter, personal communication, February 22, 2016). In addition to 
disseminating information and collecting resident feedback about the impending development, 
the MVTG has been actively involved in the planning process by participating in the CPDG, and 
working closely with city councillors and City Planning staff to represent neighbourhood 
perspectives (D. McFarlane, personal communication, March 8, 2016).  

As the planning process has progressed, Westbank has incorporated feedback from a 
number of other stakeholders, particularly in the design of specific project elements like Honest 
Ed’s Alley. These stakeholders, and the implications of their inclusion in the planning process, 
will be discussed in a later section of this paper.  
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Public Engagement Process & Tools 
 

Daniel Fusca (personal communication, March 7, 2016), Stakeholder Engagement Lead 
with Toronto City Planning defines public engagement as a process that brings people together to 
address issues of common importance and to bring about positive change. This section will 
discuss the various techniques employed by City Planning and Westbank to engage the public in 
this development process. First, city-lead public engagement initiatives in the form of statutory 
public meetings and the establishment of a formal planning group will be identified. Following 
this, I will provide an in depth discussion of Westbank’s tactics to educate and engage the public 
on their pending development, which will inform a critique of the effectiveness of the 
developer’s public engagement strategy in a later section.  

 
City Planning. The city has, and plans to, consult with the public on Westbank’s 

proposal in several ways. Community consultation began in October of 2015 with a public 
meeting introducing the proposed project. In addition to the statutory community meetings, City 
Planning has formed the Planning Discussion Group, mentioned in an earlier section of this 
paper, which will meet several times over the course of the review process to “contribute local 
experience to the ongoing discussion on the Mirvish Village/Honest Ed’s proposal in advance of 
City Staff making any final recommendations on the application” (Community Planning, 2015, p. 
1). According to its Terms of Reference, the group is also encouraged to disseminate Discussion 
Group meeting content to their respective members’ organizations, groups and committees 
(Community Planning, 2015).  

While City Planning’s review of this application is underway, they are also conducting 
the Bloor Bathurst Four Corners study, which began in 2013 and involves extensive community 
consultation to elicit feedback about draft Official Plan policy for the study area (which includes 
the Honest Ed’s site) on built form, heritage, the public realm, movement and land use (City of 
Toronto, 2016b). If the Official Plan is amended to accommodate these policy changes, it will 
have a significant impact on Westbank’s development proposal. Thus, the feedback gathered 
from the Study’s community meetings are an important part of the development’s public 
engagement process, and supplement those that are being facilitated explicitly for the 
development application.  

 
Westbank Corp. Public engagement began at the pre-application stage with a number of 

workshops and meetings with local residents and residents’ associations occurring in late 2014 
and early 2015 to discuss concepts within the development proposal (City of Toronto, 2015). In 
addition to these community meetings, Westbank has implemented three key engagement 
strategies: Markham House, walkshops and a design charrette. The following will discuss each of 
these strategies and how they have contributed to the public engagement process thus far.   

 
Markham House. In September of 2015, Westbank opened Markham House in Mirvish 

Village as a city building lab and community hub that explores future diversity and vibrancy of 
the neighbourhood as it responds to changes resulting from development (Centre for Social 
Innovation, 2015). They use creative methods of public participation like art installations, 
workshops and community events to consider how future development will impact surrounding 
neighbourhoods. It is also a space where the community can ask questions and share thoughts 
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about the development application for Mirvish Village. In an email to Torontoist, Westbank 
project manager Peter Venetas explained that Markham House was created to be a “physical 
space where [local residents] can learn more about the development application…[and] speak to 
individual team members”. Furthermore, it has been the location of a number of engagement 
events, including walkshops and a design charrette. 

 
Walkshops. Westbank Corp. has curated a number of ‘walkshops’ in collaboration with 

MASS LBP, an organization that serves to engage the public, and uses innovative methods of 
public engagement to collect information for decision-making bodies (Mesiano-Crookston, 
2014). Walkshops are an immersive method of gathering participant feedback about the 
development proposal from all interested parties, and are described by Jane Farrow, Director of 
Learning and Partnerships at MASS LBP as “a fantastic way for people to really give quality 
input” (Depetrillo, 2015). Westbank commissioned MASS LBP and Jane Farrow to facilitate the 
Mirvish Village walkshops; Farrow is the former director of Jane’s Walk, a walking tour 
initiative that honours Jane Jacob’s approach to neighbourhood engagement (Heritage Toronto, 
2015).  

 

 
Figure 4. Markham House 

 
Walkshops begin in the backyard of Markham House where a Westbank representative 

provides an overview of the proposed redevelopment, and participants are invited to ask a few 
questions. Along the route, the group makes a number of stops at various locations surrounding 
the site. Each walkshop focuses on a specific theme. For example, the first walkshop elicited 
feedback about public realm design (MASS LBP, 2015a). The second walkshop was broken 
down in to several topic areas that “found the greatest expression of concern and excitement by 
the participants”: public realm and park space, heritage and public art, streets and traffic 
concerns, density, and affordable housing (MASS LBP, 2015b). The third and most recent 
walkshop held in November focused primarily on the neighbourhood’s history, and engaged 
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participants in a broad discussion of how the neighbourhood’s heritage would be incorporated 
into the development proposal (MASS LBP, 2015c). About 55 people from all across the city 
came to express their concerns and ask questions about how the development could incorporate 
the unique character of the existing buildings (Depetrillo, 2015; MASS LBP, 2015c).  

The walkshop is a fairly new typology when it comes to public engagement. According to 
Julian Mirabelli of UrbanToronto.ca, Westbank has a vested interest in redefining the ways that 
citizen engagement is facilitated, and the walkshop series is part of a broader strategy that 
attempts to engage the public in a more intimate manner. Accordingly, the walkshops are “not 
meant to be the be-all end-all” of engagement (Depetrillo, 2015). The developer has held a 
number of other events seeking feedback on their project, including a design charrette that 
occurred earlier this year.  

 

 
Figure 5. Walkshop at Markham House 

 
Design charrettes. Honest Ed’s Alley to be introduced east of Markham Street will be a 

collaborative project between the Centre for Social Innovation, The Next Practice, ThinkFresh, 
and Westbank Corp. On January 5, 2016, these partners hosted a design charrette to discuss how 
they might design the laneway to be geared for micro-retail and start-up shops. According to 
Girling, Kellett and Johnstone (2006), this participatory planning tool involves design-based 
methods that engage the public, such as ideation techniques that draw out preferences about 
future growth. They are a ‘bottom-up' tool that is responsive to issues at the individual scale, and 
typically result in a product with good local fit (Girling et al., 2006). Thus it is appropriate, given 
the scale of the proposed laneway project, that this tool for public engagement be employed in 
the planning of Honest Ed’s Alley.  

During the charrette, representatives from The Annex Flea, ERA Architects, Evergreen, 
City of Toronto, Newcomer Women’s Services Toronto, Dufferin Grove Farmer’s Market, and 
other Toronto-based micro-venders were asked to comment on what could make the space 
successful, what would make for a good vendor and customer experience, and how the partners 
could help micro-retailers scale up from temporary tables to permanent units (ThinkFresh Group, 
2016). Key ideas gathered from the charrette will be integrated into an overall model for the alley 
(ThinkFresh Group, 2016).  

 
Summary. This section provided an overview of both the developer’s and City 

Planning’s public engagement strategies from pre-application to the present. There is evidence 
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that City Planning has begun its statutory public engagement process, and has implemented other 
tools to engage the public beyond their statutory obligations. With regard to the developer, 
Westbank has used a variety of innovative and participatory methods of public engagement to 
elicit feedback on their proposed redevelopment. The following section offers a critical analysis 
of these methods and the public engagement process more broadly. In response to interviewee 
feedback, I chose to focus this analysis on the developer’s approach to public engagement and 
consider its resulting implications for the planning process overall.  
 
Critical Analysis 
 

To inform a critical analysis of the public engagement process of the Honest Ed’s and 
Mirvish Village redevelopment, Sue Dexter of the Harbord Village Residents’ Association and 
Donna McFarlane of the Palmerston Area Residents’ Association and Mirvish Village Task 
Group were interviewed to elicit their perspectives on the roles of City Planning and Westbank, 
and their efforts to engage the public in the planning process thus far. From these interviews, two 
key themes emerged: poor community fit and consultation con. 

 
Poor community fit. Westbank’s approach to public engagement is a poor fit with the 

community in several ways. Dexter and McFarlane expressed a misalignment between what they 
perceived to be the ‘Vancouver-style’ approach to public engagement and the local context. For 
example, Vancouver does not have a ward system like that of Toronto - this may be the cause of 
a lack of involvement with city councillors Mike Layton (Ward 19) and Joe Cressy (Ward 20) 
(D. McFarlane, personal communication, March 8, 2016). The International Finance Corporation 
(2007) identifies localization as a principle of good consultation; McFarlane and Dexter’s 
perceptions that Westbank has not tailored their public engagement approach to the local context 
demonstrates neglect in planning on behalf of the developer.  
 The second issue concerns the representativeness of the participants who have been 
involved in the engagement process thus far. There is a question of whether or not the views and 
standpoints of participants at Westbank’s events and meetings are representative of the 
community members that will be most directly impacted by the impending development. In the 
third walkshop report published by MASS LBP (2015c), it was indicated that two-thirds of 
participants were from outside Mirvish Village. While this shows that the developer has been 
successful at drawing attention to their events, they should either be taking a more targeted 
approach to recruitment, or planning additional events exclusively for participants residing in 
close proximity to the development site. 

A key evaluative criterion of public participation methods according to Gutman and 
Thompson (1996) questions whether the process “ensures that the participants are representative 
of the full range of people potentially affected” (as cited in Petts, 2001, p. 209). It is evident that 
there is a compositional issue inherent in the public events held by Westbank thus far. In order 
for Westbank’s engagement process to be successful, participants should be truly representative 
of the community interests that will be impacted by their project (International Finance 
Corporation, 2007). Since it is difficult to discern whether the interests of walkshop and design 
charrette participants, and of those who frequent Markham House, are representative of the 
community interests, Westbank should make a greater effort to ensure that the feedback they 
elicit is representative of citizens directly impacted by their project.  
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 Consultation con. Both interviewees expressed beliefs that Westbank has been 
persuasive in their approach to engagement, and may be exercising some degree of deception in 
their tactics. First, there is a question of whether the developer’s proposed intent of Markham 
House as a city building lab and community hub is genuine – or if it is a public relations strategy 
to grow brand awareness, draw attention and excitement to the project and ultimately attract 
sales. In an interview with Torontoist, Dexter describes it as part of the developer’s ‘charm 
offensive’ (Niedoba, 2015).    

The developer’s public engagement events reflect this ‘charm’ that Dexter is referring to. 
In her interview, McFarlane indicated that the walkshops held at Markham House were branded 
as Jane’s Walks by commissioning the former director of the organization to facilitate the walks 
and using the Jane’s Walk logo on their participation materials, despite not actually being 
affiliated with the organization (D. McFarlane, personal communication, March 8, 2016). 
Through these actions, the developer has capitalized on the socially-minded grassroots image of 
Jane’s Walk.  

Furthermore, Westbank’s second public house unveiling the initial concept for the 
redevelopment took place in a ballroom at the Park Hyatt hotel in Yorkville. According to 
Dexter, it was an unprecedented event with politicians, city council members and staff, and the 
Toronto elite in attendance. However, it is the glamour of events like this that residents fear takes 
away from the real and important discussions that should be occurring (S. Dexter, personal 
communication, February 22,  2016).  

 

 
Figure 6. Public observing images showing the history of the proposed redevelopment site at 

Markham House 
 

There are also concerns that Westbank is not genuinely interested in collaborating with 
the MVTG or the residents’ associations (who represent the interests of the neighbourhoods 
affected), and that their approach to engagement has been primarily one-sided (D. McFarlane, 
personal communication, March 8, 2016; S. Dexter, personal communication, February 22, 
2016). In some cases, efforts by the MVTG and their affiliates to reach out to Westbank have 
been outright denied by the developer (D. McFarlane, personal communication, March 8, 2016). 
This is inherently problematic, as an iterative nature of consultation is imperative to its success 
(International Finance Corporation, 2007). The International Finance Corporation (2007) 
indicates that engagement strategies should be meaningful for those consulted; in the future, 
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Westbank should plan events that allow all stakeholders the opportunity to exchange views and 
information, to listen and to have their issues addressed. 

It is possible that Westbank has exercised a degree of deception in their reporting and 
approach to public engagement more broadly. Dexter indicated that results from the MVTG 
resident survey conducted in 2014 were divergent from those published by Westbank following a 
public meeting (S. Dexter, personal communication, February 22, 2016). Furthermore, a report 
published by the Harbord Village Residents’ Association in October of 2015 notes that despite 
having participated in a number of meetings with Westbank, they have seen virtually no change 
in the project that they can attribute to their feedback (S. Dexter, personal communication, 
February 22, 2016). Dexter and McFarlane agree that the developer’s approach to public 
engagement thus far is, first and foremost, a public relations tactic to put forth an image that they 
prioritize social justice. If this was not the case, there would be no discrepancies between resident 
feedback and the developer’s reports, and this feedback would be reflected in changes to the 
development proposal.  

Given this, it can be argued that Westbank’s lengthy and comprehensive public 
engagement process is a tactic to ‘front-end load’ their development proposal (S. Dexter, personal 
communication, February 22, 2016). By beginning consultation early in the process and 
involving many stakeholders ranging from the general public to special interest groups like the 
Centre for Social Innovation, the developer’s approach is effective in that it pre-empts pushback 
from the community. However, without giving residents the power to affect change in the 
development proposal, Westbank risks making the community feel marginalized (S. Dexter, 
personal communication, February 22, 2016).  

Furthermore, the breadth of stakeholder participation in the planning process may 
contribute to an ‘illusion of inclusion’ (Few, Brown & Tompkins, 2007). With this strategy, there 
are obvious practical limitations to the extent of inclusion in decision-making and additional 
issues of representativeness (Few et al., 2007). It is possible that the voices of some stakeholders, 
including organized pressure groups, do not fairly represent the views of less active community 
members (Few et al., 2007). Particularly in the case of the design charrette which included many 
stakeholders but not residents or their representatives, it seems as if Westbank has missed in the 
mark in terms of providing opportunities for participation that prioritize and elicit feedback from 
those community members that are most impacted by the development.   
 
Conclusions 
 

It is evident that Westbank has taken a broad approach to public engagement in their 
Honest Ed’s and Mirvish Village redevelopment project, by beginning consultation early in the 
process and utilizing a number of innovative participatory techniques. The developer began its 
consultation when the project was very much in its infancy; in fact, before a development 
application was even submitted to City Planning. Furthermore, the project design and architect 
Henriquez’s grassroots approach are consistent with the neighbourhood values of social activism 
and environmental stewardship, and respectful of the site’s unique history. However, there are a 
number of issues inherent in Westbank’s approach that limit the effectiveness of their public 
engagement strategy overall.  
 Arnstein (1969) was among the first scholars to explain that assessment of the 
participation process reflects the level of control afforded by participants, ranging from 
information-based education (aka nonparticipation) to citizen control wherein there is a high 
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degree of citizen power to influence decision-making. According to this model, effectiveness is 
defined by the extent of citizen’s power in determining the end result (Arnstein, 1969). Given 
that residents have not seen any change to the project that can be attributed to their feedback, and 
uncertainty expressed by interviewees regarding the intent of Westbank’s public engagement 
strategy, it can be argued that the developer’s approach is at best tokenistic, and at worst, 
nonparticipation.  

Evans-Cowley and Hollander (2010) warn that participation opportunities that lack depth 
can lead to token participation. Dexter and McFarlane expressed beliefs that are consistent with 
Arnstein’s (1969) classification of ‘window-dressing participation’ wherein consultation is not 
combined with other modes of participation, thus providing citizens no assurance that their 
feedback will be taken into account in planning. Furthermore, concerns that Westbank has 
distorted their public engagement strategy into a public relations vehicle reflect the 
‘manipulation’ rung on the ladder. The developer needs to change their approach from an illusory 
form of participation to something that is meaningful, wherein citizens are given a greater degree 
of power, and stakeholders share planning and decision-making responsibilities. The latter 
approach is integral to the success of their public engagement strategy. 
 

  
Figure 7. Arnstein’s ladder of participation 

 
When asked how Westbank might achieve this, Dexter and McFarlane expressed that they 

would like to see the developer as a collaborator, not as a competitor. Residents that will be 
directly impacted by the development and their representatives need to be consulted in a more 
substantive way; this means designing engagement activities that resonate with community 
members (S. Dexter, personal communication, February 22, 2016; D. McFarlane, personal 
communication, March 8, 2016). Westbank should create opportunities that allow for iterative 
dialogue between themselves and other stakeholders. Furthermore, their strategy should go 
beyond consultation and formally give citizens some decision-making power. This can take form 
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in joint planning committees or delegated arrangements wherein citizens have the power to veto 
developer decisions if an issue can not be resolved through negotiation (Arnstein, 1969). 
Ultimately, it is in Westbank’s best interests to at least consider these suggestions in planning 
their engagement strategy going forward; proactive planning that incorporates meaningful public 
involvement would increase the likelihood of the development’s success overall. 
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