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Abstract 

The purpose of this research is to understand what factors lead to successful municipally 

supported placemaking initiatives. The research identifies existing barriers and current 

initiatives through a series of semi-structured interviews with city staff and citizen 

placemakers in two B.C. municipalities: Victoria and Colwood. A comparison of the two 

locations will uncover how placemaking programs can evolve over time. The hope is that 

this research will provide inspiration to communities who would like to improve their public 

spaces and increase civic participation through the adoption of placemaking initiatives 

supported through planning policy and funding opportunities. The analysis will determine 

if and how policy, funding models, programs and other factors enable collaborative 

placemaking and provide a set of considerations for planners who are interested in 

supporting placemaking initiatives in their community.  
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Chapter 1.  
 
Introduction 

"The street is the river of life of the city, the place where we come together, the 

pathway to the center." -William H. Whyte 

Investing in the public realm is key to creating welcoming, liveable, healthy cities. 

The design of the spaces where we gather, socialize, recreate, and rest impacts our quality 

of life in urban areas. Traditionally we think of planners and urban designers as the 

architects of the public realm, but in some of the best places you can see the creative 

contributions that regular citizens have made to their neighbourhoods. The process of 

creating spaces for community connection through collaborative partnerships, often 

between residents and city planners, is called placemaking. Placemaking is about evoking 

meaning and strengthening our relationship to place. Placemaking is “more than just 

promoting better urban design, placemaking facilitates creative patterns of use, paying 

particular attention to the physical, cultural, and social identities that define a place and 

support its ongoing evolution” (Project for Public Spaces).  

Placemaking is often confused as simply a beautification strategy for underused 

spaces. However, placemaking has gained traction as a philosophy for spatial co-

production, civic engagement and reasserting belonging in public space. It shifts power 

from traditional city builders to form collaborative and innovative partnerships across 

governments, organizations, businesses, and individuals. It interferes in the traditional 

perception of place design that we often have (Kelkar & Spinelli, 2016) and acts as a form 

of planning practice that invokes arts and culture as tools for revitalization (Zitcer, 2020). 

In a world where land is increasingly privatized for economic gain, non-commercialized 

public placemaking should be supported by a creative combination of participatory bottom-
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up and formal top-down strategies (Sara, Jones & Rice, 2020). This intersection of formal 

planning and grassroots participation is the focus of this research.  

UN-Habitat advocates for a holistic approach to streets as public spaces that 
embraces the concept of livability and completeness. Their recent New Urban 

Agenda finds that “prosperous cities are those that recognize the relevance of public 

spaces… those cities that have failed to integrate the multi-functionality of streets tend to 

have lesser infrastructure development, lower productivity and a poorer quality of life" 

(2020). International Placemaking Week convened in Vancouver on the heels of this report 

in 2016, asking: How can a place-led approach help direct the implementation and impact 

of the agenda? The same year, placemakers gathered in Halifax to assess the state of 

placemaking in Canada. They identified that local governments are often great 

placemaking partners and advocates, yet city regulations, bylaws, and siloed municipal 

departments are the largest structural barriers that placemaking initiatives face (Horwitz & 

Woolner, 2016, p. 12). More research in this area is needed, particularly to understand 

how municipalities can become allies in overcoming these challenges and provide support 

for citizen-led placemaking initiatives.  

Recently, the COVID-19 pandemic demonstrated the importance of having safe, 

accessible, meaningful public spaces while also highlighting aspects of spatial injustice 

related to housing, transportation, community gathering, and green space. Without access 

to indoor “third spaces” like cafes or community centers, the value of non-corporate public 

space in urban and neighborhood settings is even more important to our collective well-

being. This has prompted a rallying call to “Build Back Better” and achieve a “Just 

Recovery”, and local governments are responding. Today, Municipal Governments in 

Canada are increasingly using Placemaking strategies as a way to support resilient, 

sustainable communities during the pandemic. This is evidence by the implementation of 

short-term pilot projects in public space (like “living streets”), policy adaptation, and new 

funding from governments for citizen-led placemaking initiatives. When society imagines 

how we might “build back better”, planners and governments have an obligation to 

prioritize access and spatial justice in our communities if we are to achieve the “better” 

part. With a potential surge in economic and social recovery funding as well as changing 

municipal spending on public space, placemaking policy should be considered. Without a 
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central Canadian placemaking organization like there is in the United States, local 

governments have few Canada-specific resources to turn to.  

Given the research on the benefits of placemaking, the momentum from Canadian 
placemaking gatherings and the renewed focus on the value of public space, why aren’t 

there more examples of municipally supported placemaking in Canadian cities? This 

research aims to understand what factors lead to successful municipally supported 

placemaking initiatives. “Municipally supported” placemaking in this report is defined as 

support for collaborative citizen-led placemaking through a combination of municipal 

plans, strategies, protocol, policies, funding, and/or programming. The hope is that this 

research will provide inspiration to communities who would like to improve their public 

spaces and increase civic participation through the adoption of placemaking initiatives 

using tools such as planning policy and funding opportunities. The analysis will determine 

if and how policy, funding models, programs and other factors enable collaborative 

placemaking and provide a set of considerations for planners who are interested in 

supporting placemaking initiatives in their community.  
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Chapter 2. Literature Review  

2.1. Planning Context  

In 1961 Jane Jacobs wrote “Cities have the capability of providing something for 

everybody, only because, and only when, they are created by everybody.” This statement 

and her famous book The Death and Life of Great American Cities (1961) responded to 

the modernist trends in urban planning and city building at the time, which empowered 

“expert” city builders and strove for an efficient urban environment above all else. Jacobs, 

among other advocates in the 1960’s, thought about the uses and users of public space 

and began to question the systematic destruction of human centered places by so-called 

“experts” like city planners. Today we know that urban renewal, autocentric planning, and 

rigid zoning has resulted in poorer quality of life, negative health impacts, community 

displacement from homes and disconnect from our connection to place. These damaging 

practices and policies resulting in the loss of “place” has deepened our need for human-

centered design and community-based decision making.  

One inspiration behind modern thoughts regarding connection to place is William 
H. Whyte (1917-1999). His research on human behavior in urban settings is foundational 

to the modern placemaking movement. In 1969 while working for the New York City 

Planning Commission, Whyte began to ask how planned urban spaces were actually 

working for people. This was groundbreaking at the time. The Street Life Project, a study 

in New York and other cities on pedestrian behavior and social dynamics on the street, 

was created out of this curiosity (Project for Public Spaces, 2010). His studies revealed 

insights into human behavior in public space that are intuitive but had never been formally 

studied or documented. Whyte learned that socializing in public spaces contributes 

significantly to quality of life, and that places have the potential to facilitate civic 

engagement and community development. He believed in the power of observation and 

communication to understand what people want in their public spaces, and advocated for 

people to be involved in this process. He proposed a new approach to urban design from 

the “bottom up” rather than the “top down.” His work has led to a greater understanding 

not only of how to create spaces for people, but how to create with people. His beliefs are 

foundational to the values and objectives in modern planning theory and placemaking 
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(Project for Public Spaces, 2010). In addition to his research and multiple publications, 

Whyte’s mentorship of Fred Kent led to the creation of Project for Public Spaces (PPS). 

PPS has been active for the past 45 years and is now the most well-known and connected 

placemaking organization in North America.  

2.2. Foundational Research on Place  

Research on placemaking and related areas cross many fields and disciplines 

including community and environmental psychology, community development, arts, urban 

planning, and human geography. Important questions in these fields relate to place, 

space, people, and relationships. Interconnected topics including place attachment, place 

identity, place dependence, and civic participation are foundational to placemaking 

research. Research on civic participation considers the relationship between people and 

their government and what enables citizens to claim a stake in the future of their 

community. Understanding how a physical area becomes a ‘place’ is central in this field. 

One common finding is that “a physical area becomes a ‘place’ when people use, 

experience and internalize it” (Lee & Blackford, 2020, p. 73). Researchers studying place 

attachment seek to understand questions like “why and how are people attached to certain 

places?” and “what makes a place meaningful?” Studies on the above themes help to 

guide policymakers, planners and governments in understanding what residents need and 

why they may or may not participate in collaborative planning processes (Devine-Wright 

2009). 

Good aesthetics are important to place identity: it can attract people and lead to 
place attachment which in turn results in a sense of ownership over place (Knight 

Foundation, 2010). Sense of “ownership” over a place increases the likelihood of ongoing 

stewardship of that place as well as higher civic participation. At the same time, disconnect 

between government and citizens often results in disempowered citizens, who feel that 

the future has already been decided for them (Arroyo, 2017). Place dependence usually 

precedes but is important for place attachment, and the two often occur in a positive 

feedback loop (Lee & Blackford, 2020). 
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Jackson (2011) found that the social impact of participation in cultural processes 

like placemaking is important for fostering civic engagement, creating social capital, 

promoting social cohesion and intergenerational and cross-cultural relations as well as the 

preservation, transmission, and adaptation of heritage from one generation to another. 

This provides a substantive argument for governments to prioritize aesthetics, safety and 

culture in public space in order to build relationships between residents and the places 

they use and to involve citizens and community organizations in the planning and decision 

making (Lee & Blackford, 2020). Ultimately this foundational research on place reinforces 

what we may have already known: when people are attached to a place, they are more 

willing to be involved in making it better.  

2.3. Placemaking Typologies  

Scholars have attempted to organize placemaking into typologies. Typologies 

typically differ on budget, process, motivation and intended users. Steuteville of the 

Congress for New Urbanism organizes Placemaking typologies into three categories: 

strategic, tactical, and creative. Strategic placemaking is described as “an incremental 

method of improving a location over a long period of time through many separate small 

projects or activities” (Steuteville, 2014). Strategic placemaking is goal oriented, seemingly 

toward economic revitalization or gain. This typology tends to align more with formal actors 

such as cities or businesses. Tactical placemaking comes from “tactical urbanism,” a 

grassroots bottom-up approach to improving public spaces in ways that are lighter, 

quicker, and cheaper. Tactical placemaking has been further developed and popularized 

by the American organization Project for Public Spaces. Creative placemaking took off in 

2010 when funding was released from the National Endowment for the Arts. It focuses on 

including art and artists in collaborative planning processes and projects.  

Toolis introduces the term “critical placemaking” which they describe as “efforts 
that attend to inequities and work to promote social justice by disrupting systems of 

domination and creating public places that are accessible and inclusive, plural, and 

participatory” (Toolis, 2017, p. 186). Short term interventions for the unhoused by 

community activists might fall under this category.  
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While categorizing placemaking can be helpful to differentiate a corporate-

sponsored parklet outside an expensive coffee shop from a tent city created by and for 

the unhoused population, these typologies are most relevant to academics and less to the 

practitioners on the ground doing the work. The colloquial use of the term is likely a 

combination of typologies.  

Markussen and Gadwa (2010) produced the first research on creative placemaking 

in the United States. Their definition of creative placemaking is commonly cited in North 

American research today.  

In creative placemaking, partners from public, private, non-profit, and 
community sectors strategically shape the physical and social character of 

a neighborhood, town, city, or region around arts and cultural activities. 

Creative placemaking animates public and private spaces, rejuvenates 

structures and streetscapes, improves local business viability and public 

safety, and brings diverse people together to celebrate, inspire, and be 

inspired (Markusen & Gadwa, 2010, p. 3). 

The idea behind creative placemaking is not simply about undertaking 
placemaking in a creative manner, it is about leveraging art and culture as a 

catalyst for urban and community development.  

2.4. Defining Placemaking  

The concept of “placemaking” as a process and a product is hard to define and 

continually evolving. Therefore, scholars and practitioners have agreed that the definition 

and the act of naming placemaking is worthy of research. For instance, Zitcer (2020) tries 

to understand how the concept of placemaking has come to be understood in the field of 

planning, particularly among “top down” and “bottom up” actors. The practice of 

placemaking has been happening in some form for centuries, whether it was called 

placemaking or not. Zitcer questions how the act of defining placemaking might limit or 

liberate placemaking, asking: Who is the expert to decide what placemaking is? Is it the 

funder or the practitioner? What is the rapport between the two? Where are the gaps? 
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(2020). If the government is not the funder, what are the roles of the government and the 

planner? Zitcer finds that practitioners have concerns about the naming of placemaking 

ranging from the role of artists and funding sources to fears about displacement and 

gentrification. He concludes that defining the term has consequences for funders and 

practitioners, and that practices associated with the term “placemaking” require ongoing 

scrutiny to maintain a level playing field and accountability. 

Ellery, Ellery and Borkowsky were the latest to study the progress toward the 

development of a more universally accepted and consistent understanding of placemaking 

as a concept in the academic literature (2020). Their study sought to identify the key 

theoretical principles and propose a theoretical model for the process of placemaking. The 

study concludes that despite the common use of the term, there continues to be a lack of 

consistent definitions for placemaking. Based on the case studies analyzed by the authors, 

three foundational principles did emerge:  

1) the process of placemaking creates an attachment or connection 

between the community member and the place in which they live, work, and 

play that is often referred to as an individual’s sense of place; 2) an 

individual’s “sense of place” can be either positive or negative in nature; 

and 3) placemaking as a process can occur along a continuum from change 

that is imposed upon an individual to change that is created by the individual 

(Ellery, Ellery & Borkowsky, 2020, pp. 62-68).  

The lack of a consistent definition or theoretical approach to placemaking has an 
interesting benefit. Markusen, who was involved in early creative placemaking research, 

admits that creative placemaking is indeed a fuzzy concept. It means different things to 

different people and is often used to serve personal interests. According to her, 

placemaking “flourishes because of, not despite its imprecision” (Markusen, 2013, p. 293). 

In fact, Markusen and Nicodemus note that a broad definition “helped creative 

placemaking win unprecedented policy action, with practitioners and funders adopting 

multiple definitions to suit their particular circumstances” (2014, p. 36). While conceptual 

“fuzziness” may be frustrating for scholars, it is shown to benefit communities on the 

ground.  
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2.5. Understanding Placemaking Projects & Processes 

Research on the placemaking process has primarily been conducted in the United 

States due to several factors. After the 2008 recession, the Obama administration saw the 

need for place-based policy solutions and asked federal agencies to develop solutions 

(Chu & Shupbach, 2014). Prior to the recession, Richard Florida claimed in his “creative 

class” theory (2019) that there was a relationship between creatives/artists and cities that 

could lead to economic gain and positive growth. Despite widespread critiques of his work, 

scholars agree that Florida helped to pave the way for the acceptance of the creative 

placemaking movement in the United States.  

As a result of the recession, the priorities of the Obama administration, and 

Florida’s ideas about arts-based economic revitalization, there was a surge in funding for 

placemaking projects in the United States in 2010. Support for this funding was enabled 

by a white paper by Markusen and Gadwa (2010), who studied how artists contribute to 

the vitality of cities and communities. The paper was commissioned by the National 

Endowment for the Arts and looked at placemaking projects from the past two decades in 

America. The result of the paper was a policy framework which enabled funders to invest 

in placemaking. Over $200 million dollars from The National Endowment for the Arts, 

ArtPlace America, and the Kresge Foundation, and other local funders was granted to a 

variety of projects all over the country. An increase in research about placemaking in the 

U.S. was tied to these projects, both as a result of enthusiasm for placemaking at the time, 

and a duty to report back to funders on the outcomes and success of their projects. This 

framework has influenced policy and funding approaches in North America, including 

Canada. The United States also benefits from well-funded think-tanks and research 

institutes such as the Bass Center for Transformative Placemaking and the Brookings 

Institute. These entities conduct and disseminate research on national and local scales 

with a particular focus on how placemaking practitioners and decision-makers can 

broaden the economic and social benefits of public space.  

Most placemaking research focuses primarily on urban areas, though a growing 
amount of research includes rural areas. Authors such as Lee and Blackford argue that 

more research on rural areas is needed to better understand how people relate to non-
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urban places and how placemaking initiatives can be adapted in rural communities (2020). 

On Vancouver Island, an innovative cultural mapping process was led in the communities 

of Courtenay, Nanaimo and Port Alberni. The goal of the project was to enable local 

governments in small communities to understand, interpret and communicate the 

significance of place, and to contribute to strategic and economic development (Vaugeois, 

Rosser, Karsten, et al, 2016). The study highlights the value of cultural mapping as a 

process for citizen engagement and placemaking opportunities. It also demonstrates a 

desire from local governments in Canada to support placemaking initiatives. 

Implications for Local Governments and Planners  

Participatory models of democracy and city building like placemaking encourage 
governments to experiment and evolve (Arroyo, 2017). Local governments have the ability 

to empower citizens by deepening engagement and collaboration (Arroyo, 2017). In a 

related study, Kelkar and Spinelli (2016) ask: does creative placemaking through 

community-led design generate a positive impact on local communities in urban 

neighbourhoods? They found that placemaking generates as many benefits for 

community-building and empowerment as it does for communities’ public spaces. This 

benefits local governments and planners. Kelkar and Spinelli argue that civic organizations 

have an important role to play in the process of placemaking. They find that through 

placemaking, social capital can be built by bringing community members together to solve 

problems and build relationships. In the “post-truth” era where distrust of government 

continues to grow, planners should prioritize approaches that have the potential to build 

social capital and trust with the community, raise social awareness of issues and increase 

the perceived success of urban planning projects (Lalicic & Onder, 2018).  

Planners and local government’s role in placemaking is not yet well understood. 

Few studies have considered the dynamics between residents and planners or other city 

staff in the context of citizen-led placemaking projects. Understanding these dynamics is 

a worthwhile endeavor, considering that “interactive and deliberate processes create 

positive exchange of ideas and understanding between citizens and government and allow 

for more holistic, sustainable solutions” (Lee & Blackford, 2020, p. 83). Finn (2014) and 

Shuttle (2017) studied this dynamic from the lens of Do-It-Yourself (DIY) Urbanism. DIY 
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Urbanism is a type of placemaking defined by its grassroots and often unsanctioned or 

vigilante approach to changing public spaces, often taking on projects that the city cannot 

or will not. North American authors Finn (U.S.A.) and Shuttle (Canada) look at the potential 

contributions and drawbacks of DIY urbanism in how it relates to planning and formal city 

building. They contend that municipalities and planners are tasked with a difficult 

balancing act that is ultimately worth the effort. 

DIY activities like placemaking showcase an active and engaged citizenry that is 

crucial to keeping vibrancy and promoting innovation in cities. Many influential urbanists, 

like Jane Jacobs for example, were part of these types of activities that pushed back 

against neoliberal top-down planning bureaucracy. These movements are rooted in 

concepts like “right to the city” which calls for the reclamation of the city as a space of co-

creation and spatial equity, separate from the powers of capitalism and commodification 

(Lefebvre, 1968). It is a rebellion against the status quo in planning that is seen to lack 

creativity and flexibility. These movements are often portrayed as the “antidote” to 

planning, defined by bureaucracy, slowness and restraint (Finn, 2014). This approach is 

overly rational, ignoring the nuance and progress planning has made in the last several 

decades. DIY movements that position themselves as the answer to modern planning may 

“paradoxically circumvent the very same community-based, participatory and fair-share 

processes that planners have worked diligently to enact in many cities” (2014, p. 391). 

Here they consider a balance between enthusiastic participation and citizen rebellion that 

undermines the entire purpose and practice of planning. Why do cities need planners, 

designers, and other staff if the work of programming, design and maintenance is 

continually outsourced to individuals? Finn argues that an unregulated process such as 

this would make it extremely difficult, perhaps impossible, for cities to exercise their 

powers and ensure equity, safety, and other concerns (2014).  

Compared to most typical planning engagement strategies, DIY Urbanism 
encourages a high level of involvement from residents, which can strengthen community 

capacity and civic values (Pagano, 2013). This might be favorable for people who have 

experienced negative “top-down” engagement styles from city officials or have lost trust in 

the process. At the same time, the DIY approach can circumvent intentionally accessible 

and inclusive engagement processes that planners have carefully thought out. It can be 
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problematic to assume that the community will always take a more equitable approach. 

Therefore, it is important for planners to ensure DIY urbanism initiatives reflect community 

values and include marginalized populations (Shuttle, 2017). According to Arroyo, “When 

designed within an equity frame, creative placemaking can reveal and, when necessary, 

challenge these community values and help stakeholders establish a shared vision about 

the direction society should take” (2017, p. 66).  

From the citizen perspective, there are benefits and challenges to including 

municipalities in placemaking projects (Finn, 2014; Shuttle, 2017). Municipal bureaucracy 

might reject or limit the vision of placemaking projects or force unwanted compromises. 

Involving the municipality might mean following restrictive rules or additional work applying 

for permits that overcomplicate the process and extend timelines. At the same time, 

support from the municipality might work to sustain or validate the project in ways that it 

might not otherwise receive. 

Given the potential of risk and liability, municipalities must consider whether it’s in 
their best interest to support DIY initiatives. Projects without oversight run the risk of 

endangering citizens, unfairly advantaging certain populations while excluding others, and 

undermining or ignoring planning and planners. If done thoughtfully, the literature finds 

that municipal support for DIY Urbanism (or placemaking) can integrate well into 

community planning in beneficial ways (Shuttle, 2017).  

Research shows that planners can create meaningful relationships by engaging 
both place-based and network-based communities (Sawhney et al., 2015), though it is 

important that this relationship is reciprocal. Finn suggests that planners should approach 

DIY urbanism as an ally to community planning and work to integrate these projects into 

the municipality more permanently (2014; Pagano, 2013). This approach allows planners 

and engaged residents to collaborate. With this integration comes responsibility for the 

planner, including remaining flexible and balancing considerations like safety, liability, 

equity, accessibility, legality, and process in ways that are contextually appropriate (2014). 

Eggerston Teder finds that professionals struggle to find balance in their role but that the 

“involver” is one of the most important roles to take in processes of co-creation (2018). 

Planners must protect citizens from harm and the city from liability while encouraging 
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creativity and participation from residents and the municipality. They must also balance 

community-led plans with official municipal plans.  

Finn (2014) suggests that planners find ways to empower citizens to become 
actively involved in the design and management of space beyond a traditional advisory 

capacity. Using tools that are familiar to planners is one way to achieve this, including 

providing grants for citizens. Planners must work to harness this energy and support 

advocates while also demonstrating the value of planners and municipal plans as useful 

allies (Shuttle, 2017). Benefits to this approach include improving community capacity for 

collaboration and participation and small-scale or short-term interventions that add value 

to the community and fill potential gaps where the city is unable to. Shuttle recommends 

that the benefits likely outweigh the risks (2017).  Valuable skills for planners facilitating a 

placemaking process include the capacity to cooperate, navigate conflict, listen, engage 

in intercultural dialogue, deploy one’s imagination, create enabling conditions, have a 

critical understanding of the self and a desire to know others, an authentic interest in local 

issues, and an understanding of adaptive systems change and the policymaking process 

(Arroyo, 2017).  

2.6. Critiques of Placemaking  

While contemporary placemaking has been widely celebrated, it is not without 

criticism. Well-meaning placemaking interventions may have unintended consequences 

and even reproduce the same inequalities that the project was meant to address (e.g. 

exclusion, racial equity). Risk for this to occur is higher when practitioners are not familiar 

with the people or the history of the place they are working (Frenette, 2017). The goal of 

most placemaking initiatives is to create inclusive, safe, accessible, beautiful public 

places, so it is important to consider that feelings of belonging, safety and inspiration are 

experienced differently by individuals based on their identity. A person’s race, class, 

gender, ability, citizenship and other intersecting identities will impact how they experience 

a place and how much power they feel they have in creating the future of their community 

(Toolis, 2017). Bedoya brings forward the argument that placemaking can create both 

belonging and “dis-belonging” depending on how spaces are created or recreated (2013). 
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Markusen and Nicodemus (2014) have reflected on their original “Creative 

Placemaking” paper from 2010, saying that if they could go back, they would include a 

greater emphasis on equity, with opportunities for low-income residents and with more 

care not to displace people. Gentrification, displacement and other “hipsterization 

strategies” (Peck, 2005) remain among the top concerns for placemaking efforts. A 

growing focus on equity in placemaking has produced several resources such as Jay 

Pitter’s Placemaking “Equity Guidance” (2019), which includes a checklist to help planners 

and others think through and articulate how their team is integrating equitable approaches 

into their initiatives. Similarly, the Equity-Centered Community Design Field Guide 

(Creative Reaction Lab, 2018) is a robust resource for professional and non-professional 

designers. Although much has been done, more research is needed to understand how 

to avoid displacement, gentrification, and other injustices resulting from placemaking.  

2.7. Indigenous Placemaking & Placekeeping  

The practice of “placemaking” is not new, though it has emerged as a practice and 

subsequent field of study in the past several decades and as a movement around the 

world. The earliest “placemakers” were Indigenous land stewards who created living 

spaces in relationship with the environment and each other in ways that have evolved but 

are ongoing. Today, our cities and built environments are established upon land that has 

meaning and history outside of the current colonial framework. This is an important 

consideration for all contemporary placemakers to reflect upon.  

Any research on planning and spatial production in Canada must include a 
recognition that this country has been established through a process of colonization and 

genocide which has ongoing impacts on planning and urban issues. According to Nejad, 

Walker, Macdougall, Newhouse, and Belanger "Indigenous urbanism includes creating a 

material and discursive sense of place for Indigenous inhabitants in the everyday lived 

experience of the city, as well as examining where the authority to act resides in planning 

and policy-making processes" (2019, p. 417). Racist and classist issues within 

placemaking are being increasingly documented and Indigenous voices provide important 

critiques on the practice.  
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These critiques raise the question of whether placemaking has merit in the eyes 

of Indigenous advocates, and whether placemaking has any role in reconciliation or 

decolonizing city-building. The literature review indicated that authors and activists 

generally support the possibility for Indigenous placemaking and placekeeping to be used 

as a tool for reconciliation, but that changes must be made to municipal structure and 

process for this to be successful.  

According to the Indigenous Place Making Council of Canada, placemaking should 

be a collaborative process towards reconciliation aimed at creating places that restore 

Indigenous visibility in Canadian society and project Indigenous identity, worldviews, and 

values (Nejad, Walker, Newhouse, 2020). What sets Indigenous placemaking apart from 

traditional placemaking is the “unmediated participation of Indigenous peoples in the urban 

design process according to their own knowledge, approaches and methods” (2020, p. 

435; Jojola, 2013; Stewart, 2015). Indigenous placemaking disrupts expectations around 

consultation and reconciliation because it occurs in the urban environment and not rural 

or reserve lands, which is typically where Indigenous issues are relegated (Nejad, Walker, 

Newhouse, 2020).  

In an interview, Tanya Chung-Tiam-Fook explains that placekeeping can be 

thought of as a reframing of placemaking from an Indigenous perspective. It refers to the 

understanding that place and land inherently exist and have agency (Evergreen, 2020). 

The term “placekeeping” is less commonly used but adds a vital depth to how Indigenous 

placemaking might be understood moving forward. Chung-Tiam-Fook defines 

placekeeping as “a unique form of expression, design, process and praxis that prioritizes 

the ecological, historical and cultural setting of ‘place’; and engages an expanded role of 

community in the design process and activations.” In this holistic interpretation, the human 

role is one of caretaker, steward, responder, and part of a relationship: “As Indigenous 

peoples, place is both the setting and co-creator of our being in the world, ancestry and 

memories, stories and ceremonies, languages, land stewardship, cultural paradigms, and 

social identities” (Evergreen, 2020).   

Indigenous placemaking is not yet widely researched, though it does share 

significant overlap with similar areas of inquiry. Most research specifically on Indigenous 
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placemaking has occurred within the last five years, with several critical articles published 

only in the past two years (see for example Berns & Berbary, 2021; Choudry, 2020). 

However, Reclaiming Indigenous Planning edited by Walker, Jojola and Natcher (2013) is 

among the most widely referenced sources for work on the themes noted above, most 

importantly for research on Indigenous placemaking. This book mobilizes international and 

interdisciplinary knowledge from Canada to Australia. It links modern planning with 

traditional knowledge, such as the Seven Generations model, in an attempt to 

demonstrate how planning has been and can be reclaimed in positive ways.  

Despite an increase in research on Indigenous placemaking, the impacts of 

Indigenous placemaking to this date are mostly documented anecdotally. Two studies, 

one in Canada and one in New Zealand, have asked Indigenous participants in 

placemaking projects to share the impacts and the lessons from these projects. In 

Canada, researchers used Winnipeg as the site of a case study looking at experiences of 

Indigenous materiality in the city, including the presence of organizations like Friendship 

Centres (Nejad, Walker, Macdougall, Newhouse, Belanger, 2019). In New Zealand, the 

Te Ara Mua project was launched as a street redesign for safety, walkability, and reflection 

of cultural identity (Raerino, Macmillan, Field, Hoskins, 2021). Results from this study 

showed that co-design projects have the potential to be tools in the reclamation of 

Indigenous autonomy, increased local-Indigenous presence and revitalization of cultural 

identity.  

Nejad, Newhouse and Walker’s study (2020) is among the most prominent and 

well-referenced articles on the subject in Canada. The article responds to the fact that the 

role of urban design in the oppression of urban Indigenous residents is not yet well 

understood. It advocates for more comprehensive work and conversations on Indigenous 

urbanism that includes discussions on the impacts of design and space on Indigenous 

people in settler cities. This article effectively sets the context of space, place and time, 

describing why Indigenous placemaking is needed during this era, where reconciliation 

and decolonization are at the forefront of many conversations about change. The authors 

reference particular changes for the planning profession, namely the Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission and the 2019 Policy on Planning Practice and Reconciliation 

created by the Canadian Institute of Planners. The authors provide a critique of current 
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practices of urban design and placemaking, and argue that placemaking needs to be re-

imagined through the lens of reconciliation and socio-spatial justice.   

A number of studies found that Indigenous placemaking has the potential to 
reclaim urban landscapes, assert sovereignty and may even be a tool for reconciliation 

(Choudry, 2020; Evergreen, 2020; Nejad, Newhouse & Walker, 2020; Raerino, Macmillan, 

Field & Hoskins, 2021). However, it is also agreed that this will only be possible within a 

renewed understanding and assertion of Indigenous urbanism. Literature on spatial 

production in the context of a reimagined Indigenous urbanism is often synonymous with 

the concept of Indigenous placemaking (see Puketapu-Dentice, Connelly, Thompson-

Fawcett, 2017; Raerino, Macmillan, Field, Hoskins, 2021; Walker, Jojola, Natcher, 2013). 

Underpinning this renewal must be the acknowledgement of inherent rights and self-

determination. The central argument put forward by Nejad et. al (2019) is that Indigenous 

urban inhabitants have a right to spatial production and placemaking based on their lived 

experience and situated aspirations for a good life. These rights are inherent because 

urban spaces are on Indigenous land (Nejad, et al, 2019). While sanctioned placemaking 

in the public realm always has more bureaucratic hurdles than unsanctioned grassroots 

placemaking, the assertion of rights and acknowledgement from colonial governments is 

crucial in shifting urban design norms and respecting sovereignty. 

More research on Indigenous placemaking and spatial production as a tool of 

reclamation and reconciliation is needed, as it has only recently emerged. Most research 

has been in Canada and New Zealand, so researchers in other colonial states such as 

the United States should consider filling this gap. Although researchers of the creative 

placemaking movement have found that creating metrics for placemaking is particularly 

challenging, more qualitative data on the process and impacts of placemaking should be 

considered valuable.  

In the planning world, recognition for past colonial violence and Indigenous 

sovereignty is beginning to appear in more resources by settler city-builders, placemakers 

and citizens. For example, Happy City’s “Rapid Placemaking to Bring Back Main Street” 

(2020) asks readers “whose land are you on?” pointing to native.ca as a resource. It 

encourages people to investigate and explains: 
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Each city and town across Canada has been shaped by colonialism and 

systemic violence against and exclusion of Indigenous people. This 

violence continues today. We must take responsibility for the exclusionary 

ways in which decisions about cities are made. This applies to even the 

smallest pieces of land, as we practice placemaking and tactical urbanism 

(p. 12).  

It suggests further actions, including:  

Returning land control to Indigenous communities; moving beyond 
consultation with Indigenous people toward redistributing real decision-

making power to those who have been excluded for too long; creating 

spaces for Indigenous people to share work, stories, and experiences; 

creating space for Indigenous gatherings; renaming spaces that have 

names connected to colonial legacies; and paying Indigenous consultants 

and collaborators to direct design and programming (p. 12).  

2.8. Canadian Context  

More research on placemaking in Canada is needed. Unlike the United States, 

there is no central organization or database for Canadian research, resources, and ideas. 

Project for Public Spaces is a U.S.-based organization that unites the placemaking 

movement by sharing stories, training and assistance, and other resources. Sometimes 

they share Canadian content like “Winter Placemaking During a Pandemic: Six Ideas from 

Around Canada” (Dobrota & Armour, 2020) but most of their resources and stories are 

U.S. based. 

The Canadian Placemaking Guide is an essential document leading the way for 
practitioners in Canada, offering an overview of the Canadian context, goals, and 

recommendations (Horwitz & Woolner, 2016). Data for this document was collected 

through observational analysis and interviews during a gathering in Halifax that brought 

together key Canadian and American leaders and thinkers in the field. This gathering 

happened the same year as the International Placemaking Week in Vancouver B.C., 
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demonstrating a level of momentum and collective effort in Canada that has not been 

evident since. The gathering in Halifax was convened based on the recognition that 

placemaking was increasingly being adopted by organizations and governments as a 

strategy to support their communities. At the time, only Victoria and Halifax had 

established successful placemaking support programs at a municipal level. The resulting 

document provides an overview of the current state of placemaking in Canada and the 

needs and challenges of placemakers in Canada. Five main challenges for placemaking 

in Canada were identified: 1) Reliable funding sources are scarce and competition for non-

profit funding is high; 2) The capacity of local placemaking organizations is low. Large 

scale initiatives might be needed to advance a national narrative, or policy agenda, that 

enables local organisations to leverage it and build their capacity. There is currently no 

nation-wide group that convenes, conducts research, advocates for or funds placemaking 

in Canada like there is in the United States; 3) Making the case for placemaking can be 

challenging as it is fairly new, complex and can be perceived as academic; 4) There is a 

lack of awareness and ability to access Canadian expertise. Placemaking tackles specific 

regional, local issues that requires experts. How do we best make use of Canadian 

expertise? 5) City regulations, bylaws and siloed municipal departments are the largest 

structural barriers that placemaking initiatives face. The barriers identify a need for further 

research on placemaking, particularly involving local governments (Horwitz & Woolner, 

2016). 

To further the movement of placemaking in Canada, placemakers identified the 
most important areas to focus energy (Horwitz & Woolner, 2016). The first 

recommendation was to study impact, so that the benefits of place-based governance can 

be demonstrated and shared to build legitimacy. The second was to co-create goals with 

governments to overcome bureaucratic barriers and promote collaboration between 

governments and citizens. Third, is to build the capacity of Canadian placemaking 

organizations and create resources specifically for the Canadian context. Context specific 

resources are important because out of country content is not always relevant. Finally, 

placemakers in Canada must connect and learn from one another to form a sustainable 

network. More advocacy is needed to promote participatory civic frameworks. 
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2.9. Municipal Policy  

Policy plays a role in shaping our environment and demonstrating public values 

while also holding governments accountable. “Policy” includes decision-making 

frameworks, laws, and funding priorities. Historically, policy has informed spatial dynamics 

in ways that have not always served the “greater good” but rather been exclusionary and 

harmful for already marginalized communities (e.g., Africville in Nova Scotia). Policy 

choices matter because they impact who benefits, who might be left out, and how money 

is distributed and invested in the health and well-being of the community (Kim & Loh, 

2020). Hawkes argues that the aim of cultural policy should be “to enrich the lives of all 

citizens in many different ways and to protect and enhance the rights of citizens to freedom 

of expression and access to information and resources” (2004, p. iii).  

Research has shown that policy for placemaking projects as well as placemaking 

as a tool for participatory policymaking is needed (Arroyo, 2017; Frenette, 2017; Jackson, 

2011). Arroyo’s study found that social justice advocates believe policy change “offers the 

most direct route to advancing equity and transformation at scale” (2017, p. 58). If 

placemaking is to be used to disrupt social injustice and as a tool to reclaim public space 

(Toolis, 2017), it must be a collaborative process. According to Arroyo, inclusive 

placemaking has the potential to “help facilitate the development of participatory 

policymaking in ways that ensure that the voices of those with less historical political 

access and influence aren’t excluded from transforming the systems that allocate power 

and resources” (Arroyo, 2017, p. 63). 

Practitioners and researchers agree that successful placemaking projects are 

place specific, taking the context, history, and relationships into account. Therefore, it 

should come as no surprise that the same is true for placemaking policy. Policy must be 

a good fit between the understanding of place, the implementation strategy, and the goals 

of the place-based intervention (Kim & Loh, 2020). While researchers and advocates have 

called for more policy and leadership from Federal and Provincial leaders on placemaking, 

local governments are well suited to include placemaking policies into their plans.  
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2.10. Placemaking Guides & Toolkits  

In Canada, the cities of Halifax, Hamilton, Kitchener, and Victoria have created 

Placemaking guides or toolkits to help educate and equip residents with conceptual and 

context specific placemaking knowledge. These cities also have funding streams for 

citizen-led placemaking, which the guides are meant to support. The guides vary in 

organization, length, and detail, though none are as detailed as Victoria’s Placemaking 

Toolkit (2021).  

Victoria’s Official Community Plan outlines goals of vibrancy, walkability, arts and 
culture, inclusivity, community health and well-being, environmental sustainability, and 

resiliency for all Victoria neighbourhoods. Placemaking aligns well with these goals and 

the Toolkit serves as a tool to help the community achieve them. Additionally, the creation 

of the Placemaking Toolkit completes an action in the City’s 2019-2022 Strategic Plan “to 

support citizens and businesses to take action to create public play spaces, parklets, and 

gathering places within neighbourhoods” (City of Victoria, 2021, p. 24). The Placemaking 

Toolkit builds on other City policies and programs, including the My Great Neighbourhood 

Program, the Create Victoria Arts and Culture Master Plan, the Downtown Public Realm 

Plan (DPRP), the Mural Toolkit, Boulevard Gardening Toolkit, and the Traffic Calming 

program.  The Toolkit is meant to provide a clear set of guidelines and a process for 

implementation, including information about how to navigate City programs available to 

the community. The intention of the guide is to increase action and participation in 

placemaking, ensure access for all, encourage creativity, and reduce barriers for 

community-led placemaking.  

The Toolkit was initiated in 2019 by City staff who received input from a resident 

stakeholder group and an internal working group. The volunteer stakeholder group 

included a mix of people from neighbourhood associations, the Greater Victoria 

Placemaking Network (GVPN), the Coalition to End Homelessness, a youth group, and 

people with a background in architecture, landscape architecture, and design. After 

several draft review meetings, the Toolkit was presented to the public for comment on the 

City’s online “Have Your Say” Engagement Platform. The Toolkit was presented to Council 

on January 13th, 2022.  
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The City of Victoria is not the only local government in Canada to create a guide 

for citizen-led placemaking, though it is one of the first in British Columbia. The document 

is graphically pleasing, clearly communicates what City programs are available and how 

they can be used. It includes tips on programming, budget, maintenance, and safety 

throughout the document. It is also one of the only guides that includes a discussion about 

reconciliation and placemaking in the context of colonized land. This section poses 

reflection questions particularly for settler placemakers and suggests getting to know the 

land of the Esquimalt and Songhees people as a good first step. 

Staff have plans to evaluate the Toolkit by monitoring for changes in the frequency, 

type, and interest of placemaking focused grant applications in 2022. The City does not 

currently have a formal program for public parklets and plazas, so monitoring will also help 

the City understand whether a separate program for this type of placemaking should be 

considered. Staff will report back on placemaking achievements in 2022, along with 

potential budget requests to further support placemaking efforts that may fall under the 

“Larger is Complex” category as part of financial planning in future years. 

2.11. Conclusion  

The literature shows that there is a desire from local governments in British 

Columbia to support placemaking initiatives (Vaugeois, Rosser, Karsten, et al, 2016) and 

evidence that placemaking benefits residents and governments in positive and reciprocal 

ways through engagement and collaboration (Arroyo, 2017). The benefits of placemaking 

move beyond improving public space by empowering residents and contributing to 

community development (Kelkar and Spinelli, 2016). However, planners and local 

government’s role in placemaking is not yet well understood. Few studies have considered 

the dynamics between residents and planners or other city staff in the context of citizen-

led placemaking projects. More research on placemaking in Canadian contexts is needed, 

particularly to understand how local governments can support citizen-led placemaking 

initiatives. These factors and dynamics will be explored in the following study.  
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Chapter 3. Methods  

3.1. Research Goals  

The goal of this research is to understand what factors lead to successful 

placemaking initiatives that are supported by the city through funding and policy and 

implemented by citizens in collaboration with the city. These factors are determined by 

understanding how existing policies and actions enable collaborative placemaking, and 

where challenges exist. The main research question is: what considerations might 

municipalities need to explore to implement a similar initiative? To answer this question, 

we examined two sub-questions: how has the City of Victoria supported collaborative, 

community-driven placemaking in the past decade? What has the City of Colwood learned 

from their first-ever placemaking program? This research will provide city staff, including 

planners, a set of considerations and recommendations for implementing placemaking 

policy and funding at a municipal level.  

3.2. Scope 

At the time of this research, only five cities in Canada fund and facilitate 

placemaking grant programs that fall into the scope of this study: Kitchener, Hamilton, 

Halifax, Victoria, and Colwood. The scope of this research includes 1) municipally funded 

programs with the intent to support citizen-led, collaborative placemaking projects; 2) 

programs that use the term “placemaking” to describe the approach, process, 

implementation, and intent of the projects. Grant policy and resources (including toolkits) 

were examined in all qualifying locations, though a detailed analysis of each was out of 

scope for this research.  

Based on the criteria above, Victoria and Colwood were selected because of their 

proximity to the researcher, their differing amount of experience with placemaking 

programs, and their similar placemaking grant policies. Victoria provides a study area 

where placemaking initiatives have been actively supported by the municipality for many 

years. Colwood provides a study area where the municipality is new to the approach, but 
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is interested in encouraging and supporting collaborative, citizen-led placemaking through 

their new grant program. Because Colwood’s placemaking grant policy is modeled after 

Victoria’s, there is a natural connection between the two and an interesting opportunity for 

analysis. An examination of these two municipalities, each in their own stage of experience 

with placemaking, will provide a deeper understanding of the factors that lead to 

successful municipally supported placemaking.    

3.3. Data Collection Tools  

Semi-structured interviews were chosen as the primary method for data collection. 

Interviews were best suited to understand the nuance within the process, barriers, 

dynamics, and factors associated with successful municipally supported placemaking 

initiatives because they allowed for dialogue between the researcher and the participants. 

The interview questions were crafted to help answer the research question but were left 

open to ensure flexibility and the inclusion of unanticipated themes.  

3.4. Participant Eligibility  

Interviews were conducted with two participant categories: city staff and resident 

placemakers. Including perspectives from inside the municipal structure (staff) and outside 

(resident placemakers) was important to achieve a balanced approach to understanding 

the dynamic process. City staff at both municipalities were eligible if they had experience 

working on placemaking projects in their professional role. Resident placemakers were 

eligible if they had been involved in placemaking projects that had received municipal 

funding.  

3.5. Recruitment  

Participants were recruited through email using publicly available email addresses 

and individual referrals from participants (snowball sampling). City staff were 

recommended by their colleagues based on their experience and role with placemaking 
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work, whereas resident placemakers were recruited through established organizations 

and funding streams. In Victoria, participants were recruited from the Greater Victoria 

Placemaking Network and in Colwood, recipients of the Create Places Colwood grant 

were referred by city staff to participate. A script for these emails for both city staff and 

resident placemakers can be found in Appendix A.  

3.6. Participant representation  

Four placemakers and three city staff in Victoria, and two placemakers and two 

city staff in Colwood were interviewed.  

Participant eligibility in Colwood was limited by the municipality’s size (number of 

staff) and the number of Create Places Colwood grant recipients (to date, only four grants 

have been awarded).  

In Victoria, placemakers associated with the Greater Victoria Placemaking 
Network were interviewed. Participants in this group were sought because of their 

extensive experience and knowledge of the local context, as well as their potential of 

having been involved with more than one city-funded project.  

The study also sought to understand how organized resident groups might 

contribute to successful placemaking. Because there is no organized resident 

placemaking group in Colwood, participants were recruited through the grant program. 

Steps were taken to conceal the exact identity of each participant by using a moniker in 

the analysis (“placemaker, Victoria” or “city staff, Colwood”).  

3.7. Interview Process  

Semi-structured interviews were conducted online using Zoom between June and 

November 2021. They lasted approximately one hour each. A series of semi-structured, 

open-ended questions were used to guide the conversation (see Appendix B). Staff were 

interviewed to better understand the local government context, including the motivations 

and policies that resulted in their municipality supporting collaborative placemaking 



 

26 

initiatives as well as the internal processes used to support projects. Resident 

placemakers were interviewed to better understand their experience with the projects 

including the grant process, interaction with city staff, and implementation.  

 The interviews were recorded on Zoom and transcribed using Otter.ai software. 
The transcripts were edited for clarity and correctness by the principal researcher. The 

edited transcripts were shared with participants who then had an opportunity to make 

corrections or additions. The approved transcripts were returned to the principal 

researcher within two weeks of receiving the original and before analysis began. 

Transcripts were stored on a password protected computer.  

3.8. Analysis  

Thematic analysis was used to analyze the qualitative data. Broad themes were 

organized into separate spreadsheets that included related sub-themes. Both anticipated 

and unanticipated themes emerged from the data.  

3.9. Limitations & Future Research  

Due to time constraints, theoretical saturation was not reached in this study. In 

future studies, resident placemakers should be sought from outside of the GVPN to 

provide insight from residents who are not members of a recognized group. Perspectives 

from applicants who were not awarded the grant could also be included in data collection. 

This perspective would provide researchers with an understanding of the barriers to 

participating in the placemaking grant process.  
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Chapter 4. Results  

Results from the interviews with both participant categories (placemakers and city 

staff) are presented together in this chapter. Comparisons and further analysis are 

discussed in Chapter 5. This chapter begins with an overview of the two study areas: 

Victoria and Colwood to help contextualize the results. Participants’ definitions of 

placemaking as well as their understanding of the value of placemaking in their community 

are presented to provide further context and background. This chapter presents the 

current barriers and factors of success for municipally supported placemaking initiatives 

in Victoria and Colwood, according to the interview participants.  

4.1. Victoria Context  

Victoria is uniquely involved in placemaking initiatives compared to most Canadian 

cities. In the last decade, momentum for placemaking has been instigated both “top down” 

from the city and “bottom up” from residents. The work done by residents and the policy 

direction from the city makes Victoria an ideal case study for understanding a model of 

collaborative municipal placemaking. Evidence suggests that placemaking has become 

widely utilized and celebrated in the Greater Victoria area. A range of placemaking 

projects are found in Victoria, from grassroots, Little Free Libraries to downtown plazas 

with everything from ping pong tables to public seating. Victoria has the highest density of 

documented Little Free Libraries or “LFL’s” in Canada. The Pocket Places Project, which 

helps build, stock and map the libraries, initially sought out to build 150 libraries for 

Canada’s 150th birthday. In 2022 Victoria now has over 500 LFL’s.  

Victoria is also home to an organized group of resident placemakers. The Greater 

Victoria Placemaking Network (GVPN) is a community-driven, volunteer led organization 

with a mission statement to “inspire people, neighbourhoods and communities to create 

vibrant public places that promote health, happiness and well-being” (GVPN website). 

GVPN helps municipalities, private developers, community groups, individuals and 

businesses launch projects that enhance the liveability of urban spaces. It was formed 

around seven years ago, inspired by the international placemaking movement and 
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organizations like Project for Public Spaces. While individual projects were occurring in 

the Victoria area, the founders realized that a network was needed to create a unifying 

movement in the region.  

4.2. Colwood Context  

Colwood is a small municipality of 17,000 people located within the Greater 

Victoria Area. Colwood is in the “West Shore” which includes the larger municipality of 

Langford and is known as a bedroom community to Victoria. Many households in this 

region commute, though the area is growing rapidly and gaining more recognition as a 

distinct community separate from the capital city. The Capital Regional District’s Growth 

Strategy identifies Colwood as a center for urban growth and densification. Its population 

is currently projected to increase by approximately 30% by 2038 (BC Stats, 2019). Growth 

and change are already occurring in the community. A major waterfront development in 

Colwood called Royal Beach has recently received a massive injection of 1.2 billion 

dollars. Some development, including a new Secondary School, has already occurred in 

the area which used to be a gravel mine until 2008. The new neighbourhoods will be a 

master planned collection of 2,850 homes (single-family houses, townhomes, and 

apartments), plus commercial buildings and retail spaces. The site is 135 acres of 

oceanfront land with 1.4 km of shoreline. More than 47 acres of the site will be dedicated 

to public parks and greenspace (Renu Backshi Communications, January 2022). This 

growth will accelerate the need for employment opportunities, housing, community 

amenities, and welcoming public spaces. Colwood is poised to decide how it wants to 

create places with and for residents now and in the future.  

In the midst of the pandemic, Colwood released their Economic Recovery Plan 
(2020) which included the action item to “Facilitate a neighbourhood placemaking contest 

for winning proposals to receive seed-funding for neighbourhood improvements” (Item 

3.7). Action item 3.7 supports Goal 3, “to support community well-being and quality of life.” 

This goal builds upon the City’s Strategic Plan (2019-2023) priority area of Vibrancy, which 

intends to “create welcoming and interesting public spaces that encourage access to a 

range of recreational, social, cultural and heritage opportunities.” Action was taken at the 

end of 2020 when the municipality released a placemaking and community recovery and 
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resiliency grant called “Create Places Colwood!”. The idea was to bring neighbours 

together to get creative and transform public spaces while fostering a renewed sense of 

community pride and identity. To date, one grant funding cycle has been completed. The 

Create Places Colwood Grant Policy was modeled closely after Victoria’s My Great 

Neighbourhood Grant. When asked, participants were unsure if there were any existing 

examples of placemaking in Colwood.  

4.2.1. Victoria and Colwood Comparison  

While Victoria and Colwood are both located within the Capital Regional District 

on southern Vancouver Island, their size and experience with placemaking grants vary 

significantly. Table 1, below, illustrates some of the key differences and similarities 

between the two study areas and their placemaking grant process. Please see 

Appendix C for a comparison of the grant review process in both cities.  

Table 1 Victoria and Colwood Context Comparison 

Stats Victoria Colwood 
Population 92,141 16, 859 
Year funding was initiated 2016 2021 
Grant amount Up to $5,000 Up to $5,000 
Number of grants distributed 170 4 
Number of city staff working directly 
with the public to support the grant 
process 

3 1 

Sponsor required Yes No 
Projects funded on private property 
(with permission) 

Yes No 

Letter of agreement Yes No 
Project report required Yes Yes 

4.3. Defining “Placemaking” 

Research finds that defining placemaking continues to be challenging, and that 

there is no single definition that is agreed upon by scholars. This trend emerged in the 

interviews with participants. The researcher chose not to define placemaking for 
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participants prior to the interview and instead asked them to share their definition or 

understanding. This decision was made because a spectrum of valid definitions exist and 

getting tangled in the nuance of the definition would not have been a positive or helpful 

use of time during the interviews. At the beginning of each interview, participants were 

asked to share their personal definition for “placemaking” and how they might explain it to 

someone who was unfamiliar with the term. While answers varied, participants shared 

similar perspectives.  

Most participants felt that it was difficult to explain in just one sentence. Common 

explanations included words like experimentation, process, citizen-led, grassroots, 

interaction, accessible, inviting, comfort and creativity. Others found it easier to describe 

what placemaking is not: It is not just urban design or streetscaping and it does not include 

virtual spaces. It also does not need to be complex to be successful.  

Three themes emerged: desired processes, objectives, and physical results of 
placemaking. Allowing participants to define and talk about placemaking in their own 

words illuminated some interesting variations between city staff and resident placemakers 

that contribute to understanding some of the opportunities and barriers that exist in this 

type of collaborative work.  

Process - The process is iterative, ongoing, collaborative, grassroots and driven by 
citizens. The various users and uses are considered in every step.   

Objective – The objective of placemaking is improvement, open access, creating 

something out of nothing, caring about space, taking ownership, interaction, and 

connection.   

Result – Placemaking results in tangible places with geographic significance. These 
places are safe, supportive, appealing, diverse, comfortable, beautiful, and act as a 

physical anchor. Successful places have seating, lighting, and flora and fauna. They 

contribute to enhancing the value of place for people and are places that people want to 

spend time.  
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"I define placemaking as softening the hard edges of the city and creating beautiful 

public places where people want to meet and interact. So for me, it's about building 

community by transforming primarily public spaces" (Placemaker, Victoria).  

“I see it really as a community taking ownership of public space, in the sense of 

caring about and improving and constantly kind of evolving the quality of their shared 

public spaces” (Placemaker, Victoria).   

“It's about trying to make public space available for everyone... it's like an outdoor 

living room, you know, trying to make spaces for being outside. And using street areas as 

living spaces for people” (Victoria Staff).  

"It's fostering connectivity through interventions into the urban landscape. And the 

ones I like the most are the more whimsical. I feel like we need more whimsy in our lives"  

(Placemaker, Victoria).   

“So placemaking, to me, is about creating bumping spots. It's an avenue to bump 

into somebody and have an interaction, a positive interaction with them in a way that they 

wouldn't have done before" (Victoria Staff). 

4.4. Understanding the Value of Placemaking  

Taking a placemaking approach allows us to rethink how public space is used and 

valued. It creates opportunities for social connection by creating reefs or nodes of 

interaction that otherwise would be absent. Placemaking turns ‘space’ into ‘place’ by 

involving multiple actors in the conceiving and caring for place. We create community in 

shared public space. Interventions have rippling impacts and co-benefits relating to health, 

community development, poverty reduction, and resilience.  

Interviewees shared examples of placemaking in their neighbourhood, many of 
which were described as “simple” interventions. Projects do not have to be complicated to 

provide value to the community. Little Free Libraries are well known in Victoria and are 

easy to implement because they are erected on private property but are still accessible to 
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the public from the sidewalk. Little Free Libraries provide an anchor point for social 

connection in real time and in passing through the exchange of books and other items. 

One person shared "There aren't that many spots where you can just have a casual 

interaction with somebody. And placemaking allows those spaces to exist" (Placemaker, 

Victoria). Most meaningful projects contribute more than one public benefit, sometimes 

“layering” public health, social-wellbeing, support for the arts, beautification, crime 

prevention, or harm-reduction outcomes. A participant shared that this “is important, and 

really sells placemaking, because it goes from just being this form of ‘frivolous public art,’ 

to being meaningful interventions on the urban landscape” (Placemaker, Colwood).  

Placemaking benefits the relationship between citizens and cities. Participants 

reaffirmed what place attachment research has found: participating in placemaking 

projects contributes to building a sense of ownership and responsibility of places. This is 

important for fostering an engaged population. "People feel like they've been heard and 

they've been able to engage and influence what's happening around them. And people 

feel proud of what they've achieved, rightly so" (Colwood Staff). City staff also noted that 

the placemaking projects that they supported through the grant resulted in great public 

relations and marketing outcomes even with a small budget. This benefits communities 

like Colwood who are working to establish community identity and pride as they grow.   

4.5. Placemaking: Factors of Success & Current Barriers  

The section below is a discussion of the barriers and the factors that have led to 

the success of placemaking initiatives in the two study areas.  

4.5.1. Political Will & Staff Commitment  

Ten years ago, placemaking was not a mainstream term. Now it is something that 

is common vernacular at city hall in Victoria and Colwood, and is valued enough to be 

funded by municipal dollars. At the same time as the Greater Victoria Placemaking 

organization formed, a newly elected progressive Council and Mayor showed political 

support for the vision. Mayor Lisa Helps, who is still in office today, is quoted as saying 

“Placemaking is transformative of both places and people as it creates connection, social 
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cohesion and even happiness by the very act of working together” (GVPN website). 

Victoria City Council endorsed placemaking within the City of Victoria’s Official Community 

Plan and Strategic Plan and committed to building capacity for placemaking within the 

municipality. In Victoria’s Official Community Plan, “placemaking” is an entire policy 

direction category with objectives and targets throughout the document aimed at creating 

and maintaining sense of place and human scale. Victoria’s 2021 Strategic Plan similarly 

outlines an objective for "Strong Liveable Neighbourhoods" with the ongoing action item 

to "Support Neighbourhood placemaking initiatives." Support from political leaders is 

significant because it influences what staff is directed to prioritize in their work plans. Staff 

and citizen participants explained that political motivation is crucial to the success of 

initiatives like placemaking that are outside the typical realm of municipal work: “you need 

a political culture that’s willing to say yes” (Placemaker, Victoria). Though political 

commitment to placemaking policy is new in Colwood it was also described as an 

important catalyst for the initiative.  

Momentum and strategic planning from the City of Victoria led to the creation of 

programs that support collaborative citizen-led placemaking projects. The My Great 

Neighbourhood Grant is the primary program that was created to support and fund 

collaborative placemaking (discussed further below). Since June 2020 the Build Back 

Victoria program has supported businesses to recover from and adapt to the COVID-19 

pandemic. This program encourages strategies like expanding patios by reclaiming 

parking spaces and enhancing public spaces to encourage safe gathering and rebuild 

community using placemaking principles. Most recently, the city released a Placemaking 

Toolkit (City of Victoria, 2021). The toolkit is intended to function as a resource for 

inspiration, education, and technical advice, and guide interested parties through the local 

context, process, and funding options for placemaking projects. It also highlights local 

equity and accessibility considerations within projects and connects readers to other 

resources such as the City of Victoria’s Boulevard Gardening Guide and the Mural Toolkit. 

These programs, policies and documents exemplify a commitment from Council and staff 

to support and promote placemaking.  

While it is not a focus of this research, participants explained that the city has also 
taken initiative towards more formal city-led placemaking. The creation of the urban design 
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team, approximately five years ago, has contributed to a greater focus on large scale 

projects that take a placemaking approach: lighter, quicker, cheaper; prioritizing human-

scale; involving residents and artists in the design process. Citizen placemakers noted the 

urban designers are taking a “placemaking attitude” to their work, putting in plazas, 

benches, and other touches that speak to enriching the human scale of the street: "In 

parallel to our short history as an organization (GVPN), the City of Victoria has stepped 

up a lot and taken quite a lot on… in their own way under their own initiative and with 

support from council" (Placemaker, Victoria).  While this is a more typical municipal 

approach led by experts in the field, it has created opportunities for interested citizens to 

advise and collaborate on larger scale placemaking projects. The new Humbodlt Plaza 

(see Figure 1) is one example of a collaboration between the Greater Victoria Placemaking 

Network and the City of Victoria’s urban design team.  

 

Figure 1 Humboldt Plaza, Victoria (Source: GVPN website) 

This study finds that political leadership from elected officials is important, though 
it must also be paired with an understanding from staff about why placemaking is included 

in their workplan for it to be successful. This disconnect was identified in Colwood resulting 

in some challenges: "There's support at the political level for it... But I think there's probably 
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some misunderstanding, or additional education about why do we have to do this? I have 

other things to do. I think that there's been a bit of that internally. And I think that's just part 

of learning" (Colwood Staff). City staff suggested that there needs to be more education 

about the value that placemaking projects can bring to the community. One participant 

reflected that “perhaps there's the lack of understanding about how important these types 

of projects are for the community themselves, and the value of community planning and 

why that's important" (Colwood Staff). It was suggested that placemaking is seen as less 

valuable than infrastructure projects for example, but that the “value to the community is 

immeasurable” (Colwood Staff).  

4.5.2. Funding  

Funding was identified as a barrier by citizen placemakers and city staff. It was 

found that ongoing, sustainable funding streams help placemakers overcome the financial 

barrier to implementing projects in Victoria. It is uncertain whether Colwood will continue 

to offer funding through the Create Place Colwood grant, but it was important for the four 

projects that received the funding in 2021.  

Since 2016, the City of Victoria has distributed close to three quarters of a million 

dollars through the My Great Neighbourhood Grant which aims to support community 

building and empower residents through placemaking projects (City of Victoria website). 

According to the City of Victoria website, the grants are available to residents, community 

groups and non-profits to fund small to medium scale projects up to $5,000. In 2021 alone, 

41 projects were funded across the region. To date, 170 grants have been distributed. The 

model of funding requires grant recipients to “match” funds through volunteer hours (billed 

at $20 an hour) or donations. Recipients must find and partner with an organization or 

non-profit to receive the funds. The Neighbourhoods Team at the City of Victoria work 

specifically with grant applicants and city staff to navigate each stage of the process to get 

these projects off the ground and ensure they receive approval (City of Victoria website). 

Funds for placemaking were also recently included in Victoria’s participatory 

budgeting process. Participatory budgeting is a democratic process in which community 

members decide how to spend part of a public budget. This practice was first developed 
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in Brazil in 1989 and began as a pilot project in Victoria in 2017. Victoria’s latest round of 

participatory budgeting allows residents to vote on projects aimed at benefitting 

Neighbourhood Spaces. Approximately 1,300 residents voted for “projects that encourage 

social connection and belonging, community identity and expression, a connection with 

nature, and community resilience” (City of Victoria, 2021) that they wanted to see funded. 

Projects to receive funding include a mural project, a community hub, a BIPOC artist 

billboard, street murals, live pop-up theater performances, and an outdoor movie night. 

According to the website the process is run by a volunteer steering committee who engage 

with the community to encourage project submissions and ensure the process is 

transparent, fair, and inclusive (City of Victoria, 2021).  

4.5.3. Safety & Liability  

Both staff and residents described safety and legal concerns as barriers. Safety 
and liability concerns have a significant overlap. Citizens tended to associate safety and 

liability concerns with bureaucratic barriers that constrain placemaking projects. Staff 

appeared to have a more robust understanding of the significance and complexity of safety 

and liability. Staff participants explained that the city has an obligation to guarantee the 

safety of its residents, which means they are legally responsible for anything that is placed 

in the public realm. Some staff described their role as “guardians” of safety and 

accessibility in public space:  "a huge consideration for us is safety and risk. And so 

anytime somebody has an idea, it has to go through that filter" (Victoria Staff). At the same 

time, city staff recognize how safety and liability can limit creativity in the public realm and 

wonder how more freedom can be allowed: “we're not trying to limit creativity, we just want 

to make sure that creativity is safe. And that's that kind of a sad part of it. Because I, I feel 

like, we should be just using common sense" (Victoria Staff). City staff sometimes feels 

like their “hands are tied” and that even if they want to do more or push the norm “We're 

always confined to be providing that filtering role." One staff member pointed out that the 

extreme liability pressure is based on a North American value system. They believe that 

this contributes to limiting ideas that are outside of the box. This in turn creates friction 

between City and citizen groups because they feel stifled and limited in creative 

placemaking.  
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4.5.4. Insurance  

Projects in the public realm must be covered by municipal insurance to reduce 

liability and risk. Gatherings in public space, to celebrate the completion of a placemaking 

project for example, must also be covered by insurance. In Victoria, insurance is covered 

by the city and the non-profit sponsor. This is one of the main benefits of having individual 

applicants work with a sponsor organization. In Colwood, finding the right insurance 

coverage has been a challenge for Create Colwood participants and staff. At first, 

individuals were asked to provide their own insurance policy for the project. It was quickly 

identified as a barrier to the process and so the city’s policy was expanded to support 

small placemaking installations in the public realm. Insurance was still a challenge for one 

project in particular: “we had to make sure that we had city insurance to cover a member 

of the public's installation in the right of way. So if anyone was to fall on that thing, for 

example, we needed the insurance to make sure that the city is covered in that instance. 

And so that's one of the hindrances to placemaking projects in municipalities” (Colwood 

Staff). According to one participant with experience in insurance policy, municipalities 

wanting to pursue these types of projects must expand their insurance policy, which of 

course costs more money. Doing so would support more flexibility for the city and less 

liability placed on the individual, thus reducing the barrier to participation.  

Colwood’s Special Events Permit was also identified as a barrier to placemaking 

activities. The current permit is meant for large gatherings like music events and filming. 

The permit requires the applicant to purchase public liability insurance ($250+) which is 

financially out of reach for most community volunteers. The permit is used during 

placemaking activities (for example, if a road needs to be closed to traffic while a mural is 

painted) and for gatherings to celebrate the placemaking project. Due to COVID-19 

restrictions on gatherings and the cost of the permit, many of the inaugural projects in 

Colwood were not celebrated, a fact which was disappointing to the volunteers who helped 

them come together. Recently a community group interested in leading a garbage cleanup 

on the beach decided to cancel the event because they could not afford the Special Events 

Permit. According to Colwood staff “This is both an equity issue and missed opportunity.” 

Colwood is currently figuring out how to cover small group gatherings under the City’s 

insurance.  
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4.5.5. Collaboration  

Municipal Cultural Barriers  

Citizens were not typically included in planning or urban design decision making in 
Canada until community engagement became compulsory for many decisions in the public 

realm. While the attitude towards involving residents in decisions about public space has 

shifted over time, collaborating closely with citizens is still outside the norm. Respondents 

of this study found that the structure, culture, and ingrained attitudes in municipalities 

continues to be a barrier to collaborative placemaking initiatives. For example, hierarchical 

structures may not support interdepartmental cooperation that is key to the success of 

placemaking. Ideas about what is supposed to be in the public realm (like parking 

minimums) also pose challenges: “Attitudes are the core barrier to rethinking streetscape” 

(Placemaker, Victoria). This challenge was reported in both Colwood and Victoria. While 

“municipal culture” and “attitudes” do not necessarily dictate what regulatory frameworks 

exist, they do contribute to how they are interpreted, applied, and adapted over time.   

A shift in municipal culture was key to developing an integrated placemaking 
project approval process across departments in the City of Victoria. Ten years ago, 

respondents reported that it was difficult to work across departments on collaborative 

placemaking projects, but the work culture and acceptance of the type of work has shifted. 

Most staff are now used to problem solving to find solutions when challenges with the 

project arise. This shift in culture was dependent on department and team leadership’s 

willingness to adapt to this type of collaborative, interdepartmental work involving 

residents. According to city staff the protocol for this has developed over time, supported 

by objectives in the City’s Strategic Plan and the Official Community Plan. The protocol 

has also adapted as the MGNG grant has evolved. The process was also improved in part 

due to the staff’s ability to question policy and process that did not make sense, and work 

to make it better.  

Colwood is in the process of developing their process for interdepartmental 
cooperation. "In some of these projects there [were] some unknown hurdles or things to 

be determined or you know, some adaptive solutions that had to be created along the way. 
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In the end it really was a good thing because of these relationships that we built, not only 

with citizens, but with other stakeholder groups and with other partners" (Colwood Staff).  

Resident Leadership  

Staff explained that the City of Victoria strives for a high level of engagement with 

residents in all projects. This includes sharing information and the reasoning behind 

projects and providing opportunity for input. The MGNG program was built on this 

mentality, which depends on citizens taking the lead and staff supporting the process. The 

projects described by all the participants as most successful in both locations were those 

that had strong resident leaders: "If there's something that the community wants, then it's 

up to them to provide that leadership… we want to empower them to build their capacity, 

get them to take on projects” (Victoria Staff).  

Sponsor organization  

One of the key differences between the grant policies in Victoria and Colwood is 
that Victoria requires individual applicants to partner with a sponsor organization (like a 

non-profit or community association). This partnership is to ensure the responsible 

dissemination of funds and liability protection. While they may not be directly involved in 

the project itself, they are there to provide a safety net for the applicant and the city. The 

City of Colwood decided not to require a sponsor organization to be eligible for the 

placemaking funds because it was believed this would create an additional barrier to 

access: “We didn’t think people would have sponsor organisations in Colwood to support 

them. It would have created an un-necessary roadblock in our case” (personal 

communication, Colwood Staff, 2022).  

Interdepartmental cooperation  

Typical bureaucratic process can make it challenging for staff to logistically support 

placemaking initiatives. In local government, staff are assigned projects within their 

department, and it can be hard to stray from that structure and workplan without fear of 

underperforming on what they were assigned to. Typically, work plans are several months 

long, which leaves little room for spontaneity outside of the projects to which planners are 
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assigned. These assignments are also the work that they are evaluated on. Working within 

this cultural structure can lead to overly rigid approaches to work that are not natural to 

many citizen placemakers: “Staff I know justifiably feel like they're being evaluated in their 

jobs by whether they get their work plans done. And so it's very natural for them to say, 

‘well put this in a work plan for me’” (Placemaker, Victoria). When the MGNG and the 

GVPN were first getting off the ground staff had to overcome this challenge and figure out 

how to address projects that were not written within a specific workplan in their 

department. Participants noted that the interdepartmental approvals process can be slow 

moving and sometimes lack clarity about who has the authority to move projects forward.  

The City of Victoria has now developed a process for interdepartmental review of 

placemaking applications. Applications are passed through each relevant department (like 

transportation, engineering, and urban design) to review safety and feasibility. The robust 

review of each project ensures staff are in the loop. Applications are handled by the 

Neighbourhood Liaison, who works in partnership with each department to problem solve 

any issues, get approval, and move the application forward.  

I worked really closely with our transportation folks to ensure that all of the 

rules were followed, all of the safety was taken into consideration in terms 

of the placement of the planters and, and whatnot, our parks department 

got very involved. We don't hand this money out without consultation of our 

colleagues in other departments. So, if it's a mural we work with our arts 

and culture department primarily. If it's something on the roadway, then 

transportation gets involved… or parks depending on if it's a Boulevard 

Garden or you know, who's ever jurisdiction (Victoria Staff).  

Having a robust review of this caliber does mean there are more opportunities for the 

project to be changed or stopped. Most projects that are stopped or adjusted are because 

of safety or accessibility reasons.  

According to the interviews the key ingredient to successful collaboration in 
Victoria seems to be the Neighbourhood Liaison Teams. The team was created 

approximately eight years ago to build social capital and resilience and act as a community 

connector. The team is responsible for facilitating the My Great Neighbourhood Grant, 
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working with applicants as their main contact at the city from start to finish. Empowering 

citizens through this program “helps stimulate that culture of the community taking on 

projects and becoming active in their community, removing that alienation from local 

government, which is… really significant" (Victoria Staff). According to a resident 

placemaker, 

The My Great Neighborhood Project is quite brilliant insofar as the staff will 

talk to you before you apply. And they'll walk you through everything to 

make sure your project fits. I think that's really important because… grant 

writing is hard for people to do. Having a staff person that can sit down say 

‘no, don't worry about it, just here's what you fill in,’ makes it more 

accessible (Placemaker, Victoria). 

Staff felt similarly about the Neighbourhood Liaison Team 

Having a staff person let the person know if the project is going to work is 

also useful. Because sometimes the project is not a good fit, and you don't 

want people to get discouraged when they're doing applications that get 

rejected. Keeping those positive relations alive is important (Victoria Staff).   

These quotes illustrate how the Neighbourhood Team works with neighbourhood 

associations, residents, and other city staff to build relationships, help people 

access funds, facilitate the internal approvals process, and fulfill placemaking 

objectives. 

Resident Groups: The Greater Victoria Placemaking Network  

The Greater Victoria Placemaking Network (GVPN) is a community driven, and 

volunteer led organization with a mission to “inspire people, neighbourhoods and 

communities to create vibrant public places that promote health, happiness and well-

being” (GVPN website). It became a registered BC Society in 2014. The interviews were 

geared to learn more about what role the GVPN plays in the community as an organization 

dedicated to the advancement of placemaking and how it achieves its mission statement. 

Also of interest was its relationship with the city and staff as a group of citizen placemakers 



 

42 

with a higher degree of “expertise” than the average citizen. The interviews uncovered 

several key themes about their function:  

1. GVPN has been able to increase awareness about placemaking and its value 
within the community 

“I think we've kind of shifted some attitudes. Placemaking has become somewhat 
well known and a bit commonplace. And so that's a success in itself” (Placemaker, 
Victoria).   

2. Connecting community and empowering residents  

GVPN members act as citizen “experts” who can pass professional and experiential 
knowledge on to other residents. Most of the members tend to have some knowledge 

of urban planning and design either from work that they have done in the past, or that 

they have a connection to it.  

3. Bringing attention to issues in the public realm  

GVPN has a record of bringing the city’s attention to neglected or underutilized spaces 

with the offer to assist with coming up with ideas or plans for the space. Sometimes 

this takes persistence. When the city is already working on a public realm or 

infrastructure improvement, GVPN will make suggestions or offer ideas about how to 

include placemaking elements: "When there's something that the city is doing that 

could use an extra element of placemaking, or a bit of a lens we reach out to them, 

and make some suggestions" (Placemaker, Victoria).  

4. Changing attitudes  

GVPN is dedicated to changing attitudes about how the public realm is used and who 
should be involved in creating it.  They strive to achieve this through temporary actions 

as well as longer term physical projects.  

5. Pushing boundaries, promoting innovation and experimentation 

Tactical urbanism and “lighter, quicker, cheaper” are two innovative and often 

unsanctioned approaches within placemaking that defy typical city building processes, 

though this has begun to shift in places including Victoria. Non-staff participants 
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expressed a desire to push the city to experiment and innovate more than they do. So 

far the GVPN has taken a less “edgy” and more collaborative approach to their projects 

(asking for permission from the City, for example). However, this may change in the 

future. There are placemaking groups all over the world who, with varying success 

rates, take an “edgier approach” by not involving the city in their interventions. So far, 

GVPN has primarily encouraged the city to take more risks, and to work together on 

testing and innovating ideas, an approach which has resulted in somewhat little 

success. When asked about the role of citizens groups and their ability to push the city 

to experiment more, a participant replied:  

Yeah, I think you need both [the city and citizen groups]. Because I think a 

group like ours can suggest more things and do more things… public 

servants are somewhat constrained… they get doing the same thing, year 

after year, and it's really hard to budge and shift that. So I think ideally, you 

have both, but I think cities need to look at how they define staff roles and 

how they empower staff to do some of the innovative stuff because I 

empathize (Placemaker, Victoria).  

6. Collecting evidence and data  

Participants pointed out that collecting and presenting data backed evidence is crucial 

to validating non-traditional interventions, which makes it easier for cities to say “yes” 

and try new approaches. The example provided during the interview was the impact 

of road murals on calming traffic: it has been difficult to implement them in many places 

due to the lack of robust evidence and data. GVPN would like to seek additional 

opportunities for data collection to support evidence-based change.  

7. Collaborative partnerships    

The GVPN serves as a “go-to collaborator” when looking for input from residents with 

more expertise than the average person. The relationship has been developed over 

time with some learning curves figuring out how to collaborate effectively. Most 

projects involve at least some level of collaboration or working together "Most of the 

interventions that we find ourselves working on do require some level of city 

cooperation, because you're almost always working with some piece of land or public 
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space that the city ultimately owns, has control over, or regulates in some way, even 

if they don't formally own it" (Placemaker, Victoria). Moving forward, participants hope 

the City grants the GVPN more space to bring creativity and leadership in placemaking 

projects. Right now a new type of relationship is being tested through a “fee for service” 

type agreement where GVPN leads a project with support from the City (separate from 

the MGNG grant). This involves a higher level of collaboration and commitment from 

both sides.  

8. Leadership & Grant sponsorship  

Most projects that people decide to pursue requires some level of City approval 

because they are in the public realm or road right of way. This leads them to the MGNG 

application, where they learn that they need to partner with an organization (for 

accountability and liability reasons). There is a new awareness among city staff and 

network members that GVPN has the capacity as an organization to sponsor projects 

that don’t have other partners: “GVPN has been helpful in this regard, using their 

insurance capabilities to partner on projects receiving the city grants” (Victoria Staff). 

GVPN is well situated to act as a sponsor because of their familiarity with the MGNG 

process, their well-respected relationship with the city, and their structural capacity as 

a B.C. registered society that is required to have insurance. Serving as a sponsor for 

grants reduces barriers to participation in the city-run program: "It's cool because it's 

not a lot of work on our behalf, but we are facilitating, and sometimes we provide a bit 

of advice if they're not sure where to start” (Placemaker, Victoria). This has the 

potential to expand placemaking further “…with very little effort on our part, we're 

starting to see placemaking sprout up in different neighborhoods almost 

spontaneously and… we have a hand in it" (Placemaker, Victoria).  

True Collaboration & Control  

Control is a central issue for placemaking projects. While cities are ultimately 

responsible for the public realm, municipally-supported placemaking requires sharing 

control with citizens. City staff expressed challenges with trusting citizens to make good 

choices on matters including aesthetics and budget. Relinquishing control over these 

matters can be challenging for city staff because they continue to feel responsible even 
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when it is out of their hands. Colwood is currently figuring out it’s comfort levels around 

control, whereas Victoria has had more practice and implemented more policy. In one 

example in Victoria there was conflict over controlling the text within a political mural 

funded by the City. The City disagreed with the text in the mural and had the power to 

change it because it was using city funds on public property, which in turn upset the artist 

who had a message to communicate.  

In Victoria, some placemakers observed that the City has an “all or nothing” 

approach to control over projects- either they are fully in control, or they hand complete 

control to citizens, only getting involved in funding and approvals. This has made 

opportunities for what several placemaker participants called “true collaboration” between 

the city and engaged citizens more difficult. The example of “true collaboration” discussed 

the most in Victoria was a DIY traffic calming pilot project, facilitated by the GVPN with 

City permission. Though the process was described by placemakers as “frustrating” and 

the city as “reluctant,” participants still felt it was successful because the city allowed them 

to take the lead and make temporary interventions in the street. However, no similar 

partnership has happened since, and those involved wonder if the city regrets handing 

over that much control to residents.  

Guides & Toolkits  

Regardless of having streamlined internal process, projects in the public realm are 
often complicated because they involve so many people and steps. This realization 

inspired City of Victoria staff to create several “guides” or “toolkits” that help residents 

navigate the process of interventions in the public realm. Responses to the guides were 

positive: "I like Victoria's guideline approach because it says: ‘here's some things you can 

do to make your Boulevard beautiful, and we even have micro grants to help you do it’” 

(Placemaker, Victoria). Currently, the city has guides for boulevard gardening and mural 

painting. The Placemaking toolkit was inspired by a similar recognition that people need 

more information and guidance to feel empowered to take on a placemaking project. 

Because the Toolkit is so new, how it will be used and what impact it has is yet to be seen.  

City of Victoria’s Placemaking Toolkit  
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Participants were asked to share their feelings and aspirations for the City of 

Victoria’s new Placemaking Toolkit. The general tone was optimistic, though there were 

some critiques of the current version and some additional ideas for future versions. The 

following section details what was heard from staff and citizen participants in Victoria, 

starting with their hopes and then critiques.1 Observations and recommendations are 

presented in the discussion.  

Aspirations for the Toolkit   

The Toolkit is meant to fill gaps and overcome barriers in the existing citizen-led 
placemaking process in Victoria. The intention of the Placemaking Toolkit is to “provide a 

level of education that wasn’t there before” (Victoria Staff).  It has the possibility to 

empower citizens by increasing their knowledge about placemaking and providing 

information and guidelines to develop and implement their project with help from the city. 

With this information the grant applications will theoretically improve, which in turn might 

expediate the application review process. This should lead to less work for City staff and 

less waiting for residents. There is also the possibility that it could improve the process for 

“simple” placemaking projects (such as adding seating to an area) because the toolkit 

provides a list of approved materials, a catalogue of furniture, and a pathway to funding. 

Participants were optimistic about the increased public buy-in for “lighter, quicker, 

cheaper” approaches in the current pandemic context, which this guide delivers.  

The Toolkit has the potential to expand citizen-led placemaking initiatives in 
Victoria by improving transparency, cutting red-tape, and reducing overwhelm about the 

entire process. The Toolkit includes steps from the idea phase all the way to 

implementation. It includes things to consider to ensure accessibility and equity as well as 

potential questions placemakers might want to ask the city. Citizen placemakers hope it 

will provide more clarity about the entire process, get more people involved, and in turn 

increase support for placemaking from the city. It could also be distributed to places like 

community centers or schools which might expand the current audience and demographic 

of interested placemakers in Victoria.   

 
1 Participants in Colwood were not asked directly about the Placemaking Toolkit because it was 

created specifically for the Victoria context. 
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One participant shared that it might even contribute to improving Community 

Amenity Contributions from developers. When developers propose a project, they are 

often expected to contribute to the community in the form of public art or park space, but 

they are commonly unaware of community needs or what is possible:  

We recognize that they don't understand a lot about placemaking. But bits 

and pieces of this toolkit can help them to better understand how to engage 

the neighborhood that's being impacted by their development, how to draw 

out ideas, how to take those ideas then and create something that is a 

better fit... I think the toolkit is a great avenue for teaching people about how 

we use space, what we find attractive, what we don't want to see. And it 

measures elements of risk and safety, which is a big deal at a municipality 

(Victoria Staff).  

The Toolkit will evolve over time. It is meant to be reviewed and improved over time with 
feedback and observations from users and staff. One long term goal is to have more 

involvement from the community, most importantly involvement from local First Nations 

including the Songhees, Esquimalt, and W̱SÁNEĆ. 

Critiques  

Resident placemakers were slightly more critical than city staff about the creation 

and the potential success of the guide. The Toolkit only acknowledges placemaking 

projects that are funded and approved through the City, like the My Great Neighbourhood 

program, without much acknowledgement that placemaking could occur without it, in a 

more grassroots way. The process was led by the city with input from stakeholders, but it 

was not co-written. Perhaps as a result, it prioritizes a more formal urban design style 

process and lens. Staff admit that it may not be very accessible for the average person, 

though it does contain a great deal of information for someone who is already interested 

and familiar with these types of documents. Some felt that this might limit the more 

spontaneous style of placemaking or creativity from citizens who are not experienced 

placemakers. Concerns over the “catalogue of parts” were raised for this reason and had 

people asking whether the catalogue section of the toolkit might be too prescriptive. On 
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the other hand, others felt that the catalogue would help provide direction to those looking 

for simple elements, information on price point and procurement followed by quick action.  

Some placemakers felt that the Toolkit was missing the more radical aspects of 
placemaking philosophy, which is about taking ownership and responsibility for a place 

and working with your community and neighbourhood to make it happen. Along the lines 

of this critique, another participant pointed out that the guide does not include any 

resources for citizens to connect with one another through existing community groups. 

This is problematic because, as we have learned, local champions are key to the success 

of placemaking projects.  

4.5.6. Bylaws and other Regulatory Restrictions  

Bylaws and regulatory restrictions were cited as a barrier to successful 

placemaking by staff and citizen placemakers. Bylaws are meant to regulate space, 

usually through restrictions. For example, parking bylaws restrict creative rethinking of 

space in the street by requiring parking minimums. Bylaws can be hard to change and 

adapt to current needs and context which can make it difficult to implement creative ideas. 

Participants were unclear which specific bylaws were impacting their efforts and equally 

unsure about how to overcome this barrier. Further research on the implications of bylaws 

and placemaking is needed.   

4.5.7. Type of land  

The type of land where projects are implemented (public or private property) have 

different pros and cons. In Victoria, the MGN grant policy states that projects on private 

property must be accessible from public space (like a sidewalk) and have express 

permission from the property owner. In Victoria this issue is framed through the lens of 

accessibility. Create Places Colwood does not have a clear policy on funding for projects 

on private property, but the policy does state that the purpose of the grant is to “guide the 

allocation of grants that improve public space” (Colwood, 2020). A project proposed on 

private land would therefore be subject to the typical application process which includes 

support from at least three Colwood residents.  
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Projects on private property are subject to less regulations because they are not 

in the public right-of-way. At the same time, they must be accessible to the public, which 

could mean increased liability for the property owner. Staff in Colwood raised concerns 

around equity and accessibility with projects on private property. Projects that are funded 

with City money should be accessible and usable by the public. At the same time, staff in 

Victoria suggested that more creative, less restricted placemaking projects are well suited 

to be located on private property. This participant has noticed that private property owners 

can be averse to taking on the perceived extra liability and effort, but believes that they 

may not be aware of the value it could bring to the community. 

4.5.8. Impacts of COVID-19 

The pandemic has had some interesting impacts on public space. Everyone 

including local governments had to scramble to respond to the unprecedented public 

health crisis. While the pandemic impacted communities in many negative ways and 

exacerbated existing challenges such as homelessness and housing instability, 

participants shared several examples of positive shifts that occurred because of the 

pandemic. Most of these examples were shared in Victoria. Overall, it was noted that there 

seems to be a shift in attitude toward street culture, more flexible municipal policy and 

process within the public realm, a response to changing community needs, and an 

increased focus on place-based policy.  

Greater Awareness/Appreciation for Placemaking  

With limitations on our movement and interactions came an increased awareness 

of the importance of accessible, safe, public spaces. Specifically, recognition for outdoor 

spaces in neighbourhoods grew in particular. An increased appreciation for the outcome 

of placemaking was also reported: "One thing that the pandemic has underscored for me 

is the sheer importance of community and connectivity of people. You start to notice these 

things are really needed. Creating the kinds of spaces where people can meet is critical" 

(Placemaker, Victoria). In the region, Little Free Libraries gained even more popularity. 

New libraries were built and others changed their contents from books to resources like 

masks or hand sanitizer. While libraries remained popular, awareness of opportunities for 
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other types of placemaking grew: “It’s not just a little libraries any more, it's functional 

things like patios that help businesses, keep people happy and create flourishing core 

areas of towns…” (Placemaker, Victoria).  

New streams of funding have also emerged to support place-based recovery and 
resiliency projects. Participants have noticed an additional focus on the public realm from 

the province and the federal government to fund inclusive, community-oriented spaces 

through placemaking. Recent grants have focused on building outdoor community spaces 

as a public health response.2  

Changing Attitudes & Priorities  

According to respondents, attitudes and priorities for individuals, governments and 

businesses shifted during the pandemic. Business owners who were previously concerned 

about maintaining parking in front of their business have shifted their priorities, recognizing 

the value of creating a streetscape that is welcoming to pedestrians and how this changes 

the dynamic of the street interface. Respondents experienced the city taking a new “if 

there’s a will there’s a way” approach to short term but meaningful placemaking 

interventions: “Ironically, I think the pandemic has helped, in the sense that we've got all 

of this street culture all of a sudden with sidewalk cafes out of necessity” (Placemaker, 

Victoria).  

Less Bureaucracy, More Flexibility  

Placemakers described the City of Victoria as generally “risk averse” to 
experimenting with innovative and creative interventions in the public realm. In past years, 

projects that could have served as a prototype or precedent for future innovation (like the 

Fort Street parklet) did not result in momentum for other similar projects. As a result of the 

pandemic, the City has increased their capacity for experimentation and expedited timely 

processes. Staff and placemakers commented on the change in planning and 

 
2 Canada Healthy Communities Initiative is one example of this, providing a $31 million dollar 

investment from the Government of Canada to transform public spaces in response to COVID-
19.  
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implementation that occurred. Staff felt like they were able to “change their approach” and 

had a new ability to bypass some cumbersome processes and “make things happen.”  

A good example of the City’s increased flexibility is in how they adapted their permit 
and approvals process to allow for parklets and seating to take over parking spaces 

downtown. One coffee shop had been trying to implement this for over a year before the 

pandemic with no luck, eventually giving up. 

Then the pandemic came, and everyone realized, ‘hey, we can just do this 

stuff’ … we can close down some parking, we can put up some barricades, 

put up some signage, throw some temporary seating out there. And it 

works. And that, to me is the power of true placemaking is that sense of 

experimentation (Placemaker, Victoria).  

Broad Street is a good example of collaborative placemaking with businesses, the GVPN 

and the City during the pandemic. The initiative benefitted restaurants by using the street 

space to double their seating capacity and the public by creating a new pedestrian-friendly 

gathering place with street furniture, a Little Free Library, and other artistic touches. This 

type of project would have been difficult before the pandemic, when businesses were 

afraid of losing parking. Now, stakeholders are witnessing the value of creating vibrant 

spaces that support economic development and community connection. According to a 

city staff “We've discovered that this was a silver lining of this terrible pandemic, just 

because it allowed for the process to be shortened and the bureaucracy and the red tape 

to be cut down and things happened immediately” (Victoria).  

Build Back Victoria  

According to the City’s website the new Build Back initiatives will give restaurants 
and businesses the opportunity to expand their patios, and services on sidewalks, streets 

and neighbourhood squares and plazas. Parks will also be opened for approved business 

use, such as outdoor yoga and fitness classes. Build Back Victoria was released as an 

emergency response plan that has also allowed for certain controversial decisions, such 

as closing Broad Street to traffic (or what one participant reframed as “opening” the street) 

to be pushed forward without as much red tape or pushback. According to city staff 
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interviewed for this study, this kind of action was nearly impossible before, but there is a 

reported increase in the acceptance and use of pilot projects by the city.3 Businesses can 

apply for flex space, temporary patios, curbside loading, mobile vending zones, street 

closures, or business in parks. Mayor Lisa Helps says “We are unleashing the creativity 

of our community to build back by opening up space for businesses to expand while 

meeting social distancing requirements. These sweeping new programs are informed by 

what we have heard from businesses, artists and community groups for what’s needed for 

recovery right now” (City of Victoria website, 2020). Although this program has focused on 

providing public space for private use, participants were optimistic about this initiative 

benefitting a larger public audience. It is unclear how long this initiative will continue, 

though it has been extended by Council once and appears to have received favourable 

responses.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
3 Pilot projects are an iterative approach that allows for testing and ongoing feedback before 

permanent changes are made. 
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Chapter 5. Discussion  

Five main challenges for placemaking in Canada were identified in the literature 

review: 1) Reliable funding sources are scarce and competition for non-profit funding is 

high; 2) The capacity of local placemaking organizations is low. There is currently no 

nation-wide group that convenes, researches, advocates for or funds placemaking in 

Canada like there is in the United States; 3) Making the case for placemaking can be 

challenging as it is fairly new, complex and can be perceived as academic; 4) There is a 

lack of awareness and ability to access Canadian expertise. Placemaking tackles specific 

regional, local issues that requires experts. How do we best make use of Canadian 

expertise? 5) City regulations, bylaws and siloed municipal departments are the largest 

structural barriers that placemaking initiatives face. The barriers identify a need for further 

research on placemaking, particularly involving local governments (Horwitz & Woolner, 

2016).    

This research has identified similar challenges for placemaking initiatives in 
Colwood and Victoria and attempted to learn how and where they can be overcome to 

better understand what factors contribute to successful placemaking initiatives. 

Collaboration between residents and the city as well as city regulations, bylaws and siloed 

municipal departments continue to pose challenges for placemaking initiatives, but local 

examples show that overcoming these barriers is possible. Additional barriers include the 

location of placemaking projects (type of land) and liability and insurance.  

This chapter begins with an overview of the factors that were found to lead to 
successful municipally supported placemaking initiatives, including: municipal leadership, 

well defined collaboration including tools such as placemaking guides, municipal 

insurance coverage, leadership from residents, and funding. The discussion then moves 

to additional findings including aspirations for future partnerships, conflicting perspectives 

between participants on the barriers to collaborative placemaking, and the positive 

impacts of the pandemic on public space and placemaking opportunities in the local 

context.  
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5.1. Factors That Lead to Successful Municipally Supported 
Placemaking Initiatives  

1. Municipal Leadership – People & Policy  

Municipalities lead through elected officials (Mayor and Council) and policy (like 

Official Community Plans). The research has found that both political leadership and policy 

contribute to the success of placemaking initiatives.  

People  

Political leadership influences staff direction, which impacts what is prioritized and 

included in city plans and strategies. While grassroots momentum is fundamental to 

successful collaborative placemaking projects, leadership from the “top” is necessary to 

achieve successful municipally supported placemaking.  

Planning Policy  

Research has shown that policy for placemaking projects and placemaking as a 
tool for participatory policymaking is needed (Arroyo, 2017; Frenette, 2017; Jackson, 

2011). This study finds that including policy objectives for placemaking in municipal plans 

provides a theoretical framework and objectives that lead to more strategic action by 

Council and staff. Both municipalities in this study have policy objectives and action plans 

that enable municipally supported placemaking.  

Policy must adapt and be flexible to best support placemaking initiatives. New and 

adapted policy aimed at recovery and resilience from COVID-19 has positively impacted 

placemaking initiatives in Canada. Inflexibility with testing and experimenting was 

identified as a major barrier to the success of placemaking initiatives in Victoria and 

Colwood. Therefore, leadership from staff or Council is necessary to adapt regulations 

and bylaws (such as parking minimums) that may create barriers for successful 

placemaking. Similarly, temporary policies (like in Build Back Victoria) allowed cities to 

test and experiment “lighter, quicker, cheaper” interventions in the built realm. While it is 

unclear how permanent some of these changes may be, it is clear that policy and 

regulations that adapt to community need are crucial.  
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2. Well Defined Collaborative Processes 

According to the Canadian Placemaking Guide (Horwitz & Woolner, 2016), co-
creating goals with governments to overcome bureaucratic barriers and promote 

collaboration between governments and citizens is an important area that requires energy. 

This study suggests that establishing a well-defined, yet flexible internal and external 

process is a positive contributing factor to the success of placemaking initiatives. Such a 

process would help overcome challenges with bureaucracy, city regulations, bylaws, and 

siloed municipal departments which have been identified as the largest structural barriers 

that placemaking initiatives face in Canada (2016).  

Challenges with collaboration in the two study areas were primarily expressed 
through concern with the perceived sharing of “control.” Like the term placemaking, 

participants understood “collaboration” differently. In one sense, collaboration simply 

means input. In another, collaboration requires full and active participation with ongoing 

communication and transparency. This understanding of collaboration requires more trust, 

time, and communication. In some circumstances placemakers were frustrated by a lack 

of true collaboration while city staff were frustrated by a lack of commitment and leadership 

from citizens. It appears that more work must be done in this area.  

Collaboration with the city is not the only route to placemaking. A high level of 
involvement from the city has some individuals questioning whether including urban 

design “experts” in projects leaves less room for “true collaboration” with citizens on 

projects, and whether it contributes to a more regulated or prescribed interpretation of 

placemaking within the city. While most small-midsized municipalities do not have an 

urban design team, this observation should be considered by cities that do. Experts (e.g. 

planners, urban designers) can serve an important role as facilitators or guides, but their 

involvement can result in some resident placemakers feeling unwelcome or unworthy of 

being involved, especially when projects appear formal.  

Literature suggests that planners and local government’s ideal role in placemaking 
is not yet well understood. However, results from this study do indicate that progress is 

being made, and that a planner or city staff’s role will vary in different contexts. It proved 

difficult to discover details about Colwood and Victoria’s internal processes for figuring out 



 

56 

logistics and approving placemaking projects. In Victoria this was probably because the 

non-linear process involves many departments and people exchanging information. The 

process has also evolved over several years and coincided with staff changes. In Colwood 

this challenge is likely because they were new to the process and still working to establish 

protocol. Internal processes will vary from place to place, but it is crucial for municipalities 

intending to adopt placemaking policy. Municipalities wishing to support placemaking 

initiatives must have well defined internal processes (with staff) and external processes 

(with the public). These processes will be context specific and must be flexible to adapt 

over time as communities change and lessons are learned.  

Internal (staff) process  

Placemaking projects are highly collaborative, sometimes requiring the 
participation of multiple departments (like transportation, engineering, finance, planning 

and parks). Developing an internal process is important to ensure effective 

interdepartmental communication, predictable timelines, efficient approvals and permits, 

staff capacity, transparency, and risk mitigation. Municipalities that work effectively across 

multiple departments are better positioned to facilitate the implementation of citizen-led 

placemaking projects. The results of this study indicate a need for staff to create this 

process over time and adapt as lessons are learned. Staff should consider planning for 

high level decisions (e.g. communication methods) and detailed protocols (e.g. what type 

of paint is acceptable and safe to use on public roadways?).  

External (public) process  

Developing processes for working with citizen placemakers is important for 

building and maintaining positive relationships with the public. Citizen placemakers include 

individuals, groups, and businesses. Staff should consider the clarity, accessibility and 

user friendliness of communication materials including website pages, resources, and 

grant applications. Having a poor external process can lead to additional staff hours, more 

work for citizens, or confusion. While citizen placemakers are probably not urban design 

experts, non-traditional strategies for public realm improvements should be taken 

seriously. Placemaking interventions like road murals can have the same impacts as more 

expensive infrastructure like speed bumps (a road mural costs around $2,000 compared 
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to a speed bump which can cost up to $5,000). Planners and city staff involved with 

placemaking are working to approach the work as an ally rather than an expert. Victoria 

staff are also working to integrate projects into the municipality more permanently as the 

literature recommends (Finn, 2014; Pagano, 2013). With this integration comes 

responsibility for the planner, including remaining flexible and balancing considerations 

like safety, liability, equity, accessibility, legality, and process in ways that are always 

necessarily contextually appropriate (2014). 

Dedicate staff liaisons  

Results of this study indicate that dedicating a staff liaison was indeed a factor for 
success in both Victoria and Colwood. The Neighbourhood Liaisons in Victoria exemplify 

recommendations that planners (or staff) prioritize building social capital and trust with the 

community for better outcomes (Lalicic & Onder, 2018).  This strategy leads to improved 

internal and external processes, communication, and timelines. Depending on the size of 

the municipality it may be beneficial to identify more than one staff person, as this level of 

collaboration and communication can be extremely time consuming. Time commitment 

can be reduced by providing residents with tools and resources such as Victoria’s 

Placemaking Toolkit and MGNG grant tip sheet.  

Placemaking Toolkits & Guides for Residents  

Creating resources specifically for the Canadian context was identified as a top 

priority in the literature review (Canadian Placemaking Guide, 2016). Context specific 

resources are important because regulatory regimes, laws, politics, and culture vary from 

place to place. Placemaking guides are useful because they have the ability to speak to 

the specific context within that place, including relevant policies, process, considerations, 

partnerships, and options for funding. An analysis of the Victoria and Kitchener 

Placemaking Toolkits has produced a series of high-level considerations and 

recommendations for municipalities wishing to create something similar.  
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Relationship building  

Research and anecdotal evidence on placemaking show that trust and relationship 
building between city staff and resident champions is one of the greatest positive 

outcomes of placemaking. An invitation to connect with a staff representative should be 

clearly identified in all materials. Staff liaisons can act as a bridge between City 

professionals like planners and engineers and the public, working alongside both to 

ensure good communication and an efficient process. The role of this team should be 

included and contact information provided so people know they will not be alone if they 

choose to apply for funding. Potential community partners should also be included in the 

guide, so people can connect with existing organized groups. These groups are an 

invaluable resource of knowledge, people power, and often the administrative structure to 

support placemaking projects.   

Beware of prescriptive elements  

According to the City of Victoria Toolkit, it is intended to encourage grassroots, 

“bottom up” placemaking. However, the introduction also states that the guide is for 

implementing ideas through available city programs and points to the pre-approved 

“catalogue of elements” for a streamlined process. Cities should be aware of how this 

might be interpreted as limiting or prescriptive, more concerned with beautification and 

efficiency over other equally important objectives. Separating the catalogue of elements 

from the guide might be one strategy. The City of Kitchener’s guide acknowledges that the 

city may or may not need to be involved in placemaking, but that the guide they created 

is for when people want or need the city to be involved. This could be another idea worth 

trying. It is challenging to find the balance between encouraging people to be creative and 

wanting to increase efficiency in the process, so this might take some experimentation.  

Innovation and Creativity 

Guides should encourage innovation and creativity. Supporting pilot projects is one 

way to achieve this. Cities must think about how to support innovation and creativity 

particularly if ideas challenge existing city regulations. Including resources and examples 

of other projects is another way to push thinking outside of the box.  
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Location  

Location possibilities for placemaking projects is limited by bylaws, land type, and 
liability issues. Location should be discussed in a broad sense to let readers know where 

their ideas might be feasible. For example, the City of Kitchener includes a description of 

where projects can be located: “City land, such as parks, trails, greenways, boulevards, 

parking areas, cul-de-sacs, etc. Other public land owned by school boards, Region of 

Waterloo, etc. Private land that is accessible to the general public (e.g. parking lots, green 

space around faith/cultural buildings, not-for-profit organizations, etc.)” (City of Kitchener, 

2017, p. 8). A summary such as this one could be included before getting into project 

examples.  

Iterate  

Toolkits should act as living, breathing documents to be revisited and updated as 

information changes. Collecting feedback on users experience with the Toolkit, perhaps 

in combination with feedback on the grant process will provide useful opportunities for 

edits. This could be done through a survey when project reports are due. While the 

literature indicates that monitoring the “success” of placemaking projects has its many 

challenges, analysis of the results of the study suggest that using a framework such as 

the “Placemaking Objectives” on page 5 of the Victoria Placemaking Toolkit provide a 

useful benchmark. This framework includes: Reducing barriers for community-led 

placemaking; Ensuring city-wide access to programs and equitable geographic 

distribution of placemaking projects; Encouraging placemaking projects that reflect 

community needs and character; Encouraging experimentation and innovation; and 

Ensuring access for all.  

Overall, Victoria’s Toolkit has great potential and the work should be applauded, 

though there is room for improvement. This detailed document is likely better suited to the 

“expert” level placemaker than the average resident, though the details that are included 

are practical, useful, and invite potential placemakers to take a more active and thoughtful 

role in the process than what has previously been expected of “non-professionals.” These 

include considerations for things like accessibility, equity and decolonization. Information 

about safety guidelines and specific regulations such as required setbacks increase 
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transparency within the City’s decision-making process. The Toolkit has potential to 

reduce barriers for citizen placemakers and improve the process with the city.  

3. Robust Municipal Insurance Coverage  

Safety and liability are primary concerns for municipalities, as suggested in the 

literature (Shuttle, 2017). Having a robust and comprehensive municipal insurance policy 

supports placemaking interventions that may be outside the scope of typical municipal 

interventions in the public realm, allowing for more creativity and flexibility. Having a good 

insurance policy provides a safety net for both citizens and the municipality. Creating a 

suitable policy requires work on the part of municipal staff who must consider the types of 

placemaking projects desired by the community to ensure they add the appropriate riders 

(a rider is an extra protection added to an insurance policy in exchange for paying a higher 

premium to an insurer). Until a larger policy is acquired, insurance happens on a project-

to-project basis which can be very limiting. When creating a placemaking grant or policy, 

staff in charge of insurance for the City should be brought in early to advise on what 

coverage might be needed for placemaking projects to avoid challenges.  

Insurance should cover small-scale special events held by citizen placemakers. 
These are typically covered and allowed through a special event permit through the 

municipality. Special event permits should be financially accessible and cover events as 

small as 10 people.  

Since the interviews took place, Colwood has updated their insurance policy:  

We now have Municipal insurance which allows for structures like little 

libraries within the municipal Right of Way.  It is recommended that Public 

Works include these structures in their inspection procedures so that things 

like Little Libraries get checked every so often to make sure they aren’t a 

public hazard. This insurance provider also recommends that there be a 

sign at the structure – with the phone number of the municipality so that 

members of the public can report an issue with the structure (Colwood Staff, 

personal communication, 2022).   
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This adjustment provides an example of how municipalities might respond to insurance 

challenges.  

4. Leadership from Residents/Resident Groups  

Building the capacity of Canadian placemaking organizations was identified as a 

top priority to further the movement of placemaking in Canada (Canadian Placemaking 

Guide, 2016). This study further supports that successful placemaking projects have 

dedicated champions. While city staff can help facilitate projects, they rely on grassroots 

energy to move projects forward. Local champions can be individuals or resident groups. 

Organized resident groups play an important role in both collaborating with the city and 

encouraging innovative thinking. In some instances, these groups may even provide 

oversight to placemaking projects led by the city. Cities should identify and encourage 

local leaders and work to connect them.  

Staff should recognize the value of bringing together a team of non-staff “expert” 

resident placemakers for more complex or creative projects. This can add an additional 

layer of trust from the city that might otherwise be absent for a group of residents who do 

not have much relevant expertise. However, it is important to continue to encourage “non-

expert” residents as well so that people do not get the idea that the only trustworthy 

placemakers are those with related professional experience. 

5. Funding  

Providing funding for placemaking projects removes the financial barriers for residents. 
Funding also empowers citizens to become actively involved in the design and 

management of space beyond a traditional advisory capacity (Finn, 2014). Funding can 

be offered in a variety of formats including grants and participatory budgeting. Grants allow 

community members to directly access funds to implement their projects. Grants can be 

provided by a non-profit or a business improvement association (such as in Vancouver 

and Halifax). However, municipalities are well positioned to provide funding for 

placemaking projects. Because municipalities are responsible for the public realm, it is 

beneficial to have a direct connection with city staff. While grant policies will be context-
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specific, cities should thoughtfully consider grant policies that will work best for their 

community.   

Grant Policy Considerations  

Based on the findings from the interviews and an analysis of Colwood and 

Victoria’s grant policy, the following should be considered when creating grant policy:  

Letters of agreement – Will there be a letter of agreement? What will it include? How will 

it address potential conflict?  

Budget – Will a sample budget be required? Will this include a breakdown of costs? Tools 
and resources for budgeting should be available. For example, include a sample budget 

template. This could include an example of how to “match funds” from the city with 

volunteer labor or fundraising money.  

Eligibility – Who will be eligible to receive the grants? Will it be geographically specific? 

Will organizations that already receive funding from the city be eligible? How many times 

may someone apply?  

Funding dispersal - Will a sponsor organization be required, or will a group of individuals 

be allowed to manage the application and funds themselves? Consider the pros and cons 

of both approaches, ensuring adequate safety nets.  

Consider addressing equitable distribution of funds among community groups and 
organizations. For example, Kitchener has this policy:  

To ensure an equitable distribution of grants, priority will be given to new or 

emerging neighbourhood groups who will benefit the most from funding 

support. Applications from these new and emerging groups will be given 

priority consideration during each quarterly intake period over applications 

from neighbourhoods and groups that have previously received 

considerable funding through LoveMyHood (City of Kitchener, n.d., p. 4). 
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Consultation – Will consultation be encouraged or required? Will permission from 

surrounding neighbours be sought?  

Maintenance – Who is responsible for the ongoing maintenance of the place? This should 
be included in the project plan and/or agreement. If the City is responsible, how will it be 

integrated into a maintenance plan? Will it be checked frequently or rely on requests for 

maintenance from the public?  

Feedback and monitoring – How will the granting process be continually improved? How 
will impact be documented, understood, and shared with the community?  

5.2. Indigenous placemaking  

While it was not a focus of this research, two participants noted a desire to 

collaborate with location First Nations on future placemaking projects. The City of Victoria 

attempts to bring awareness to this gap in their placemaking policy and Toolkit, though 

successful projects are yet to be seen. This remains a gap in the current landscape of 

placemaking in the region, though it is promising to know it is on the minds of placemakers 

and city staff.  

5.3. Perspective on barriers  

Perspectives on the current barriers differed between city staff and citizen 

placemakers more than the enabling factors which were frequently agreed upon (funding, 

staff and political support, etc.). Resident placemakers and city staff were empathetic of 

the restraints and challenges facing one another. However, both parties also expressed 

some frustration with the other, which demonstrates that a lack of mutual understanding 

between the roles and abilities of the other still exists despite the effort to build positive 

collaborative relationships. For example, staff in Victoria expressed that there can be 

challenges with the ideas brought forward by residents. Ideas need to fit the context of a 

space and sometimes there is a discrepancy between the idea and what is realistically 

possible to fund and implement. When asked about why there might be a lack of ideas, 
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the staff participant suggested that people might be unfamiliar or distrustful of collaborating 

with the government, so they are hesitant to present their ideas. They provided the 

example of public art competitions, which sometimes get a surprisingly small number of 

applications. There is a recognition that partnerships with residents have not always been 

very team-oriented, with the city acting as expert. There was also an acknowledgement 

that other restrictions, such as bylaws or insurance, may account for a lack of creative 

ideas brought forward. This theory was confirmed by placemaker participants. The 

perception that there is a lack of imaginative ideas coming from residents may indicate 

more about the presence of ongoing barriers than a lack of creativity.  

Citizen placemakers were more often frustrated by bureaucratic process and 

regulatory restrictions. While staff recognized this, they also expressed concern with 

trusting citizens to implement projects in creative, safe, and respectful ways. This finding 

is supported in the literature which has found that grassroots initiatives like placemaking 

are often portrayed as the “antidote” to planning, defined by bureaucracy, slowness and 

restraint (Finn, 2014). Findings suggest that despite challenges, staff are trying to support 

citizen placemakers and demonstrate the value of planners, municipal plans, and other 

regulations as Shuttle (2017) suggests they should, though ongoing work is needed in this 

area.   

5.4. Positive impact of COVID-19 

The findings in this research contribute to a new and growing body of literature on 

the impact COVID-19 has had on cities. Impacts on placemaking because of the pandemic 

were anticipated, though the exact effects were unknown. The changes in municipal 

process and attitudes appear to have positively contributed to the success of placemaking 

in the two locations studied here, Victoria and Colwood. Positive impacts include a new 

attitude towards changes in the public realm, supportive policy, and more flexible 

municipal process. These outcomes show positive movement in overcoming barriers 

identified both by participants and the literature. It is unclear whether these changes will 

last long term after the pandemic though many participants seem hopeful.  
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Chapter 6. Conclusion  

The goal of this research was to understand what factors lead to successful 

placemaking initiatives that are supported by the city through funding and policy and 

implemented by citizens in collaboration with the city. These factors were determined 

through a series of semi-structured interviews with city staff and resident placemakers in 

Victoria and Colwood. The interviews explored how existing policies and actions enable 

collaborative placemaking, and where challenges exist. The main research question was: 

what considerations might municipalities need to explore to implement a similar initiative? 

To answer this question, we examined two sub-questions: how has the City of Victoria 

supported collaborative, community-driven placemaking in the past decade? What has the 

City of Colwood learned from their first-ever placemaking program?  

The research found that successful municipally supported placemaking initiatives 
in Victoria and Colwood are characterized by municipal leadership from staff, council and 

policy, well defined collaboration including tools such as placemaking guides, robust 

municipal insurance coverage, leadership from residents and placemaking groups, and 

steady funding streams. Placemaking policy in city plans provides a crucial foundation for 

municipally supported placemaking initiatives. Successful collaboration relies on having 

well defined internal and external processes, dedicating staff liaisons, and utilizing co-

produced resources. Comprehensive insurance protects residents and the city, allowing 

for a wider scope of creative projects. Local placemaking organizations in the region are 

small but fill an important role in relationship with local governments and as grassroots 

organizers. Building reliable funding sources into a municipal budget has shown success 

in Victoria and is promising in Colwood. When implemented well, placemaking makes a 

case for itself. Results identified a disconnect between resident and staff participant’s 

understanding of the challenges to municipally supported placemaking. Results also 

revealed that the COVID-19 pandemic has impacted bureaucratic, regulatory and location 

barriers that were identified in the interviews, resulting in positive shifts that may continue. 

The findings in this research provide city staff, including planners, a set of considerations 

and recommendations for implementing placemaking policy and funding at a municipal 

level.  
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Appendix A.  
 
Recruitment Email  

Hello ___________,  

I am a student in the Masters of Community Planning Program at VIU looking to interview 
both city staff and citizens who have been involved in (or have tried to initiate) collaborative 
public space improvements for the benefit of the community. I am currently conducting 
research which aims to understand how municipalities and citizens can work together to 
create better public spaces.  

My research, entitled “Public Space & The Participatory Process: Enabling Placemaking 
in BC cities” aims to identify the opportunities and barriers to collaborative placemaking 
initiatives through a municipal policy analysis and interviews with city staff and citizen 
placemakers. My hope is that this research will provide a roadmap to communities who 
would like to increase civic participation, inclusive design, and meaningful shared space 
through placemaking initiatives. I am hoping to determine which policies, initiatives and 
other supports enable collaborative placemaking and where improvements could be 
made.  

If you are interested in participating in a 30–45-minute semi-structured interview, I will ask 
your personal and/or professional opinions and experiences with current barriers and 
opportunities for placemaking in your community. Interviews will be transcribed, and 
participants will be offered the opportunity to amend, redact, or clarify any statements 
before the data is analyzed. All participants will be provided a consent letter to read, sign 
and return ahead of the interview date. 

If you are interested in participating or have questions about the research, please respond 
to this email. Thank you for your time, I look forward to hearing from you.  

Kind regards, 

Mikaila Montgomery   
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Appendix B.   
 
Interview Guiding Questions  

Context 

1. What is your name and your role? Can you tell me a little bit about yourself and what 
you do in this role? 

2. What does placemaking mean to you? 

Experience  

3. Have you participated in any placemaking projects? 

4. What are some examples of placemaking in this city? Were they successful? In what 
ways? 

Attitudes 

5. Is placemaking encouraged in this city? How is it encouraged? For how long? 

6. What is the public’s attitude toward placemaking here? 

7. What is the government’s attitude toward placemaking here? 

Challenges 

8. What are the barriers or challenges to placemaking here (from your perspective as a 
placemaker/city staff)? 

9. Are there opportunities to overcome these barriers? How? 

Policy 

10. What local policies or regulations enable placemaking? (For example: zoning, 
permits,funding) Changes to existing policy?  

Present Moment 

11. Has COVID-19 impacted the attitudes/acceptance/adoption of placemaking in this 

community? (For example: were there additional funding opportunities or a change in 

the community’s need?) 

Future 

12. What your vision for future placemaking in your community? 
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Appendix C. Grant Review Processes 

6.1. City of Victoria Grant Review Process 

1. A pre-application conversation with your neighbourhood liaison must take place before 

an application will be reviewed. Staff will work with applicants to help refine their project 

ideas and advise on submissions.  

2. Applications submitted when ready through the intake period.  

3. Staff review applications for eligibility.  

4. Staff conduct a technical review of the applications to ensure they meet City of Victoria 
standards and bylaws and will be advised of insurance and permit requirements.  

5. Applications that impact public space are vetted through appropriate departments to 

assess the project or program feasibility.  

6. Eligible applications are presented to the City Manager for approval at the end of the 
month.  

7. Recipients are contacted with results of their application and will be required to sign a 

Letter of Agreement prior to funds being released.  

8. Successful recipients have up to one year to complete their project.  

9. Recipients complete a final report within 60 days of completion of the project.  

6.2. City of Colwood Grant Review Process 

1. Intake period opens  

2. Staff work with applicants to help refine their project ideas and advise on submission  
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3. Applications submitted as ready  

4. Staff review applications for eligibility  

5. Staff conduct a technical review of the applications to ensure they meet City of Colwood 

standards and bylaws  

6. Applications that impact public space are vetted through appropriate departments to 
assess the project or program feasibility  

7. The City's unions are notified of eligible applications for their review and notification of 
any staff considerations  

8. Eligible applications are presented to the Chief Administrative Officer for approval  

9. Successful grant recipients announced  

10. Recipients will have up to one year to complete their project, from the date of grant 

award  

11. Recipients report on grant use and deliverables as projects are completed 

 

 

 

 


