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On the waterfront 

Watershed, Royal Commission on the 
Future of the Toronto Waterfront, 

Toronto, 1990,207 pages, 
free on request. 

Reviewed by Don Alexander 

T
he Royal Commission, led by 
former federal cabinet minister, 

David Crombie, is an example of a body 
which, through resourcefulness, chutz
pah, and favourable political circum
stances, has managed to stretch its man
date far beyond the original intentions 
of its creators. As the authors describe: 

On 12 October 1989, the Government of 
Ontario, declaring that it recognizes the 
importance of the Interim Report and re
commendations of the ... Commission ... 
appOinted Mr. Crombie to carryon his du
ties on its behalf - thus making [it] only 
the second federal-provincial commission 
in Canadian history. Moreover, the pro
vincial government asked that he expand 
the Commission's area of study to include 
the waterfront from Burlington to New
castle and north to the Oak Ridges Mo
raine - in other words, the Toronto wa
tershed. 
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- Originally, Crombie had been given 
the job of sorting out the contentious is
sues of Toronto's harbour lands. Two 
years later, he has single-handedly put 
the issue of comprehensive regional 
planning back on the political agenda. 

In a report studded with quotes from 
Aldo Leopold, Lewis Mumford, and 
Thomas Berry, the conceptual frame
work itself is rather astonishing. It 
openly embraces the "ecosystem ap
proach", already rhetorically employed 
by agencies in the Great Lakes, and 
adds to it the first explicit official refer
ence to bioregionalism, citing the exist
ence of a "Greater Toronto Bioregion" 
- "bounded by the Niagara Escarp
ment on the west, the Oak Ridges Mo
raine to the north and east, and Lake 
Ontario to the south." 

What the authors don't mention is 
that they have arbitrarily cut off the 
Greater Toronto Bioregion at the eastern 
boundary of the Regional Municipality 
of Durham. This undoubtedly has 
something to do with the limits of their 
mandate, but is inconsistent with a 
"bioregional" approach. It would have 
been interesting to know how the staff 
weighed the p'ros and cons of natural 
boundaries vs political, economic, or 
cultural boundaries, since the former of
ten do not coincide with the latter and 
yet are important from a regional plan
ning perspective. 

It is impossible in a brief review to 
give a feeling for the many marvelous 
observations and recommendations in 
this document. The core of the commis
sion's recommendations pertain to the 
whole Greater Toronto Area (GTA) wa
terfront which, in its view, should be
come clean, green, useable, diverse, open, 
accessible, connected, affordable, and at
tractive. 

Since the authors see the waterfront 
as being organically connected with the 
rest of the Greater Toronto Bioregion, 
they go on to make a number of other 
recommendations pertaining to the im
plementation of an ecosystem approach: 
the establishment of a waterfront trail, 
the protection of the Oak Ridges Mo
raine, the improvement of water quali
ty, environmentally sound approaches 
to lakefill, restoring fish/wildlife and 
natural areas, protecting and improving 
the urban forest, strengthening the 
mandate of Conservation Authorities, 
"greening" urban form and structure, 
and creating a water-based commuter 
transportation network. They make, in 
addition, a number of area-specific rec
ommendations. 

Underlying all of these are a couple of 
basic principles. One is the holistic em
phasis embodied in the ecosystem ap
proach, which insists that we must treat 
"the whole patient ... rather than just .... 
the symptoms of ill-health." In the con
text of the GT A, this means recognizing 
that the ecosystem is, to a large degree: 

literally "dis-integrated" ... the carrying 
capacity - the ability of air, land, and wa
ter to absorb the impact of human use - is 
clearly strained, and cannot be sustained 
over the long term unless fundamental 
changes are made. 

Another principle relates to what 
used to be called "town and country 
planning," which involves viewing 
"countryside as countryside and not 
just suburbia waiting to happen" 
(Michael Valpy). In addition to calling 
for protection of the Oak Ridges Mo
raine, an important headwaters area in 
the GTA, the commission is urging fed
eral-provincial co-operation "to ensure 
that portions of the [former Pickering 
airportl lands are used for agricultural 
purposes and create a living, function
ing countryside, in which there is spe
cial emphasis on practices that sustain 
the environment.. .. " 

It's interesting that hardly anyone has 
had anything nasty to say about this re
port. This suggests that environment 
has become such a popular issue that 
people who don't have a green bone in 
their bodies are at great pains not to re
veal themselves as the ecological Nean
derthals they in fact are. At a time when 
green politics, at least in the electoral 
sphere, is experiencing a partial collapse 
in Europe - having never gotten off the 
ground in Canada - green ideas have 
nonetheless wormed their way into the 
mainstream. 

It is also to his credit that Crombie has 
made "visionary planning" fashionable 
again, receiving accolades from the On
tario Professional Planners Institute, 
amongst others. But why did it take a 

non-planner to do it? What have plan
ners been doing all these years? 

Through his efforts, Crombie has laid 
a basis for a holistic regional plan for the 
GT A, as opposed to merely tinkering 
with the existing growth machine. In
stead of treating environment as yet an
other variable to be fed into the overall 
plan (as with the GT A Urban Structure 
Concepts report), Watershed creates the 
possibility that environment will be 
seen as the overall context within which 
development occurs. As the commission 
itself wri tes: 

The ecosystem approach highlights the in
teractions among ecological, social, eco
nomic, and political systems within the 
bioregion. It suggests that economic devel
opment patterns, resource policies, con
sumer trends, and public attitudes must all 
be considered in terms of their actual or 
potential effect on the integrity of the sys
tem .... 

There is an urgent need for regeneration 
of the entire Greater Toronto Bioregion to 
remediate environmental problems caused 
by past activities, to prevent future degra
dation, and to ensure that all future activi
ties result in a net improvement in envi
ronmental health. In a region experiencing 
dramatic economic growth and rapid ur
banization, it is crucial to heed the warn
ing signs of ecosystem stress, so that the 
quality of life that attracted people here 
can be restored and maintained, for exist
ing and future generations. 0 

Don Alexander is a doctoral candidate in the 
School of Urban and Regional Planning at 
the University of Waterloo. His research fo
cuses on the Oak Ridges Moraine in south
central Ontario, and on the development of 
an environmental planning theory and 
practice appropriate for such areas. 
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