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Summary 
Dissatisfaction with the current relationship between Toronto and the Province of Ontario has led many individuals and organizations to 

propose a city charter as a way of achieving greater municipal autonomy. A charter, it is argued, would enhance the institutional capacity of 
the City to make policy-including planning policy-without predetermining the kind of policy that would be made. The degree to which 

planning would be affected would depend on the charter's exact wording. While interest in the "urban question" in Canada remains strong, 
it is not at all clear if, when or how senior levels of government will respond. 

Sommaire 
L'insatisfaetion qui caraeterise aetuellement Jes rapports entre la ville de Toronto et le gouvernement de /'Ontario a incite bien 

des particuliers et des organismes a proposer /'adoption d'une charte municipale comme moyen d'accroi'tre l'autonomie de la ville. 
D'aucuns affirment qu'une charte permettrait aux institutions municipales de formuler des politiques - notamment en urbanisme -

sans en dieter d'office le genre. L'incidence exaete sur l'urbanisme dependra des termes stipules dons la charte. Si la « question urbaine » 
continue de susciter un vif interet au Canada, on ne sait toujours pas si Jes echelons superieurs du gouvernement comptent y repondre et, 

le cos echeant, quand et comment 

Toronto would 

remain an attractive 

location for global 

capital investments. 

I n the aftermath of the forced 
amalgamation of the City of Toronto 

in 1997 and 1998, and the provincial 
downloading of services onto 
municipalities, many have come to 
believe that the "city that works" is no 
longer working so well. Toronto has had 
to take on full responsibility for a wide 
range of services including public transit 
and the maintenance of social housing, 
while its only revenue sources remain 
property tax, user fees and provincial 
transfers. What has now become an 
annual budget crisis has led to a rising 
awareness of the inability of Toronto to 
raise sufficient funds to deal with its 
"urban" problems. 

Some in Toronto see the city headed for 
a grim future of increasing homelessness, 
traffic gridlock, service cuts and steeply 
increasing user fees. Citizens and experts 
alike in Toronto are now debating how 
to change this situation. What they seek 
is some way whereby Toronto could tap 
new revenue sources that would, in 
turn, allow it to fulfil its service 

responsibilities to its citizens, and 
provide the technical infrastructure 
demanded by so-called footloose capital 
on the prowl for attractive investment 
locations. The quality of life of Toronto 
residents would be enhanced, and at the 
same time, so the argument is made, 
Toronto would remain an attractive 
location for global capital investments. 

One possible solution to Toronto's 
problems that has been embraced by 
a wide variety of individuals and 
organizations is a city charter that 
would be granted by the Province. Such 
charters exist in a number of Canadian 
cities; for example, Vancouver, Winnipeg, 
Montreal and Saint John. 1 A charter 
would, ideally, provide Toronto with new 
and inalienable rights and powers with 
respect to how it raises certain revenues, 
how it conducts business and delivers 
services, and the sorts of direct 
relationships it could enter into with 
the federal government (or other 
governments), as well as the private and 
non-profit sectors. In effect, the 
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Province would remove a number of 
constraints on, and forfeit the right to 
intervene in, certain aspects of municipal 
government. To its supporters, a charter 
seems more "do-able" than a constitutional 
amendment that would recognize 
municipal government as a third order 
of government throughout Canada, and 
more satisfactory than the recent 
modifications made to Ontario's Municipal 
Act, which leave ultimate power with 
the Province. 

The Bigger Picture 
The charter debate in Toronto is part 
of a much larger discussion about urban 
governance restructuring in Toronto 
specifically and in Canada generally. 
Throughout the country, municipal 
boundaries and local state jurisdiction 
are being redefined. The functions and 
powers of cities, and the relationships 
between them and senior levels of 

government, have come under review 
and have begun to be changed.2 The 
debate about a charter in Toronto 
reflects a renewed interest in North 
America in a "new regionalism" both in 
theory and in practice.3•4· 5 (Researchers 
have begun to sketch the outlines of a 
new city-regional governance system 
under the diverse pressures of 
globalization, continentalism and 
federalism.) 

The Toronto charter debate is of 
significance to the rest of Canada for 
two reasons: first, enhanced self
government in Toronto would set a 
positive precedent for other Canadian 
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municipalities that are also seeking 
greater autonomy; and second, given 
the importance of the Toronto region's 
economy to that of the nation as a 
whole, what is good for Toronto, as 
Winnipeg's Mayor Glen Murray has 
pointed out, is good for Canada. 

A Toronto Charter: 
Agreement and Disagreement 
There is no single agreed-upon concept 
of what a charter for Toronto would 
include, although a general consensus 
does exist on a number of issues. There 
is unanimous agreement that it is 
absolutely necessary to change the 
current relationship between Toronto 
and the Province of Ontario. There is 
also a belief that Toronto is special and, 
more than any other municipality in 
Ontario, requires and deserves such a 
new relationship. Reasons cited in 
support of this view include Toronto's 

size (territory and population), social 
complexity, concentration of need and 
economic importance. 

While there is general agreement on 
the themes described above, there is 
also significant disagreement about the 
specific nature of self-governance to be 
implemented in a chartered Toronto. 
Most interviewees in our research 
believe that Greater Toronto functions 
as a social and economic city-region, 
and that charter status should therefore 
be granted to the Greater Toronto Area 
and not just to the City of Toronto. 
While the exact boundaries of what 
would constitute a Greater Toronto 

city-region might be disputed, there is 
agreement that "Toronto" is bigger than 
the city of Toronto.A minority view, 
however, is that the suburban areas face 
a different set of issues than does the 
City and should, therefore, not be 
combined with the City in a charter. 
While most participants in the charter 
debate believe in a charter for a Greater 
Toronto, it is clear that they have not 
thought through how Greater Toronto 
would function as a new regional 
government for the Greater Toronto 
city-region.At the present time, Greater 
Toronto is merely a descriptive term for 
the city of Toronto and the four regions 
that surround it. Given the historic 
competition between the City and the 
outer suburban regions, redrawing the 
boundaries of regional governance to 
create a new Greater Toronto could 
prove impossible unless, ironically, the 
redrawing were to be imposed by the 
provincial government.At this time, 
those promoting a charter are not at all 
clear whether there should be a charter 
and a newly rescaled regional government, 
or if a charter by itself would be sufficient. 

The Impact of a Charter 
on Planning 
It seems clear that the two components 
of the current debate on municipal 
autonomy in Canada- redefining the 
role of local government and rescaling 
local government- are both of enormous 
consequence to planning. It is important 
to note, however, that "better planning" 
has not been cited as a goal of enhanced 
municipal autonomy in the Toronto 
charter debate. Front and center have 
been the intertwined desires to solve 
the City's fiscal crunch and to support 
local democracy. Yet, these goals both 
clearly bear directly on planning. 

A chartered Toronto could conceivably 
have the capacity to directly carry out 
work, such as a major expansion of the 
public transit system, that supports its 
long-term planning policies.A charter 
could also conceivably free Toronto 
from the provincially devised and 
controlled land use planning process, 
thus further enhancing the City's 
institutional capacity to implement 
planning policy. Furthermore, if this 
enhanced capacity to plan were assigned, 
via a charter, to some form of newly 
created Greater Toronto governing 



body, policy could be formulated and 
implemented for the city-region in a 
manner only dreamt of today. 

Clearly the city's capacity to plan would 
be enhanced by a charter, though the 
degree to which it would achieve 
municipal autonomy in planning would 
depend on how a charter were worded. 
It could include provisions that explicitly 
address planning processes, or it may 
affect planning only indirectly.As well, as 
noted above, while the City's capacity to 
plan would be enhanced, the nature of 
the planning policy that a chartered 
Toronto would pursue would not be 
predetermined and would be left to the 
contest of local politics. 

Conclusion 
After an apparent heating up of interest 
in the "urban question" in Canada 
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throughout 2002, the early months of 
2003 have seen the topic push~d off the 
front pages ofToronto's daily newspapers 
by the war in Iraq, SARS,West Nile Virus, 
and an inquiry into a municipal computer 
leasing deal. However, with a municipal 
election set for November 2003 and a 
provincial election likely to be held before 
the end of the year, it is reasonable to 
assume that the issue of Toronto's 
relationship to provincial and federal 
governments will resurface and intensify. 
What is not at all clear is if, when or how 
senior levels of government will respond. • 
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The following government, business and 
civic groups have made proposals for 
enhanced municipal autonomy for 
Toronto: 

• The Greater Toronto Charter' is the 
product of a group headed by Alan 
Broadbent, corporate philanthropist 
and Chair of Avana Capital 
Corporation in Toronto. Mr. 
Broadbent's efforts were supported 
by the publication of a small book 
called Toronto: Considering Self
Government 2 

• Towards a New Relationship with 
Ontario and Canada. 3 This report, 
dated June 2000, from the City of 
Toronto's Chief Administrator's 
Office, requested that Toronto be 
granted a charter. 

• Ontario Charter: A Proposed Bill of 
Rights for Local Government,• published 
in 1994 by the Association of 
Municipalities of Ontario, promoted 
local self-government. 

• Local Self Government is a Web-based 
newsletter published by former 
Toronto mayor John Sewell on issues 
pertaining to local self-government. 
(www.localgovernment.ca formerly 
www.localselfgovt.org). 

• Towards a Greater Toronto Charter and 
the Environment5 Toronto's most 
influential urban environmental group, 
the Toronto Environmental Alliance, 
published this in 2000. 

• The Toronto Board ofTrade has strongly 
supported the main themes of the 
charter debate.6 
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