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Abstract

This research utilizes a socio-institutionalist approach, adapted for ecologically complex
systems, to develop a framework for evaluating: how and to what extent have the characteristics
of multi-level planning regimes and non-governmental initiatives operating within the Don River
Valley (DRV) and watershed, reflected and transformed one another? The framework developed
utilizes the visual metaphor of a river system, exploring the literature, contexts and contemporary
characteristics of three ‘tributaries’: regional planning structures, the Don watershed as an
independent agent, and non-governmental advocacy groups. Then, changes across the tributaries
are examined during collaborative episodes, within the main body of the ‘river,” where the
tributaries merge. By adding these key characteristics to a consideration of the form and impacts
of collaborative episodes, the question, examining the reflections and transformations of regional

planning structures and non-governmental groups as a result of their collaboration, is addressed.

Three key findings are presented: firstly, non-governmental participant groups deeply
internalize the fragmented, asymmetrical regional structures which frame governance of the Don
watershed. Groups which are able to participate on strategic levels, must be integrated into official
governance structures, becoming vulnerable to the constraints inherent in both governmental
protocols, and non-governmental organizing. Secondly, environmental ‘stewardship’ has been
actively appropriated by all planning jurisdictions operating within the watershed, taken from its
original usage within the context of non-governmental protection of the Don, a tactic for filling
gaps in planning and governance abilities. By making public stewardship an articulated policy
item, planning jurisdictions ignore the necessity of strategic coordination of stewardship initiatives
towards wider, ecologically-minded goals. Finally, active restoration projects initiated by non-
governmental groups have been recognized and incorporated into official planning policy, not
through appropriation, but intentional inclusion and recognition of strengths and abilities. Non-
governmental partners are actively sought by staff to lead site-based restoration projects, creating

genuine partnerships.




Chapter 1: Introduction

1.1 Introducing urban rivers

Urban rivers are a perennial feature of our cities, ceaselessly dynamic both physically,
through seasonal flows, tides and floods, and conceptually, shifting from places of industrialized
commerce, to peripheral waste disposal systems, to collective recreational amenities. But no two
river systems are alike, each having undergone “complex environmental transformations, cultural
expressions, and infrastructural systems” (Way 2018, 1), producing rich ground for studying the
planning systems and relationships which encase an urban river system. Thaisa Way’s (2018)
edited collection on urban rivers makes a distinction between the River City, defined by and
centered around its river, and the city river, an urban river which is smaller in scale, has shifted
more frequently in public consciousness, and has been subject to intensive planning projects which
have fundamentally altered it geography and ecology. This latter river is studied here, in the hope
to add to scholarship on urban planning for river systems, as both “landscapes in themselves” and

“agents for urban transformation” (Way 2018, 1).

The city river is a constant reminder to urban residents “that their attempts to control nature
and keep it in check could only ever be fragmentary and never entirely successful in the long run”
(Knoll et. al. 2017, 4). The push and pull of water systems present complex planning problems
which demand flexibility, cooperation and future-proofing, all while accommodating for the
inherent unpredictability of natural systems. But as much as the city river is a technical planning
exercise, it is also a social construct, representing narratives of deindustrialization, sustainability,
gentrification, and re-naturalization, formed by historical precedent, policy transference, and non-
governmental advocacy (Wessells & Lejano 2017, 109). So here, running along the seemingly
common urban river, is a deep, complex planning problem, one which seeks to establish the
connection between urban ecology, territorial planning differences, and the experiences of the

people who live along its banks.
1.2 Introducing planning for Greater Toronto’s Don River Valley

Greater Toronto’s Don River Valley (DRV) exemplifies the conflicts and opportunities

surrounding the city river. Greater Toronto, Canada’s most populous urban region (Sewell 2009,




6), is home to multiple municipalities, river systems and watersheds. The DRV and watershed
begins, north of Lake Ontario in the City of Vaughan to the west, the City of Markham to the east,
and the City of Richmond Hill between them, all three within the Regional Municipality of York.
The tributaries flow south, eventually merging within the City of Toronto, forming the main body
of the river, which flows out into Lake Ontario, its mouth in Toronto’s dock lands (see Figure 1
and Figure 2). The entire watershed is governed by the Province of Ontario, the Toronto Region

Conservation Authority (TRCA) and the municipalities and regional government listed above.
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Figure I: The Don River watershed
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The river system has a long history, pre- and post-colonization, and has at various points
over hundreds of years been used as a trade route, bucolic cottage location, planned center of
government, rail and cattle yard, open sewer, main suburban-urban transport artery, informal
housing settlement, and vital urban environmental amenity (Bonnell 2014, xix). The valley will be
described more fully in Chapter 4, but through its transformations, it represents vast changes in
approaches to planning for river systems, as well as planning across regional jurisdictions. Most
importantly, it is representative of the territorial compromises which characterize patterns of
planning and governance in the Greater Toronto region (Desfor & Keil 2000, 17), through conflicts

and negotiations between urban and suburban planning territories, impulses for development




versus conservation, and upstream versus downstream policy and power.
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1.3 Introducing participation within the DRV

Before there was a government-led Conservation Authority in the DRV, there was a
resident’s Conservation Association, formed in 1947 with 300 members (Bonnell 2014, 123). The
TRCA was founded in 1957, as a direct result of the devastation caused by flooding in valley lands
during Hurricane Hazel (Bonnell 2014, 127). The Don Valley Conservation Association was a
direct partner with the TRCA, so beginning a long, and complicated relationship between official
planning authorities and non-governmental advocacy and participation groups within the Don
Valley watershed. It is difficult to untangle the influence of these groups on each other, but both

have had indelible impacts on valley landscape, ecology and awareness.




1 4 The aim of this research

This research aims to employ a socio-institutionalist approach to prioritize the exploration
of the dynamic relationships between cross-scale regional planning authorities and non-
governmental participants, by investigating points of contact between groups and forms
cooperation within planning projects (Barry 2011, 1117; Healy 2006, 205). Thematically, this
research will utilize a non-binary, three-dimensional conception of investigation, in order to
facilitate overlap between groups and across governmental scales, as well as avoiding over-
simplifications of conflict and negotiation. By using a single case study approach, the intricacies
and complexities of planning systems across the DRV and watershed can be brought into sharper

relief.

This research, while studying a physical river system, will also employ the visual metaphor
of a river system to demonstrate a structuring theoretical framework. This represents a holistic
approach to investigating and evaluating natural urban systems, through 3 separate, tributary-like
strands of focus, merging to establish the body of the river/research. The first examines the
individual planning systems operating throughout the watershed, and the quality of policy
discourse surrounding river system within their jurisdiction. The second establishes an
ecologically-minded scalar fix, which spans political territorial boundaries to examine the urban
river system as an independent agent. The third tributary examines the characteristics of non-
governmental participation and advocacy within the river system, and how their approaches and
learnings are utilized and shared. By establishing these strands or tributaries individually, their
points of contact or cooperation within the main body of the river/research can be more easily
untangled and explored. As they merge and interact, planning systems, with urban ecologies and
non-governmental participants, conclusions regarding the interplay between their key
characteristics can be drawn, both adding to understandings of regional planning in Greater

Toronto, while generating a framework for evaluating other city rivers.
Therefore, this dissertation’s central question is:

How and to what extent are the key characteristics of multi-layer planning regimes and
non-governmental initiatives operating within the Don River Valley watershed, reflected in and

transformed by one another?




The key objectives drawn from this question are to determine:

1. What are the key characteristics of planning authority policies and non-governmental
groups operating within the DRV and watershed?

2. How are the ecological needs of the DRV and watershed being met through current
regional planning systems and advocacy work?

3. To what extent have the characteristics of these three elements, territorial planning policy,
river ecology and non-governmental participation, interacted to influence each other and

the contemporary DRV?




Chapter 2: Theoretical Framework and Literature Review

2.1 Theoretical framework: Adapting a socio-institutionalist approach for

environmental planning

This framework integrates the key characteristics and confluences of three elements,
regional planning in Ontario, the Don River as a complex ecology and non-governmental
participation within the Don River watershed. In order to best integrate these key elements, this
research utilizes Healy’s (2006) socio-institutionalist approach for studying fragmented societies,

and adapts it to best fit the ecological scale of the DRV and watershed.

Healy (2006) views the comprehension and practice of planning as “the interlocking of the
study of the dynamics of urban and regional change, and the study and normative practice of
governance” (4). There are a few key analytical elements utilized to achieve this multi-faceted
understanding: first, is the study of past institutional power relations and experiences (Healy 2006,
58), paired with understanding current institutional capacities in terms of existing networks and
relationships (Healy 2006, 61). Next, this study of institutions must be paired with an
understanding of the places they govern, while maintaining a critical analysis of potentially
problematic and exclusionary conceptions of ‘community’ in these places (Healy 2006, 124).
Instead, traditional definitions of ‘community’ are shifted to a definition of “political community’,
in which “those who, by prior law, or common consent or by organizational membership, find
themselves part of a collective entity” (Healy 2006, 206). This varied conception of space is also
reflected in Massey’s (2005) work, in which space allows for “heterogeneity; it holds out the
possibility of surprise; it is the condition of the social in the widest sense, and the delight and the
challenge of that” (105). The final key analytical element is a conception of the environment that
also prioritizes networks, so much so that “localities become an important focus of attention to the

extent that they correlate with key natural systems, such as water basins.” (Healy 2006, 180)

These three key analytical elements are expressed primarily within systems of processes,
through “the way social networks wave in and out of the formal institutions of government and
develop governance mechanisms within themselves.” (Healy 2006, 205) The development of these

new mechanisms represents an important form of social learning, but these manifest learnings must




be paired with an analytical understanding of latent power relations, embedded in existing
structures, transmitted, and covertly dictating accepted ideas, frames, behaviors and resource

distribution (Healy 2006, 259).

Healy’s (2006) socio-institutionalist approach is the central analytical tool for generating
the framework for this research, but it is adapted using other theoretical approaches, in order to
more fully examine the three key elements of this framework. Firstly, this research integrates Hall
and Tewdwr-Jones’ (2011) conception of planning as the management of complex systems,
through processes and beyond the outcomes of single plans (9), as well as being a “continuous
participation in conflict” (249). Therefore, conflict is never the end in itself, but a continuous
moving state of interactions. This view of conflict is reflected in Innes & Booher’s (2004) work,
which integrates elements of participation and rejects dualist frameworks, as they fail to take
account of pluralist systems, and “fluid networks of interacting agents™ (422). To adequately
address these fluid relationships, instead of examining actors versus actors, the analytical frame
can utilize narratives and networks, examining plots and characters involved in collaborative

episodes (Wessells & Lejano 2017).

The second adaptation shifts the socio-institutionalist framework towards an ecological
focus, which can be seen in Barry’s (2011) study of collaborative natural resource management
strategies in Ontario’s Kawartha Lakes and Mills” et al (2014) study of the role of social networks
in regional conservation planning. Both of these studies seriously consider the role of social groups
in impacting the governance of complex ecological systems, while also treating the ecological

system as an independent, non-anthropocentric agent.

The third adaptation is methodological in nature, and will be explained more fully in
Chapter 3. It informs the approach by integrating the value of qualitative research (Leavy 2014)
and single case study research (Yin 2018) with the consideration of ecological systems as a serious
analytical scale (Cohen & Bakker 2014), stepping away from traditional technocratic, science-
based appraisals of ecological systems. While these approaches are important in certain
circumstances, here, the focus is on how social groups reflect and internalize the forms of

ecological systems.

The final adaptation to the socio-institutionalist approach is perhaps the most important, as




it justifies the use of the visual metaphor of the river as a frame for the three key elements of the
theoretical framework. The final adaption embraces the river as a physical and representative form
with agency and influence on its surroundings. This conceptualization of rivers as transformed and
transformative can be seen in recent work by Knoll, Liibken and Schott (2017), and Way (2018),

in which rivers and their context are the sole focus on analysis.
2.2 Key terms and definitions

Before exploring relevant academic literature on the three components of the theoretical
framework, some key terms and definitions will be briefly presented. Firstly, ‘river valley’ and
‘watershed’ are used throughout this research, and there are important distinctions between the
two. The DRV is the protected low land running along the length of the river. Here, development
is prohibited because of environmental sensitivity, flood risk, and unstable valley walls and river
banks, both prone to erosion. The Don River watershed includes the river and its low valley lands,
as well as all the land which contributes to run-off into the Don River. Here, development is
permitted, with multiple allowed land uses, but those uses and infrastructure have a direct impact

on the water quality of the river and its surround low lands and tributaries.

Next, ‘regional planning’ is used here both to indicate planning in its official institutional
form, and its informal, networked form (van Straalen & Witte 2018). This allows for the inclusion
of informal, socially-produced methods of regional coordination to be examined and differentiated
from coordination facilitated through institutionalized channels. When ‘multi-layer planning
regimes’ is used, it refers to the entire system of both regional authorities, and highly localized
authorities. Finally, ‘territorial” planning and policy is used to refer to governance and planning
practice which are explicitly bounded, where functional units are defined, as well as the nature of

appropriate interactions with other units (Lidstrom 2007, 499).

Used here, ‘non-governmental participation and advocacy’ will be limited to include
groups of residents, river enthusiasts and/or professionals who assemble to form political
communities working to hold events in, or advocate for the DRV and watershed. While academic
institutions, business associations and large-scale environmental organizations undoubtedly form
non-governmental groups, for the purposes of narrowing this research, as well as keeping it as

relevant to the river system as possible, the definition has been limited.




Finally, the word ‘characteristic’ is used in the question as a variable for determining the
nature of multi-level planning authorities and non-governmental participation and advocacy
groups. Here, characteristic is used to denote an identifiable pattern of group behavior, which is
either implicitly or explicitly identifiable as an important component of their work and actions

within the DRV and watershed.
2.3 The first tributary: Dynamics of regional planning
2.3.1 Common constructions of regional planning theory

The study of regional planning is incredibly various and complex. Generally, it involves
the construction of governmental units, their borders, relative autonomy, function, as well as
“patterns of co-operation and collaboration, both between units of government and between
governmental and non-governmental actors” (Lidstrom 2007, 499). There is general
acknowledgment of the inherent tension between establishing physical borders for governmental
planning units, when the issues of planning, like infrastructure, labor flows, or environmental risks,

do not always conform to those units (Hall & Tewdwr-Jones 2011, 124).

Within the European context, conceptions of polycentricity and a ‘space of flows’ is often
used to conceptualize regional urban relationships, where “the resulting city region is highly
networked through its multiple nodes and links, but there is a recognizable urban hierarchy that
operates at a regional scale” (Hall & Pain 2006, 54). But some theorists argue against the inclusion
of a form of urban hierarchy, instead only analyzing the methods “of interconnection and
articulation” (Cattan 2007, ix). The European Union (EU) is an important arena for studying
regional planning, and studies have identified key institutional characteristics within patterns of
regional change, as well as general trends in territorial governance (Hogwood & Burch 2000;

Loughlin 2007).

Certain key variables of differentiation and change within regional planning systems are
fragmentation and decentralization of planning authorities across a formerly cohesive territory
(Tremblay-Racicot & Mercier 2014), asymmetric power structures across planning authorities,
either within or across scales (Daoudy 2009; Li & Wu 2014), the downloading of responsibilities

but not powers from upper to lower planning authorities (Sancton 2010), or simply conflicting




conceptions of policy priorities between scales (Searle & Filion 2011). While the focuses on these
regional investigations are important, they generally lack consideration beyond the institutionalist

scale, and forgo purposeful consideration of ecological or non-governmental influences.
2.3.2 Tensions in regional governance and planning

Looking beyond the institutionalist perspective of regional planning, there have been many
studies which examine non-governmental influences on multi-level planning systems. Holman and
Thornley (2015) examine the strategic tensions when integrating suburban and urban populations
into one planning authority, especially when considering housing and infrastructure needs. Other
studies examine the tensions between formal and informal regional planning arrangements, and
the inherent value of informal social networks, compared with the ethical need for transparency in
governance structures (van Straalen & Witte 2018). Finally, there are also studies on the social
fallacy of the concept of ‘centrality’ inherent within some strands of regional theorization, which
ignore the benefits and privileges of the city at the center of the network, while also overshadowing
the commitment of governments and planners to individually distinctive cities (Boje Groth &

Smidt-Jensen 2007; Davoudi 2007).
2.3.3 Regional planning in Canada and Ontario

The study of regionalism in Canada includes both the institutionalist and socio-
institutionalist approaches, but it is important to note that there is no overarching ‘Canadian’
practice of regionalism. This is because only provincial governments have the ability to govern
municipalities, as established through the Constitution (Brunet-Jailly & Martin 2010; Graham
2011). In fact, “the existence of municipalities is not guaranteed under the Canadian Constitution,
which leaves provincial governments free to create, modify, or destroy any and all units of local
government” (Brunet-Jailly & Martin 2010, 24). The question of municipal autonomy within this
system is therefore extremely contested, has launched referendums and won or lost elections
(Graham 2010). This reflects wider debates in Canadian constitutionalist theory, about the balance
of unity and diversity, and well as the general trend away from symmetrical power structures,
shifting heavily in favor of provincial power (Bickerton 2018; Brouillet & Gagnon 2018).
Generally, there has been a large variety of municipal and regional changes across Canada,

including annexations, mergers, two-tier metropolitan government, amalgamations, and




demergers, with multiple methods being employed by the same provincial government, or applied
multiple times to the same city (Sancton 2005). It is because of this complexity, that a focus on

regionalism within Ontario provides a more thorough analysis.

The question of the optimal municipal form in Ontario is hotly contested, ideologically
driven and largely unresolved (Graham 2011). But there are general trends in regional relationships
identified through various territorially-based studies. Firstly, planning powers are highly
centralized with the province, and often do not work in favor of municipalities (Christidis & Law
2012; Courtney 2009). Following in this trend, planning systems are generally top-down, both in
terms of provincial-municipal relations and municipal-citizen relations (Downey & Williams
1997; Phillips 2010). Finally, there is strong suburban power, both politically and within planning
policy (Sewell 2009; Sorensen & Hess 2015). Within Ontario, federal-municipal relationships are
generally fluid, especially when funding capital projects of national importance, though the federal
government does not establish urban planning policy (Stoney & Graham 2009). Finally, cross-
municipal relationships in Ontario are generally understudied, with the focus primarily on the
provincial-municipal dynamic, though there is one study of municipal relationships in British
Columbia, which attempts to develop a theory of municipal cooperation beyond public choice
theory (Brunet-Jailly 2011). The dynamics of regionalism in Ontario, beyond provincial-municipal
relationships, is understudied, which is why this research takes a multi-layered approach,

examining hierarchical as well as lateral cooperation in planning.
24 The second tributary: Planning for complex ecologies
2.4.1 Why plan for urban ecologies

There is a plethora of degraded, underutilized natural urban spaces, and the post-industrial
city river is one such space, representing opportunities for planning professionals and urban
residents to remake a more resilient, people-oriented city (Steiner 2014). But these spaces are often
contextualized by complex natural systems, like watersheds, which demand coordination beyond
conventional political boundaries (Cohen & Bakker 2014; Durley 2007). Wetlands and rivers
represent examples of this, as they have been systematically degraded, have ecological impacts
beyond the political boundaries which surround them, and have proven benefits for the health and

wellbeing of the human and non-human populations, which utilize them as amenities and habitats




(Pearsell & Mulamoottil 1994; Pitt 2018). In this way, rivers can be transformed, through
purposeful collaborative planning, from dangerous, burdensome sites, to places for recreation,

ecological wellbeing and civic pride (Knoll et al. 2017, 5).
2.4.2 Land-use planning and water management

The most common study which seriously considers planning alongside watersheds are
found in water management fields. These studies argue for more comprehensive integration of
land-use planning and water management, in order to both protect ground water, and support safe
urban land-use practices (Mitchell 2005; Plummer et. al. 2011). These studies prove that siloed
practice harms both appropriate land uses and water quality, but lack a grounding in regional

planning literature, collaborative approaches and ecologies beyond water quality.
2.4.3 The role of conflict in environmental planning

Most studies on environmental planning examine the causes or impacts of conflict between
competing jurisdictions or advocacy work. Some employ a historical perspective to explain how
contlicts over restoration of waterways are constructed (Closman 2008; Rotherham 2012), while
others examine the catalyzing power of conflict to initiate contemporary change (Hanna & Webber
2010). Some studies examine the nature of the collaborative episode itself, and seek to explain
why agreed upon changes were not implemented (Roth & Log 2017), while others examine why
collaborative episodes could not occur because of differentials in power between upstream and
downstream authorities (Daoudy 2009). A common area of study is how environmental planning
initiatives can become appropriated for economic development or urban identity-making,
supporting an anthropocentric view of nature which undermines attempts to truly protect and

revitalize ecological systems (Merchant 2004, 184; Wessells & Lejano 2017).

Finally, most relevant to this research is the conflict between conceptions of river systems
as technical or ecological projects. The technical project is engineered and controlled for the
benefit of infrastructure and property, while the ecological project is ‘restored’ as much as possible
to its state before colonization. Are either of these projects possible, or is there a state somewhere
between, which can be achieved for the public good? Platt’s (2017) work on the Chicago River,
Stradling’s (2017) on the Cuyahoga, and Di Palma and Robsinson’s (2018) on the Los Angeles




River all explore these ideas. These three studies also represent balanced and integrated approaches
to governance, ecology and participation which this research seeks to emulate, though with a more

explicit analytical framework.
2.5 The third tributary: Non-governmental participation in environmental planning
2.5.1 Theorizing participation in environmental planning

The key contribution of theorizing participation within environmental planning systems is
the need to reject dualist perspectives of citizen versus government and instead view participation
through “the complex systems imagery of a fluid network of interacting agents, gathering
information from each other and the environment and acting autonomously based on their needs,
understandings and shared heuristics” (Innes & Booher 2004, 422). Work has also been done to
identify how planners can initiate and react to collaborative episodes using frameworks which
outline participatory choices and are integrated in any collaborative setting (Oulahen & Doberstein
2011). Within Ontario, Barry (2011) has done extensive work on theorizing collaborative episodes
through socio-institutionalist approaches, with added consideration for historical context, though
her work focuses on rural planning settings, and could be extended into urban environmental

contexts.
2.5.2 Stewardship and environmental planning

One common conception of an acceptable role for the public in environmental planning
systems is ‘stewardship’. Stewardship allows private individuals to take care of natural
environments either independently or with a group, within an established and acceptable
framework put forward by the authorities. There are many studies on which form of stewardship
is the most effective in achieving changes in environmental planning practices and improved
ecological systems. Some utilize citizen learning frameworks focused on collaboration between
multiple groups (Alexander 1999), while others argue citizen science generates legible evidence
and is therefore best suited for achieving change within government (Macaraig 2015). Other more
sociologically-based approaches argue only strong place attachment can spur people to protect
their natural environments (Manzo et al 2006; McElhinny 2006) or that only by gaining media

attention through successful and legible agenda-setting can stewards achieve changes within




environmental planning structures (Edey et al 2006). While these studies offer enlightening
findings, they generally do not place causal weight on pre-existing institutional frameworks, and
the manner in which they can be determining factors in the form of stewardship that is allowed to

take place.
2.5.3 Problematizing participation in environmental planning

A wide variety of scholarship highlights the importance of problematizing participation in
environmental planning systems, in order to show the inherent conflicts in prioritizing the views
of specific, involved participants over others. Additionally, as Anderson (2016) argues, “if the
balance swings too far in favour of civic engagement, the role of the professional planner will be
diminished, and communities will develop in accordance with the interests of the group that has
the loudest voice in council chambers” (20). Public participation can be a central tool to effective
planning for ecologically significant systems, but it can also be a “manipulative process” (Sorensen
& Sagaris 2010, 298), especially when ‘community” becomes coded language for exclusionary
practices (Norton & Hughes 2018). Therefore, the analysis of collaborative, participatory episodes
throughout this research is equally critical of all actors, without romanticizing participants or

idealizing planners, and focusing on the quality and changes of place, not ‘community’.

2.6: The river: Scholarship on the Don
2.6.1 Historical analysis

There is a small but critically important body of scholarship on elements of the Don River,
the most important of which is Jennifer Bonnell’s (2014) book on its history as an explanation for
its contemporary conditions. Critical to this research, it proves the importance of non-
governmental participation and regional planning initiatives on the contemporary state of the river
valley, while also utilizing the concept of ‘borderland’ to describe the valley itself as a land on the
periphery, overlapping multiple forms and functions, so much so that it disappears into the urban
landscape (xxvi). This ‘borderland’ conceptualization inspired this research to examine how the
‘borderland’ can be translated into contemporary planning terms, through an examination of its
treatment as it passes through different regional scales. A full summary of Bonnell’s (2014) work

will be presented in the case description in Chapter 4. Another important historical analysis is
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Donald’s (1997) work on the role of volunteers in achieving protective measures for the valley and

its river.
2.6.2 Contemporary scholarship

Contemporary scholarship on the DRV and watershed focuses on a few specific localities
and initiatives. Two studies examine the impact of capital revitalization projects at the mouth of
the river, and upriver at the old brickworks, and how they negatively impact accessibility to the
valley system and act as catalysts for gentrification (Desfor & Bonnell 2013 Foster 2005). Desfor
and Keil (2000) compare the Don River to the Los Angeles River, explaining how they are
reflections of their respective urban contexts, while Nichols (2009) examines the impacts of ad
hoc reforestation through the watershed and valley lands, arguing for a more systematic, land-use
approach to tree planting. Finally, De Sousa (2003) examines how community groups have been
utilized by municipal authorities in Toronto to carry out brownfield restoration activities along the

banks of the river at Chester Springs Marsh.

These studies have informed this research’s approach to the DRV and watershed, but they
lack a few key analytical components for explaining elements of the contemporary watershed.
Firstly, they are extremely Toronto-centric, employing the fallacy of centrality discussed in section
2.3.2, which is problematic because it ignores a fundamental characteristic of river ecologies: what
happens upstream, impacts what happens downstream. The northern municipalities and their
regional governments need to be considered to establish the complete state of the river system.
They all also utilize a dualistic perspective on participation, without considering the extent to
which non-governmental groups have been integrated into governance systems. Ultimately, this
research hopes to offer a more complete perspective of how key elements of the DRV and
watershed, regional governance structures, non-governmental participants, and contemporary

ecology, interact and shape their surroundings.




Chapter 3: Research Design and Methodology

3.1 Research design

This dissertation’s research design is based on the question: How and to what extent are
the key characteristics of multi-layer planning regimes and non-governmental initiatives operating
within the DRV watershed, reflected in and transformed by one another? It purposefully begins
with ‘how’ because of its primary interest in “tracing operational processes over time” (Yin 2018,
10), and ‘to what extent’ allows for differentiations between the processes of change utilized by

different actors.

The genre of research is distinctly qualitative, justified as a method of deeply describing
social phenomenon (Leavy 2014, 2). Importantly, a single case study approach is utilized, defined
by Yin (2018) as “an empirical method that investigates a contemporary phenomenon...in depth
and within its real-world context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and
context may not be clearly evident” (15). The element of boundaries is especially important, as it
sets a clear definition of the case, allowing for a clear aim. Typical boundaries can be spatial,
temporal or organizational (Yin 201, 31). In the case of the DRV and watershed, the spatial
boundary is apparent, and explicitly built into the question. The temporal and organizational
boundaries were more difficult to determine, and to maintain a focused analysis, the organizational
boundaries include governmental and non-governmental groups with policies or projects explicitly
focused on the Don River. Establishing temporal boundaries highlights the tension between
focusing on contemporary data and allowing for an evaluation of processes. It therefore sets a
boundary of 25 years for projects and policy documents, because the most recent change to the
regional planning structures surrounding the Don occurred in 1995. Any other historical data on
the valley or watershed then became context. Put together, the qualitative and single case study

approaches of this research design, are drawn from the process-oriented nature of the question.

Key elements of the research design are the main methodological approaches to collecting
data. The first is the use of critical policy discourse analysis (CPDA) on all text governing the river
and watershed. This methodological choice “combines a detailed analysis of texts with

theoretically informed accounts of the phenomenon under investigation, in order to identify the




processes by which language (re)produces social practices and...privileges” (Mulderrig etal 2019,
1). This approach recognizes that text does not exist in isolation, and must be paired with an
understanding of the social and political contexts in which it occurs. For CPDA to be effective, it
was paired with interviews, to help contextualize and question official planning policy discourse.
A methodological choice to interview participants and planners is not free of risks, as the line
between anecdote and pattern is not always readily apparent to either the interviewee or
interviewer, but it does offer a foil to the official perspective seen through policy documents. Five
30 to 40-minute interviews with six participants were conducted, with sets of questions for non-
governmental participants and planners (see Appendix A), focused on processes and methods of
collaboration. The interview process was severely impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic, and

these limitations will be explained in section 3.6.

With these four key elements of the research design in mind, the three objectives will be
presented in the subsequent sections, with description of how these methodologies were

operationalized to collect data, and which analytical strategies were used to interpret the results.
3.2 Objective 1: ldentifying and describing key characteristics

The first objective is: What are the key characteristics of planning authority policies and
non-governmental projects operating within the DRV and watershed? This objective was
important because the data collected highlighted patterns of behavior and protocols within
planning authorities and non-governmental participants. This objective also encompasses two of
the tributaries of the framework: regional planning for the DRV and watershed, and its non-

governmental participants and advocates.

Planning authority data for this objective was first collected through a CPDA of planning
policy documents, investigating policies explicitly describing the Don River or urban watershed,
as well as protocols for conducting collaborative episodes of environmental planning. This
involved identifying key objectives, and representations of subjects of those objectives, either the
natural system or the participating group. Patterns were then established by identifying key
categories of objectives and representations, using Farrelly’s (2019) subject identification
analytical strategy. Another key analytical strategy was identifying variables which indicated

power over decision-making and project outcomes, and in this way, characteristics like asymmetric




or fragmented planning structures could be identified both laterally and hierarchically (Daoudy
2009; Tremblay-Racicot & Mercier 2014). This analytical strategy also relied on data from
interviews, in which planners described the character of collaborative episodes with other planning
authorities. Questions for planners asking about inter-departmental planning cooperation focused
on which departments approached first, and how projects were coordinated between areas of

government.

For establishing patterns of behavior and protocols for non-governmental participants and
advocates, a critical content analysis (Barry 2011) was used on internet records of collaborative
episodes and organizational structures, as well as an interview with a participant, in a leadership
position in a citizen-led conservation and advocacy group. Paired with this was an additional
analytical strategy, focused on agenda setting (Edey et al 2006) for issues related to the Don, either
through analyzing media interviews, or event descriptions. To allow for regional reflections within
non-governmental participant groups, projects and organizations from the various jurisdictions

were selected.
3.3 Objective 2: Evaluating the ecological needs of the Don River

The second objective examined: How are the ecological needs of the DRV and watershed
being met through current regional planning systems and advocacy work? This objective
encompasses the third tributary of the framework, and considers the DRV and watershed as a scale
of analysis in and of itself. Again, a textual analysis was used here, to examine reports produced
by regional planning agencies and non-governmental groups on the ecological health and changes
within the watershed. This was paired with planner and participant interviews, in which they were
asked about their perceived successes within the watershed, as well as what kind of river-wide
events or projects they initiated. Ultimately, to adequately address this objective, the scale and
form of the river was mirrored in the analysis, which expanded the analysis presented through

objective 1, beyond the socio-institutional scale.

3.4 Objective 3: Evaluating the impacts of collaborative episodes on the Don River

and its participants

The final objective seeks to determine: To what extent have the characteristics of these




three elements, territorial planning policy, river ecology and non-governmental participation,
interacted to influence each other and the contemporary DRV? This objective represents the body
of the river in which the three tributaries of the framework interact. Descriptions of the impacts of
collaborative episodes in policy, reports and news articles were paired with interview responses,
and analyzed based on a typology of collaborative characteristics expanded from Barry (2011).
Then, this typology was paired with the results from the other two objectives, and pattern
identification was again used to determine how, if at all, organizational structures, ecological and
collaborative characteristics led to desired impacts. In addition to pattern identification, a
narrative-network model is used to identify elements of different actors within singular narratives
(Wessells & Lejano 2017). The confluence of these three factors leads to the ability to identify
mirrored or transformed characteristics between them, both answering the question and generating

a holistic view of changes in planning for the DRV and watershed.

3.5 Ethical considerations

This research topic did not engage with any of the groups identified by the UCL Research
Ethics Committee as demanding special permission for research. Based on the investigation into
non-governmental participation, regional planning structures, and the nature of their interactions
with a natural landscape, interview questions and responses included references to group
dynamics, opinions and thoughts on partner organizations and government. To mitigate the
potentially harmful implications of this information, all participants had the option of not
answering questions they were not comfortable with, while being completely anonymized, and
consented to the form of their anonymization. Before the interview, they were presented with the
interview consent form and the list of questions. No interview responses contained personal
information but were nevertheless stored on a secure secondary hard drive. The same person
conducting the interviews, analyzed the data and presented the findings, and therefore made their
role and accountability to the interviewee clear. Finally, all participation was voluntary and
informed, and interviewees are partners in exploration, and active sharers of their knowledge, not
subjects used for their experience, and were therefore treated as such. (See Appendix E for

complete Risk Assessment Form)




3.6 Limitations of methodology and negative impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic

The limitations of utilizing a text-based analysis as a methodology for investigation are
discussed in section 3.1, showing that text can be unreliable, out-of-date or biased. To mitigate
this, the critical textual analysis was paired with an analysis of interview responses, but the
COVID-19 pandemic influenced the effectiveness of interviews as a methodology. Firstly, 5 in-
person interviews were conducted in January 2020, in Toronto, but these interviews prompted a
change of focus in the research, shifting to an investigation of the relationships between planning
authorities and non-governmental groups, whereas the focus previously was exclusively on non-
governmental groups. By the time of this shift, more interviews were needed, but lock-down and
large-scale global viral transmission prohibiting international travel were in full effect,
necessitating at home, virtual interviews. Fifteen requests were made to various planning and non-
governmental actors, but ultimately only 5 interviews, with 6 interviewees, were possible, almost
none of which came from individuals outside the City of Toronto. This is a regrettable, but
completely understandable response rate, as the impacts of working from home and a global
pandemic have no doubt disrupted people’s daily lives, making interviews for a master’s
dissertation low on the list of priorities. Unfortunately, this has negatively impacted the body of
data available through interview responses, but the limitation is acknowledged here and is
hopefully mitigated through pairings with other data collection methods. It is also interesting to
note that the impacts of the pandemic and lockdown were mentioned or discussed by every

interviewee.




Chapter 4: The Don River Valley and Watershed as a Case Study

Before describing the context of the DRV and watershed through the lens of the tributary-
river theoretical framework, its physical form and contextual built form will be presented. The
river body begins in the Oakridges Moraine headwaters, and travels 38 km south into Toronto
Harbour, draining 360km: of watershed (Bonnell 2014, xix). There are three main branches of the
river, the East Don, West Don, and major tributary Taylor-Massey Creek, with the singular Don
River forming 8km north of Lake Ontario (Bonnell 2014, xix). The West Don begins in the City
of Vaughan, while the East Don is fed by German Mills Creek in the City of Markham and the
City of Richmond Hill, while the Wilket Creek tributary joins the bulk of the river in the City of
Toronto (Bonnell 2014, xix). Almost 90% of the land within the Don River watershed has been
developed for residential, commercial or industrial uses, with the population of the watershed
growing to over 1.2 million people (Bonnell 2014, xix). The current urban form of the watershed
occurred over 200 years of urbanization, which has resulted in the eradication of almost all
wetlands, as well as six tributaries buried or enclosed as a part of the sewage system (Bonnell
2014, xix). This is the physical context of a thoroughly urban city river, which sets part of the

background for this research.
4.1 The first tributary: Planning projects within the DRV and watershed

The current, and predominate planned formed of the river and its watershed is that of a
metropolitan corridor, a valley home to a highway, and a facilitator of suburban growth (Bonnell
2014, xxiv). At the point of colonization, the river was also a corridor for trade and travel into the
headwaters of the Anishinaabe Mississaugas, but was quickly transformed into the image of an
ordered colonial garden, with the planned center of government for Upper Canada at the base of
the river (Bonnell 2014, 3) (see Figure 3). This conception of the Don River quickly evaporated,
as the turn of the 19m century saw Toronto, then York, lose the possibility of being a center of
government, and the mouth of the Don became a rail and cattle yard (Bonnell 2014, 35). This
caused large amounts of pollution and the extreme stagnation of the marshy mouth of the river,
which, paired with the raw sewage being dumped into the river upstream, caused extreme public
health concerns (Bonnell 2014, 24). This marked the first, true planning project centered around

the Don River, the creation of a parallel trunk sewer which could release untreated effluent further




into Toronto Harbour. Calls for a trunk sewer began in the late 1800s, and continued into the early

1900s, with City Council ignoring 12 reports highlighting the necessity of the infrastructure
between 1873 and 1909, when the project finally began (Bonnell 2014, 207).

Figure 3: The first
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The next dramatic, planned alteration of the Don River was the straightening of its lower
half, to allow for rail line construction, planned industrial canal boat use, and improved flow at the
marshy mouth of the river, to prevent disease (Bonnell 2014, 45) (see Figure 4). The Don was
permanently altered, straightened, but without completely solving the issue of flooding and was
not dug deep enough to allow river boat use (Bonnell 2014, 55). This project also represents the
first occurrence of multi-level planning authority conflict, in which the City of Toronto was
primarily concerned with upstream flooding and pollution, while the Harbour Trust and Authority
was concerned with the mouth of the river, allowing access up towards river industries and
preventing siltation at the rivers end (Bonnell 2014, 45). This conflict was never solved and

ultimately contributed to the partial success of the project (Bonnell 2014, 73).
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