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Abstract 

This dissertation is about urban ecological politics and how they are manifest in 

one city, Toronto. Given that few theoretical and empirical works have analyzed these 

politics, this largely exploratory dissertation includes an analysis of literature fiom 

outside of political science to address four broad questions. How might one characterize 

urban ecological politics? What are some of the situations that lead to these politics? 

What impact do these politics have on the city and on the larger political economic forces 

that shape the city? How have urban ecological politics been manifest in one particular 

city, Toronto? 

I argue these politics are about regulating the urban-nature relationship; that is, 

they are political struggles involved in shaping, along with natural processes, the types of 

social and ecological relations and spaces that, in turn, shape the city. One of the main 

social processes that lead to these politics, I argue, is capitalist urbanization. The 

accumulation of private capital creates urban spaces and practices that cause 

environmental degradation. When people who are concerned with nature respond to this 

degradation, political struggle ensues. I also argue urban ecological politics have an 

impact on the shape of the city and on the broader political economic forces that produce 

capitalist urbanization. This impact happens because urban ecological politics regulate 

urban spaces in ways that can facilitate or impede the accumulation of private capital. The 

variability of the impact depends on the power relations between, and goals of, the groups 

involved in a given struggle. 



My examination of Toronto in the latter part of the dissertation illustrates the 

theoretical assertions I make about urban ecological politics. Beginning with an overview 

of how ecological relations have affected Toronto, I turn to an examination of how the 

last 40 years of economic and spatial restructuring, much of it aimed at facilitating 

capitalist accumulation, have also caused significant environmental degradation. I trace 

how many of the environmental campaigns instigated by urban environmentalists in the 

past twenty years are a response to this environmental degradation. Very few of these 

campaigns have impeded capitalist accumulation while most have moderated the negative 

impact of accumulation. Nonetheless, as the struggle around the Leslie Street Spit 

illustrates, an urban ecologicl political struggle can result in the regulation of urban space 

that does not facilitate capitalist accumulation. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTlON 

On the morning of April 22, 1970 a small group of Toronto citizens assembled in 

the middle of a huge construction site, just hours before a hundred thousand people were 

to gather in New York City for the first official Earthday rally.' The construction site was 

at the foot of a deep, human-made valley a few kilometres north of the Toronto 

downtown. Working in the cool dawn light, people planted five trees and proclaimed the 

space surrounding them Allen Park, after a one-time chairperson of Metropolitan 

Toronto. This new 'park'was situated on an unpaved roadbed, the southernmost part of 

an expressway officialIy known as the William R. Allen Expressway, but called by many 

the Spadina Expressway slated for completion in 1976. Expressway construction had 

already ripped through numerous neighbourhoods to the north and was planned to 

continue through an undeveloped ravine, just south of the new 'park', that wound into the 

heart of the city. 

The tree planters were members of Stop Spadina-Save Our City, the main citizens 

group opposing the construction of the Spadina Expressway by the Metropolitan Toronto 

government. Their small gesture of planting trees was one of many ways they and other 

citizens protested the construction of an arterial highway intended to facilitate car-based 

suburban commuters travelling into and out of the centrai business district. It made the 



central business district. It made the point that some citizens put spaces for trees and 

things 'natural' ahead of spaces for cars.2 A year later, after over a decade of protests, 

the new provincial premier, William Davis, finally stopped expressway expansion 

(Davis 1971) ending the W. R. Allen Expressway at Eglinton Avenue. 

Seven years after this tree planting protest, on a cool November evening, a 

group of Toronto residents met for what turned out to be the founding meeting of an 

organization called the Friends of the Spit (FOS). What brought them together was a 

shared concern for an emerging wilderness area on the Leslie Street Spit, a landmass 

jutting almost five kilometres south into Lake Ontario. Situated just a few kilometres 

southeast of the downtown core of Toronto, the Spit was the subject of a large scale 

waterfront development plan that featured an Aquatic Park. The soon-to-be FOS 

members were concerned that the planned marinas and recreational facilities, and 

attendant roads and parking lots, would destroy the Spit's burgeoning wildlife. 

Ironically, it was previous urban redevelopment throughout the rest of the City 

during the 1960s and 1970s that had created the landmass on which the wildlife was 

flourishing. Between 1959 and 1978, over 15 million m3 of excavated earth, 

construction rubble and lake-dredged material had been dumped in Lake Ontario to 

2This environmental concern was not an isolated incident. In a powerful analysis 
of the drawbacks of the Spadina Expressway by two of the leaders of the Spadina fight, 
David Nowlan and Nadine Nowlan (1970:22) identify the loss of wilderness and 
increased pollution as important factors that must be considered in any account of the 
social costs of the Spadina Expressway. 



build the Spit (MTRCA 1989:29). Parts of this new urban wilderness were probably 

thriving on soil excavated to make the valley for the Spadina Expressway. 

In a struggle that lasted over 15 years, the FOS and other community groups 

fought two plans for redevelopment of the Spit. Finally, in 1992 a plan was passed 

that preserves the Spit as an urban wilderness space. Today, the Spit contains some of 

the most diverse plant and animal populations in the Greater Toronto Area and is the 

only urban wilderness area freely accessible by bicycle to a majority of Toronto 

residents. 

Both the Spadina fight and the Spit struggle confirmed that by the 1970s a new 

type of poIitics had materialized in Toronto. Each struggle, aimed at preserving flora 

and fauna, was a response to massive urban redevelopment projects that wre expected 

to cause environmental degradation. These struggles politicized the urban relationship 

with nature and prioritized the sustainability of the environment. And, as the Spadina 

and Spit examples indicate, this new urban ecological politics could change the shape of 

the city. 

Unfortunately, within the discipline of political science, urban ecological politics 

have received little attention; very few theoretical or empirical works have examined 

these politics, let alone their unique aspects. As a consequence, this dissertation is 

largely exploratory and aims to expand the limited understanding of these politics by 

addressing four broad questions. How might one characterize 
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urban ecological politics? What are some of the situations that lead to these politics? 

What impact do these politics have on the city and on the larger political economic 

forces that shape the city? How have urban ecological politics been manifest in one 

particular city, Toronto? Because political scientists have written so little that can help 

answer these questions, I look to other disciplines for insights about urban ecological 

politics. Works fiom within urban planning, urban sociology, and urban political 

economy complement the dearth of material fiom within political science. I will also 

rely on non-urban critical scholars writing within the disciplines of political economy, 

sociology, and feminism to explore what I will shortly argue to be the central subject 

matter of urban ecological politics: the urban-nature relationship. A small number of 

critical urban scholars who adopt a political economy approach provide the most 

interesting perspective on the processes that shape urban ecological politics in their 

examination of how the spatialization of capital affects the urban form. Accordingly, 

my examination of urban ecological politics is carried on mostly through urban studies 

approaches which discuss the urban form, specifically its relationship to nature and to 

the spatialization of capital. 

However, I do not abandon the field of political science entirely. While scholars 

may not have written much on urban ecological politics, many who write on urban 

politics offer some useful frameworks by which to analyse these politics. Thus, in the 

latter part of the dissertation, I engage urban regulation and regime theories to help 
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situate these politics within the larger political and economic forces that shape the city. 

As will become apparent, I adopt a political economy approach which means the state 

and economic relations figure prominently in my discussions. 

Through these discussions I develop answers to the four questions mentioned 

above in the form of the following propositions. First, I propose that urban ecological 

politics is about the urban-nature relationship, specifically its regulation. On the 

surface, this is a fairly obvious and easily defensible proposition. But understanding 

what this relationship is really about is no simple matter. It requires addressing some 

fundamental questions within urban studies and, more broadly, the social sciences. For 

example, what is the urban? What is nature? How do they relate? 

To get a glimpse at how complicated it is to answer these questions, imagine 

travelling from the comer of Yonge and Bloor, in downtown Toronto, to the Albion 

Hills Conservation Area, outside of Bolton, a small town to the northwest. Is the 

Yonge-Bloor intersection part of nature or separate from it? As you travel out of the 

city, at what point do you leave the urban area? What about the forest in the middle of 

the conservation area that is made up of long, straight rows of trees? Is this forest 

natural or just a tree farm, a social product created by human labour? All these 

complexities must first be addressed in order to get a sense of what it means to say the 

subject matter central to urban ecological politics is the replation of the urban-nature 

relationship. 
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The second main proposition of this dissertation addresses one set of processes 

that lead to these politics. I will argue capitalist urbanization creates conditions that lead 

to urban ecological political struggles. That is, facilitating the accumulation of private 

capital creates urban spaces and practices that cause environmental degradation. When 

people who are concerned with nature respond to this degradation, political struggle 

ensues. This proposition arises out of a detailed exploration of the relationship between 

nature and capitalist urbanization which concludes that the sustainability of capitalist 

urbanization and the sustainability of increasingly diverse ecological relations --that is, 

maintaining high levels of biodiversity-- are in contradiction. I call this the 

sustainability contradiction. The sustainability contradiction is a usefbI concept, or 

phrase, for describing the relationship between capitalist urbanization and nature. It 

also helps map the limits and possibilities of urban ecoIogica1 politics by suggesting 

how they might affect broader political economic forces that exist outside of, but are 

articulated through the city. 

This leads to the third main proposition of the dissertation. Urban ecological 

politics have an impact on the shape of the city and on the broader political economic 

forces that produce capitalist urbanization. The degree and kind of impact vary and 

depend on the power relations between, and goals of, the groups involved in a given 

struggle. However, using the urban regulation approach and the concept of the 

sustainability contradiction, I argue that in certain instances, urban ecological struggles 



can impede capitalist urbanization. That is, when a space is allowed to sustain 

increasingly diverse ecological relations, it cannot simultaneously be used to facilitate 

capitalist urbanization. Urban environmental struggles rarely result in the creation of 

these ecological spaces and thus rarely impede capitalist urbanization. However, these 

exceptional outcomes suggest the potential transformative impact that urban ecological 

political struggles can have, especially when connected to counter-hegemonic projects. 

Much more fi-equently, though, these politics only mediate, through local 

political institutions and processes, the type and degree of environmental harm being 

done. In other words, urban ecological politics affects capitalist urbanization by altering 

the practices and spaces that sustain capital accumulation in an attempt to make them 

less destructive to nature. 

The fourth proposition is about Toronto. I argue that many of the environmental 

campaigns instigated by urban environmentalists in the past twenty years can be traced 

to the environmental degradation caused by four decades of economic and spatial 

restructuring intended to better facilitate capital accumulation. Only a few of these 

campaigns have impeded capital accumulation while most have moderated the negative 

impact of accumulation. 

These four propositions are developed throughout the three main sections of the 

dissertation. The first section, Chapters 2 and 3, provides a review of urban studies 

literature that deals with the urban-nature relationship and, in some instances, urban 
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ecological politics. I have divided this literature into three broad categories: ecological 

planning, reform eco-urbanism, and critical eco-urbanism. These categories express the 

three distinct approaches taken by writers. Ecological planners write very little about 

politics directly but provide a rich understanding of the urban-nature relationship. They 

remind us that the human activities which shape this relationship --including the politics 

that contest this relationship-- are simultaneously affected by natural processes. In other 

words, ecological planners suggest that the urban-nature relationship involves an active 

nature. 

Reform eco-urbanists, unlike ecological planners, extend their discussions 

beyond planning practices. Composed of sociologists, political scientists and 

geographers, this small group of writers offers an analysis of the urban-nature 

relationship and its politics that focuses on urban practices such as local government 

actions and markets. Their contribution comes in the form of identifying specific issues, 

state institutional structures and market practices that are responsible for environmental 

problems that lead to political struggle. Although reform eco-urbanists are distinct from 

eco-planners in their breadth of analysis, like ecological planners they adopt a largely 

uncritical stance towards the social processes that shape the urban-nature relationship 

and the politics of this relationship. 

Critical eco-urbanists also focus on the urban-nature relationship and its politics 

through the lenses of the state and markets. What differentiates them from reform eco- 



urbanists is their critical consideration of capital accumulation in their discussions. 

Accordingly, their contribution lies in suggesting how the processes of capital 

accumulation, articulated at the urban level, are implicated in the urban-nature 

relationship and cause urban ecological politics. 

Chapter 2 reviews eco-planners such as Michael Hough and reform eco- 

urbanists such as Robert Paehlke who offer important insights for understanding urban 

ecological politics. Chapter 3 focuses solely on critical eco-urbanists beginning with a 

discussion of the works of Manuel Castells and David Harvey who, in many ways, 

helped establish a critical understanding of the urban form and suggested that a critical 

study of nature and the city need not adopt an environmental determinist position. 

Although the above literature review reveals much about urban ecological 

politics, it also raises some important issues. The next section of the dissertation, 

chapters 4, 5 and 6 considers these issues. In discussions about the urban-nature 

relationship, reform and critical eco-urbanists frequently avoid addressing how natural 

processes affect the urban-nature relationship while ecological planners fail to consider 

how social factors affect nature. In short, there is a problem in conceptualizing the 

society-nature relationship. Specifically, what is nature? How is it different from 

society? Is nature a subject in human history? Or is human history the producer of 

nature? Chapter 4 considers these fundamental philosophical questions in order to better 

understand the relationship that lies at the heart of urban ecological politics. 



These questions have received much attention within the social sciences. In 

order to focus the discussion, I limit myself to examining the ideas of a select number 

of critical scholars whose works have an affinity with the critical political economy 

approach that underpins this dissertation. My goal is to provide a critical examination 

of how these scholars integrate natural processes into their discussions of the societal 

relationship with nature. This examination will reveal the complexity of the relations 

being described and the difficulties in conceptualizing them. The second part of the 

chapter uses the lessons learned from this review to further develop the relational 

approach advanced by David Harvey (1993; 1996). As I will show, such an approach 

allows for a clearer discussion of the societal relationship with nature by shifting the 

analytical focus away from the contestable objects ' nature' and ' society' and towards 

understanding the myriad social and ecological relations that shape reality. This, in 

turn, allows us to discuss in subsequent chapters how ecological relations --rather than 

some ill-defined object called nature- interact with capitalist urbanization, help shape 

urban space and lead to urban ecological politics. 

Chapter 5 considers another issue emanating from the literature review: the 

means by which capitalist urbanization is implicated in the urban-nature relationship 

and in urban ecological politics. Critical eco-urbanists suggest that the ecological harm 

caused by capital accumulation causes environmental struggles but have not specified 

how and why this occurs. This chapter explores the link between capital accumulation, 



its spatialization and ecological relations in order to illustrate why ecological harm 

results. I outline how ecological relations and non-human entities are central to 

capitalist urbanization, thus expanding on the work already done by critical eco- 

urbanists on the nature-capital relationship and how capitalist urbanization affects 

ecological relations (Jahn 1996; Keil 1995). I illustrate how ecological relations and 

non-human entities are central to the circulation of capital and, thus, to its 

spatialization. In the process of exploring these complex relations, I develop an 

important contradiction suggested by eco-Marxists between the sustainability of 

capitalist social relations and the sustainability of increasingly diverse ecological 

relations. I argue that increasingly diverse ecological relations and non-human entities 

cannot reproduce in spaces amenable to capital accumulation. Hence, I assert, 

ecological degradation is a necessary outcome of capitalist urbanization. Concrete 

forms of the sustainability contradiction include resource extraction sites, factories, 

consumption sites, and urban infrastructure such as transportation systems and waste 

management systems. All these spaces are designed predominantly to facilitate 

accumulation and are shaped by economic and political practices that harm the 

reproduction of increasingly diverse ecological relations. 

Chapter 6 explores the processes whereby the spatialization of capital 

accumulation can lead to urban ecological politics. I rely on two current approaches in 

urban politics --urban regulation theory and urban regime theory-- to illustrate this 



connection. I propose that the regulation approach allows one to portray urban 

ecological politics as a process of regulating the ecological harm produced by capitalist 

urbanization. More specifically, the ecological harm to which urban environmentalists 

respond emanates fiom the political and sociocultural institutions and practices that help 

secure capital accumulation. Regime theory, in turn, allows one to specify the main 

actors involved in these struggles, how their motives lead to instances of these politics 

and what impact these politics have on urban governance. In short, this chapter argues 

that urban ecological politics embody complex power relations which help regulate 

opposition to the ecological harm caused by the built environment designed primarily 

facilitate capital accumulation and its spatialization. In other words, these politics have 

an impact that extends outside the city limits. As the sustainability contradiction concept 

suggests, however, when urban environmentalists are successful in creating spaces that 

sustain increasingly diverse ecological relations, the successful regulation of capital 

accumulation is disrupted since these ecological spaces cannot facilitate accumulation. 

Having provided a theoretical explanation for the content of urban ecological 

politics, their cause, and their impact on the city as well as the larger political economic 

forces that shape the city, the last section focuses on how urban ecological politics are 

manifest in the Toronto area. To date, there has been no systematic exploration of 

urban ecological politics in Toronto; rather, a few writers have provided case studies 

on various campaigns, environmental groups or environmental policies developed by 
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local governments. The aim of this section is to contribute to the understanding of 

urban ecological politics in Toronto by utilizing the theoretical insights developed in the 

previous section as a guide. Chapter 7 begins by illustrating how ecological relations 

and non-human entities can be implicated in the urban ecological politics of Toronto. 

Next, I examine the ecological degradation that has occurred in the Toronto area and 

trace it back to the massive economic and spatial restructuring that has taken place over 

the past 40 years intended to maintain urban spaces and practices that facilitate capital 

accumulation. Looking at environmental activism in Toronto from 1980 onwards, I 

note how many of the campaigns of this time are a direct response to the ecological 

degradation caused by the urban infrastructure and land-use practices that attempted to 

make Toronto more amenable to capital accumulation. I also note that in most instances 

these environmental campaigns at best altered --rather than impeded-- regulatory 

processes that facilitated capital accumulation. 

Chapter 8 provides a case study of an urban ecological political struggIe in 

Toronto, specifically the opposition to various development plans for the Leslie Street 

Spit mentioned at the beginning of this chapter. The Spit struggle, I argue, once again 

illustrates how environmental protest emerges in response to ecological harm caused by 

developing spaces that facilitate capital accumulation. In this case, the harm was 

anticipated while the development was in the planning process and was averted when 

plans to develop the Spit were eventually abandoned. As I will show, the Spit reveals 
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much about the connection between urban ecological politics, ecological relations and 

capitalist urbanization, and especially how ecological relations affect social processes. 

1.1 Some Basic Definitions 

The word "urban" figures prominently in this dissertation. In its most general 

sense, the word urban denotes a particular type of space that is differentiated from 

other spatial scales (regional, national, global) and other types of space (rural, natural). 

Defining the boundaries of urban space is no simple matter. Characteristics can include 

high density human habitation, political borders that encompass a certain population 

base, specific cultural practices, or the absence of abundant natural areas and 

agricultural lands. 

My thinking on what constitutes the urban, especially the processes that are key 

to shaping cities, has been heavily influenced by David Harvey and Manuel Castells. 

David Harvey defines the urban "as a geographically contiguous labour market within 

which daily exchanges and substitutions of labour power are possible" (Harvey 

1989a: 127-8). Using this definition, one can demarcate urban space in a manner more 

useful than relying on arbitrary political boundaries or even on problematic density 

levels? More importantly, this definition suggests the crucial role played by political- 

3A small village can have a very high density level if everyone 
proximity to each other. A city can have boundaries which encompass 
land essentially unused by humans. 

lives in close 
large tracts of 



economic processes such as the spatialization of capital, the political processes that 

facilitate this, and the ensuing struggles. 

My approach is also influenced by Manuel Castells. He argues the meaning, 

b c t i o n  and forms that constitute the urban are always in f l u ;  hence, the urban is 

never a permanently fixed space with fixed qualities (Castells 1983:301-5). He also 

reminds us to broaden our scope of inquiry and consider how processes other than 

political-economic ones help shape the urban. Castells' (1983:303) work suggests any 

social process engaged in determining the meaning, function and form of the urban is 

shaping the urban: "We therefore define as urban form the symbolic expression of 

urban meaning and of the historical superimposition of urban meanings (and their 

forms) always determined by a conflictive process between historical actors." 

Put together, these definitions provide two perspectives on the urban. They 

suggest the term urban and the spaces it refers to are constantly in flux, both 

discursively and materially, and are a product of complex social actions and political 

struggles. They also point to the importance and complexity of political struggle at the 

urban scale. 

What urban means when modifying the word "politics" is also a matter of much 

debate. Wolman and Goldsmith (1 992:2-5) provide an overview of the many 

conceptions of urban politics found within urban politics literature: they can be the 

politics of municipal government, or more broadly, the politics surrounding any levc - 
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of government that develops policies specifically geared towards urban areas. Or they 

can be the politics of specific issues such as urban public services. More recently within 

regime theory, urban politics has been conceived as being about "government working 

alongside other institutions and interests and about how in that process certain ideas and 

interests prevail" (Stoker 199558). These various conceptions help map the terrain of 

urban politics. Warren Magnusson (1996:285) provides a definition that encompasses 

this entire terrain and includes Castells' notion that the urban is defined by struggle: 

[Tlhe study of urban politics drives one away from the tidy routines of 
constitutional government, in search of the processes that give form and 
structure to urban life. In the end, these processes can hardly be 
distinguished from the ones that create world order. 

Magnusson's remarks are made in relation to the debate over how important urban 

politics are in comparison to national and interngttional politics. He eloquently makes 

the point that these politics are central both to understanding social life in general and 

urban life in part ic~lar.~ Magnusson's position also suggests that urban politics is not 

just about effectively powerless local residents, politicians and other urban residents; 

rather these politics are about urban.actors struggling to shape their city and, more 

4Magnusson perhaps goes too far in including as part of urban politics any 
political struggle that affects urban life. One could argue from his position that every 
political struggle has an impact on urban life and therefore every political struggle is an 
urban political struggle. By advancing a position with such implications, Magnusson 
problematizes the whole issue of demarcating politics based on spatial scale. He also 
affirms the general point made by Castells that part of the urban is contesting what it 
means. 
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broadly their society. The main insights I offer in the following chapters about urban 

ecological politics confirm this understanding. 



CHAPTER 2 

ECOLOGICRL PLANNING AND REFORM ECO-URBANISM 

The subject 'matter at the heart of urban ecological politics is the relationship 

between (urban) society and nature (Jahn 1996).' To appreciate the specificity of urban 

ecological politics and to capture their importance, our analytical focus must first look to 

this urban-nature relationship. The purpose of this chapter and the next is to review works 

that center on this relationship. As I will show, differing perceptions of this relationship 

suggest varying explanations of the politics that contest this relationship. With such 

knowledge in hand, I will return, in later chapters, to a more conventional urban politics 

analysis. 

There are a large number of Canadian and international works that examine nature 

and the city, both within the social and natural sciences (Beavis 1992, 1993; Maclaren 

1992; Young i996).2 However, only a fraction of these works deal with nature and the 

'This relationship has been ignored by most conventional approaches to urban 
politics. Focusing on Canadian scholarship, it is interesting to note that many important 
Canadian urban works have effectively remained silent about the urban-nature 
relationship. Lithwick (1 970), Feldman (1 98 I), Magnusson and Sancton (1983), 
Magnusson (1 985), Higgins (1 986), and edited collections such as Roussopoulos (1 98Z), 
Bourne and Ley (1993), and Lustiger-Thaler (1994) are just some examples. Indeed, the 

J o u  of U r b a n  has only published one piece that touches on 
ecoIogica1 issues (Skelton et al., 1995) in its four years of publication. Not surprisingly, 
those few Canadian works that focus on urban ecological politics generally say little 
about this relationship. 

2Beavis (1992), for example, classifies this literature as follows: sustainable cities, 
conserving biodiversity, nature in cities, urban ecology, urban nature (psycho-social 
aspects), ecological urban landscaping, urban wildlife, urban forestry, and urban 



city in a context that is useful to developing an understanding of urban ecological politics. 

These are relatively recent works and are produced predominantly from within the social 

sciences, specifically urban studies, a multi-disciplinary 'field' that includes urban 

planning, sociology, politics, and political economy.) Within Canada, examples can be 

found in recent interdisciplinary collections on the Canadian City such as Caulfield and 

Peake (1 996), Keil et a1 (1996), Lightbody (1 995), Frisken (1994a), Gerecke (1 !XU), 

Bunting and Filion (199 I), and Loreto and Price (1990).~ 

In this chapter and the next, I outline three distinct approaches within this 

literature. Each approach, 1 will show, offers important insights into the urban-nature 

relationship that help in developing an analysis of urban ecological politics. At the same 

time, each approach only draws a partial picture of this relationship and is thus limited in 

what it reveals. 

This chapter focuses on the ecological planners and reformist eco-urbanists. 

While planners say little about politics directly, their understanding of the urban-nature 

agriculture. With a greater emphasis on policy, Maclaren (1992) reviews what she calls 
sustainable urban development literature which she divides into ten categories including 
green cities, healthy cities, and sustainable cities. 

. . 3The June 1996 issue of Nature Soci- provides an overview 
of some of these works as well as important new contributions. 

For a review of earlier examples of this literature, see Beavis (1 992) and 
Maclaren (1 992). Much of this new literature simply describes specific urban 
environmental issues and outlines the policies emanating fiom local, provincial and 
federal governments that relate to cities (eg. Richardson 1992; Maclaren 1993; Wichern 
1 992; Price 1 990). Recently, refonn eco-urbanists and critical eco-urbanists have begun 
analysing these politics. 



relationship nonetheless reveals much. They remind us that urban ecological politics, like 

all other urban activities, are simultaneously affected by natural processes and urban 

design. Reformist eco-urbanists, in contrast, focus on more obvious political factors. They 

offer an analysis of the urban-nature relationship and its politics that focuses on urban 

practices such as local government actions and responses to markets as responsible for 

environmental problems that lead to political struggle. In the next chapter, I discuss 

critical eco-urbanists, another group of writers that also analyse the politics of the urban- 

nature relationship. They merit a separate chapter because unlike eco-planners and 

reformist eco-urbanists, they incorporate a discussion of capitalist urbanization into their 

discussion. 

2.1 Ecological Planning Literature 

Within the urban planning field there has been a long history of considering nature 

and the city.' By the early 1990s, a substantial body of work had developed that 

specifically focuses on how the urban form and natural processes interact, and considers 

what urban designs are most compatible with ecological processe~.~ Written by practising 

'Platt (1 994) summarizes much of this history pointing to the works of Fredrick 
Olmstead, Ebenezer Howard, Patrick Geddes, Lewis Mumford and, more recently, Ian 
McHarg and Michael Hough as influential. From a more critical perspective, see Hall 
(1 988), Guha (1 99 1) and Alier (1 996) for select reviews of some of these writers. 

'%erne of the many edited collections and books that make up this body of work 
include: Exline, Peters and Larkin (1982); Van der Ryn and Calthrope (1986); Cadman 
and Payne (1 990); Elkin, McLaren and Hillman (1 990); Owen (1991); and Walter, Atkin 
and Crenshaw (1 992). See Beavis (1 993) and Maclaren (1992) for reviews of some of this 



planners, academics, and community activists, this literature is often associated with the 

phrases ecological city, sustainable city, sustainable communities and green cities (Platt 

1994; Goode 1990, Roseland 1992). For the sake of consistency, I will describe this as 

ecological planning literature. 

Canada has been an important 'site'of production for much of this literature, as 

reviews by Roseland (1 992), Maclaren (1 992) and Beavis (1 992, 1993) suggest. Perhaps 

the most eminent work written within Canada is Michael Hough's City F-d Natural 

. . 
Proces published in 1984 (with a revised edition titled U e s  & N a w  Process 

published in 1995). Hough's work is an excellent example of this literature and merits 

examination to see how he conceives of the urban-nature relationship. 

From the. outset, Hough makes clear that what is being discussed is the nature-city 

relationship within the context of natural processes and urban design: 

This book is about natural process, cities and design. Its overall thesis is 
that the traditional design values that have shaped the physical landscape 
of our cities have contributed little to environmental health, or to their 
success as civilising, enriching places to live (Hough 1995: 1). 

Throughout the book, Hough offers the reader a plethora of ideas about how to change the 

urban form to adapt to flora, fauna and natural processes such as the climate and the 

hydrological cycle. These ideas, many of them drawn fiom real-life practices, provide 

literature. An interesting 'sub-field' of this literature, relevant to Canada, examines cities 
in climates with cold winters. See Pressman (1985) for a Canadian example. 



ample proof that humans can design cities that help sustain instead of harm natural 

processes. 

Amidst these urban design ideas, Hough reveals his thoughts on the relationship 

urban dwellers have --and should have- with natural processes: "We have begun to 

understand human beings as biological creatures immersed in vital ecological 

relationships within the biosphere; with the need to live within its limits, sharing the 

planet with non-human life" (Hough 19955). Making it clear that humans are intimately 

linked with, and dependent on natural processes, Hough then presents the reader with a 

complex view of these processes discussing in detail climate, the hydrological cycle, flora 

and fauna. In one passage, he defines nature as "an integrated connecting system that 

operates in one way or another regardless of locality, whether this be in the country 

beyond, or within the city itself' (Hough 1995: 15). Directly connecting natural and urban 

processes, he notes: 

Thus, the basic premise on which this book rests is twofold. First, that an 
environmental view is an essential component of the economic, 
engineering, political and design processes that shape cities. The o h  
unrecognized natural processes occuning within cities provide us with an 
alternative basis for their evolution and fonn. Second, that the problems 
facing the larger regional context of the countryside have their roots in 
cities and that solutions must, therefore, also be sought there. Thus, the 
task is one of linking the concept of urbanism with nature (Hough l995:6). 

Elsewhere he states: "The form of the place reveals its natural and human history and the 

continuing cycle of natural processes" (Hough 1995: 18). He cites numerous ways in 

which natural processes and the city are linked. For example, the food and water we 
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consume are dependent on natural processes while solid waste disposal, sewage treatment 

and regulating climate through air conditioning affect n a ~ r a l  systems (Hough 1995: 15). 

Hough also alludes to how social factors affect cities: "The patterns of space in the 

modem city are the product of market forces, transportation systems, and design 

ideologies that are radically different from the older city building tradition" (Hough 

1995: 12). As well: "Economic forces have created a landscape of uncontained plazas, 

parking lots, vehicular thoroughfares, highway interchanges and vacant sites" (Hough 

1995: 13). 

In short, Hough posits a deep, fimdarnental relationship between urban-situated 

social processes and a non-human nature; one that is constantly changing due to both 

social and natural processes. At the same time, he suggests that this relationship can be 

changed by reshaping the urban form through better planning and design, in ways that 

minimize harm to natural processes. Although he alludes to market forces, little regard is 

given as to how these and other social factors, such as the urbanization of capita! and 

politics, may obstruct or influence these prescriptions. 

A similar position on the nature-urban relationship and emphasis on planning 

emerges fiom other examples of the ecologicaI planning approach. Goode (1990), Tyler 

(1 994) and Katz (1995) all characterize the city as being intimately linked with natural 

processes. For these three authors, natural processes refer to flora, fauna, hydrological 

systems, and other non-human ecological processes. Echoing Hough, they note the central 

problem is that contemporary cities ham nature. For example, Goode (1990: 1) argues 



cities are ecosystems in decay, while Tyler (1 994: 172) characterizes them as large 

immobilized organisms requiring massive amounts of renewable and nonrenewable 

resources. Both attribute this to urban growth and a design approach that does not take 

nature into account, with Tyler (1 994: 17 1) acknowledging the problems created by what 

she calls an "economic growth model". Indeed Tyler (1994: 173), similar to Hough, argues 

that to properly understand human habitats and urban ecologies, one must look at the 

intimate connections between natural, economic, political and cultural systems. 

While acknowledging the complexity of natural and social forces acting on cities, 

prescriptions are limited to adopting new approaches to planning. Goode (1990:3) argues: 

By examining the ecology of cities, there is much we can learn about the 
natural processes within the urban environment: which species are able to 
survive and what restoration is possible. By applying that knowledge we 
could alter the face of many cities to a dramatic extent. 

Tyler (1 994: 175) charges fiture environmental planners with the task of "developing 

human habitat alternatives that are ecologically, economically, socially and 

technologically viable as well as culturally appropriate and aesthetic." The focus on 

planning as the means by which to improve the urban-nature relationship is not 

surprising, given that these authors are planners. 

The strength of the ecological planning approach is in its analysis of the natural 

processes that are part of the urban-nature relationship. As noted above, writers 

acknowledge an active, living non-human nature as being in an intimate relationship with 

city dwellers. Nature, understood as flora and fauna, hydrological cycles and so forth, is 



an active, integral part of the city. Accordingly, the urban-nature relationship is dynamic, 

affected simultaneously by changing natural and social processes. This suggests that any 

analysis of urban ecological politics must consider how natural processes affect people 

and the social relations of which they are a part. 

The ideas and efforts of eco-planners also suggest that urban planning is an 

important process where urban-nature relations are shaped and that planners play a key 

role in this relationship. This, in turn, means an analysis of urban ecological politics must 

be cognizant of eco-planners, their ideas and how they affect political decisions and 

struggles.' Third, the ecological planning literature advises that the current urban-nature 

relationship is unsustainable; that is, if contemporary urban design continues, serious, 

irreparable harm will be done to the natural processes that cities depend on. This, in turn, 

implies urban ecological politics are of fundamental importance since these struggles will 

help determine the fate of contemporary cities. 

Ecological planners also tell us much about urban ecological politics through 

those aspects of the urban-nature relationship they do not consider. Given their interest in 

this relationship, it is interesting that ecological planners do not examine in any 

'Their ideas have had a significant impact not just on the planning community, but 
also on municipal planning departments and public policy in general. For example, in 
Toronto, the ideas of ecological planners such as Michael Hough have been expressed in 
numerous reports written by municipal planning departments. I outline some of this in 
Chapter 7. The ideas of ecological planning are at the core of ecosystems planning, a 
concept popularized in Ontario by the Royal Commission on the Future of the Waterfkont 
in 1989 (see Royal Commission 1989). See C:anada which has consistently 
published pieces on ecological planning over the past seven years. 



systematic manner how urban social factors and processes affect nature. While they 

allude to economic, political and cultural processes shaping the urban fom, and thus 

nature, planners rarely examine these proces~es.~ This means, at best, a very incomplete 

understanding of how the relationship between particular political, economic and cultural 

forces leads to an urban form that impedes natural processes. 

This lack of analysis of how social factors affect the urban-nature relationship also 

extends to their own work and the part planners and their ideas play in shaping this 

relationship. Ecological planners, for example, give no indication that their emphasis on 

design and urban planning as a means of dealing with urban environmental problems is 

itself a reflection of certain political, economic and cultural assumptions. In other words, 

they do not consider the broader political implications of their work and the social 

relations that have affected them. Nor do they question where ecological planners get 

their authority to evaluate what urban form and design are better for nature. In addition, 

they do not consider how their views of nature have been shaped by social processes. 

Hough (1 993,  for example, does not provide any criteria for establishing which processes 

are natural and which are not. He simply names a process as either natural or social. This 

obscures the complex social processes which shape our views of nature. 

80ne exception is Rees and Roseland (1991). Using the language of 
thermodynamics, they argue that market forces are antithetical to sustaining ecological 
relations and that neoclassic economics is incapable of properly considering ecological 
factors. See also Rees and Wackernagel (1996). 



In summary, the approach taken by ecological planners to explaining the urban- 

nature relationship highlights two important aspects about urban ecological politics. First, 

natural processes affect the urban form and must be considered in any examination of 

these politics. Second, urban planners, who are key players involved in urban ecological 

politics, lack a critical analysis of how social factors affect our relationship with nature. 

2.2 Reformist Em-urbanism 

Interestingly, the strengths and weaknesses of reformist eco-urbanist are almost a 

mirror image of the strengths and weakness of ecological planners. Reformist eco- 

urbanists write much about the myriad social factors involved in the urban-nature 

relationship and leave largely unexamined the natural processes that affect this 

relationship. White and Whitney (1992), for example, see urbanization driven by 

economic growth as a positive force that has increased the quality of life for urban 

inhabitants through increased services such as water supply and medical facilities. 

However, urbanization has also caused myriad environmental problems: "Despite the 

benefits of urbanization, large cities, especially in LDCs [less developed countries], have 

exacted a terrible toll on the environment and on the poorer inhabitants living in them" 

(White and Whitney 1992: 19). They illustrate this by focusing on how urbanization -- 

specificaIly in cities of the LDCs-- has led to poverty, health concerns, shortage of food 

and housing, large amounts of waste production through economic activity, and energy 

intensive urban forms. They then explore how each of these social problems leads to 



urban practices that further exacerbate social inequities and impede the sustainability of 

ecosystems. In addition, global warming is brought into the discussion, specifically how 

CO, emissions from economic activity may lead to climate change and rising sea levels 

that will differentially affect urban areas and populations. 

In the same volume, Richardson (1 992: I 53) looks to Canadian cities and notes 

how particular urban practices shape the environment: 

The interaction between urbanization patterns and the environment, while 
it can be described at a general and regional level, can also be analyzed in 
terms of specific "pressure points" highlighting the conflict between urban 
dwellers and their immediate environment. 

These pressure points are struggles over: water supply, use and treatment; air quality; 

energy consumption; urban land use; waste management; recreational, scenic and 

scientific resources; and land use and environmental regulation. Richardson (1 992: 153-7) 

examines each of these pressure points and shows how existing urban patterns and 

practices exacerbate environmental problems. This is a position Peck (1 995:2) also takes: 

"Existing patterns of urban development in Canada are unsustainable, and most of the 

current trends suggest little progress towards urban sustainability is being made." 

Through her enumeration of issues local government must now deal with, 

McAllister (1 995:270) also identifies urban practices as causes of environmental 

problems: 

Traditional areas of local responsibility that were once largely 
uncontentious, such as land, water and waste management, are now 
subjects of heated dispute. Local g o v m e n t s  are being forced to react to 
environmental problems caused by inadequate planning. At the local level, 



for example, it is impossible to ignore the consequences of haphazard 
housing development, contaminated ground water, or leaking toxic dumps. 

From a slightly different perspective, Paehlke (1 994: 1 13-1 15) notes aspects of 

contemporary urban living, such as suburban sprawl, long car commutes, waste 

management, and urban de-industrialization, that have negative environmental impacts. 

Having established that urbanization, as a social process, fundamentally affects 

the city-nature relationship, these eco-urbanist writers further delve into the economic and 

state practices that drive urbanization. McAllister (1995:271-2) points to the adoption of 

bad planning theory and practice by local state officials, a critique similar to the one 

found in the ecological planning literature. She acknowledges that planners alone were 

not responsible for these problems. Many municipalities actively engaged in local 

boosterism; that is, promoting a business ethos of rapid industrialization and urban 

growth which showed little regard for environmental impact (McAllister 1995:271). 

Richardson points to the complex nature of the divisions of power and responsibility 

amongst the various levels of govemment in Canada. For example, he notes that: "[local) 

matters are a jealously guarded area of provincial jurisdiction, so that the federal 

government is effectively excluded &om any role in urban government or urban policy" 

(Richardson 1992: 16 1). Add to this a fourth level of government in metropolitan areas 

and one gets a governmental structure which "is not likely to promote determined, 

systematic, and coordinated pursuit of policies for sustainable wban development" 

(Richardson 1992: 163). 



In outlining their prescriptions to urban environmental problems, White and 

Whitney (1 W2:3 8-50) also point to existing state and market practices as the main 

causes. They note that there must be changes to institutions, especially at the global level, 

such as new types of state agencies or regulatory bodies that develop and enforce 

environmental policies. As well, they argue global market forces have to be changed to 

allow poorer countries and cities more access to, and control over technology and 

markets. Such alterations to political and economicinstitutions, they assert, will hopefully 

create conditions to promote sustainable urban activities, especially within LDCs. 

Paehlke (1994: 1 10- 12) takes a more theoretical approach to the issue. He argues 

that environmental impact is based on four factors: population size; affluence; energy, 

land and materials intensity; and choice of technology. In his elaboration of these factors, 

it is clear he believes current economic practices are at fault. He points to inefficient 

resource and f and uses, and a reliance on economic measures such as GNP (which put no 

value to environmental degradation) as factors that promote urban forms and practices 

which lead to environmental degradation. However, Paehlke (1994: 1 15) also focuses on 

the state as a source of problems when he notes how a lack of industrial policies by the 

state may lead to environmental degradation. 

An even more elaborate articulation of how economic and political factors drive 

urbanization and cause environmental damage is found in a report prepared by Steven 

Peck for the Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation and the Federation of Canadian 

Municipalities. Peck (1 996) provides a detailed analysis of the changing economic and 
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fiscal climate in Canada and the impacts this has had on governments and the urban form. 

For example, as Canadak economy has become less dependent on mmufacturing and 

more dependent on the service industry, the urban form has changed allowing 

"individuals to increase their distances fiom their homes and workplaces" (Peck 

1996: 18). As well, the fiscal crisis at both federal and provincial levels has had an impact 

on municipal governments, reducing funds available to maintain progressive 

environmental policies (Peck 1996:20). However, Peck (1 99620) maintains, that the 

fiscal crisis also produces opportunities by creating conditions where governments may 

remove subsidies to economic practices that damage the environment. 

Peck goes on to argue that even state and economic practices that shape the city- 

nature relationship are ultimately a product of what he calls meta-root causes: by meta- 

root values he means misguided values and beliefs such as increased consumption, a lack 

of ecological awareness, and short-term thinking (Peck 199658-63). 

While these authors collectively present a complex picture of how urbanization 

and the social forces that drive it shape the city-nature relationship, most lack any sort of 

detailed analysis of nature and how it affects the relationship. Rather, they simply invoke 

phrases such as environment, ecosystems, natural environment, and nature, suggesting 

this non-social process or thing is somehow important. For example, White and Whitney 

(1 993:9) allude to ecological systems as somehow important when referring to the policy 



of sustainable development? This, of course, raises the question of what White and 

Whitney mean by ecological systems, a question they do not answer.'' McAllister 

(1995:280,285) is similarly ambiguous, and Paehlke (1994:6) has almost no discussion 

on this topic, except for reference to nature as exterior to cities. As well, these authors do 

not seriously discuss how nature may influence urban processes. 

In contrast, Peck (19965) presents a sophisticated understanding of nature, 

identical to one found in ecological planning literature, and he indirectly acknowledges 

the impact ecological factors have on urbanization by recognizing how dependent humans 

are on nature. He writes: 

Nature provides plants for human and livestock consumption ... 
Ecosystems also absorb the wastes generated by human production and 
consumption, provide climate stability, protection from the sun's 
ultraviolet radiation and are a source of pleasure and enjoyment (Peck 
19965). 

In short, only Peck presents any analysis of the nature-urban relationship that takes into 

account both social and ecological factors; the majority of works within reformist eco- 

urbanism focus mainly on the social aspects of this relationship. 

By focusing on economic and political factors in their analysis of the nature-city 

relationship, reformist eco-urbanists reveal much about the social factors that shape this 

'They rely on William Rees'definition of sustainable development which refers to 
ecological and social systems. 

'"William Rees, in contrast, has provided very specific understandings of 
ecological or natural systems. For a recent and thought-provoking approach, see Rees and 
Wackernagel(l996). ' 



relationship and the politics that contest it. They collectively indicate that state 

institutions, especially at the municipal and metropolitan levels, are important to this 

relationship and urban ecological politics. For it is at these levels that many of the 

environmental problems are contested, defined and regulated. As well, the state is 

portrayed as a crucial player in these politics since environmental, tax, fiscal and 

development policies promote specific economic and other social behaviours in cities that 

affect nature. 

These works also note the differential power various levels of government have, at 

least in Canada. The limited powers held by municipal and metropolitan governments 

(see especially Paehlke [ I  994: 1 161) suggest that provincial and federal levels of the state 

are heavily implicated in urban ecological politics. They also note that international state 

agencies can and do play a role in these politics. 

Reform eco-urbanist writings also reveal much about the content of urban 

ecological politics, specifically the issue areas or pressure points. Traditionally, many of 

these issues such as the provision of water services, transportation, land-use, and waste 

disposal have been considered the flashpoints of urban politics and have been portrayed 

simply as social struggles, such as class struggle (Castells 1977). However, reform eco- 

urbanists draw out another element to these struggles; namely that urban practices are 

also intimately tied to nature and that the struggles over these practices also concern 

ecological matters. This suggests, interestingly, that much of what has traditionally been 

considered urban politics might actually be called urban ecological politics. 
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Reform eco-urbanists, however, do not limit their discussions of urban ecological 

politics purely to the state. They argue that since particular types of economic activity, 

such as ways of measuring economic success and particular market practices, are 

implicated in ecological degradation, economic practices and players are entwined in and 

a cause of urban ecological political struggles. They suggest, unfortunately with even less 

discussion, that the environmental movement and other local forces are active in these 

politics (Paehlke 1985 and 1994: 105, Stren 1992: 1, McAllister l995:276). 

While this approach tells us much about the complex social terrain of urban 

ecological politics, there are important limitations. Except for Peck (1 995), most writers 

leave unaddressed what they mean by nature or ecosystems. This leads to two significant 

problems. First, there is a lack of analytical rigour regarding the contents of the 

relationship which is at the crux of urban ecological politics. While they invoke terms 

such as nature, ecosystems, and natural environment the meanings of these terms are so 

broad and imprecise that they hold little analytical value. By not identifjnng this 

definitional issue, writers also gloss over an important part of urban ecological politics, 

the contestations of what is natural and what practices are sustainable, an imprecision 

they share with ecological planners. 

Second, while there is much discussion about how urban areas affect nature, there 

is almost no discussion, except by Peck, about how nature affects the urban. A third 

limitation lies with the theorizations of urbanization and its impact on nature. While the 

analyses of writers far surpass those found in the ecological planning literature, they leave 



35 

unexplored how economic activity structured to maximize capital accumulation helps 

shape urban processes and form (Harvey 1989a), or how global restructuring of capital, 

prompted by changes to accumulation strategies, is affecting the urban form (Sassen 

1991). As well, there is no discussion about how state policies at various levels are 

implicated in the accumulation process and its spatialization. Nor is there any 

acknowledgement of class politics, its impact on the state, and its formative impact on the 

urban. 

These lacunae limit the applicability of their work for understanding urban 

ecological politics. Because urbanization, and more generally urban processes, are 

analyzed imprecisely, it is dificult to investigate what urban processes cause 

environmental damage. For example, reform eco-urbani sts suggest certain state and 

economic practices cause a type of urbanization that is damaging to the environment. Yet 

there is no discussion of the possible contradictions between urbanization based on an 

economic system promoting capital accumulation and ecosystem sustainability, a point 

suggested by critical eco-urbanists reviewed in the next chapter. This limits their analyses 

of what social struggles may be central to and the cause of urban ecological politics. 

2.3 Conclusion 

This chapter has presented two approaches to understanding the urban-nature 

relationship and the politics that shape this relationship. Eco-planners have a 

sophisticated understanding of how natural processes affect the city and thus suggest 
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these processes must be analysed to understand urban ecological politics. Yet, they have 

little to say about the social factors that affect this relationship. Reform eco-urbanists, on 

the other hand, point to the complex political and economic processes that help shape the 

urban-nature relationship. They reveal the myriad state institutions involved in these 

politics and the issues that define these politics. Yet, reform eco-urbanists say little about 

the natural processes that affect them. 

A common trait both groups of writers do share is an uncritical stance towards the 

social processes that shape the urban-nature relationship. Ecological planners do not 

examine how existing economic, political and cultural factors affect the urban form nor 

how these factors affect the power and perspectives of eco-planners who shape our 

relationship with nature. Reform eco-urbanists leave unaddressed issues such as how 

changes to accumulation affect the urban form and thus the urban-nature relationship. For 

such a critical analysis, we must turn to critical eco-urbanists. 



CHAPTER 3 

CRITICAL ECO- URBANISTS 

To better appreciate the critical eco-urbanist approach, let me first set the context 

within which these writings have emerged. For 70 years the sub-discipline of urban 

sociology, specifically the Chicago School of human ecology has been asserting that 

natural forces, manifest as human nature, are crucial in determining urban processes. This 

approach draws on the science of ecology to try to explain urban changes in terms similar 

to those used to understand plant and animal communities.' As Logan and Molotch 

(1 987:5) note: 

The Chicago ecologists explained urban development through a 'biotic' 
determinism. Like all other living things, human beings must fist find a 
spatial niche in the larger habitat. This gives rise to a struggle, benignly 
competitive in the ecologists' formulation, in which each type of land user 
ends up in the location to which the user is best adapted. In a social 
Darwinism of space, the geographical allocation of human types 
maximizes efficiency for the community as a whole. 

The implication of this position is that most urban processes are hatural'and therefore 

impervious to human intervention. During the late 1 96Os, political events in key urban 

areas triggered an explosion of protest, interest a d  questions about the state of cities. 

Critical writings about the urban emerged, premised not on the Chicago School approach, 

but on an understanding that urban processes are heavily influenced by capitalist 

urbanization; that is, capitalist production produced urban spaces amenable to 

- - - 

'For a review, see Berry and Kasarda (1 977) and Dreidger (1 991). 
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accumulation and thus prompted social struggle as people resisted the development of 

these new spaces. This critical approach suggested cities could be changed by 

transforming the social forces that shape them. 

Not surprisingly, most of the critical urbanist literature that has been written since 

the late 1960s says very little, if anything, about nature, the urban-nature relationship, and 

the politics of this relationship, focusing instead on the social factors that shape citiesS2 

However, two important scholars did take up the issues of nature and the city; namely, 

David Harvey and Manuel cast ell^.^ They are, in a sense, the 'fathers'of critical eco- 

~rbanisrn.~ Instead of reifying cities as outcomes of natural processes, as Chicago urban 

2 See for example, Dear and Scott (1 98l), Feagin and Smith (1 987), Scott (1 988), 
Michael Peter Smith (1988), Harvey (1989b), Sassen (1991), Beauregard (l993), 
Fainstein, Gordon and Harloe (1992), Knox (1993) and King (1996). To be sure, critical 
scholars make occasional references to environmental problems, but usually as examples 
of problems caused by capitalist production and related social activities (eg. Smith and 
Feagin 1 987:22). Interestingly, Jennifer Wolch (1 996:22) notes that there is no mention 
of animals in Marxist urban theory. 

'David Harvey, a geographer by training, is renowned for his detailed exploration 
of how capitalism shapes cities. He has been instrumental in developing an understanding 
how the processes of accumulation require specific spaces to reproduce and how these 
processes interact with and help shape other socia1 processes that create urban spaces. 
Manuel Castelk, a sociologist, has focused more on urban-based struggles and how they 
both reflect and shape larger societal forces. 

4The work of Murray Bookchin must also be mentioned at this point. Spanning 
almost 40 years, his writings are firmly premised in the anarchist tradition and deal with 
social hierarchy, the philosophy of nature, capitalist urbanization, the ecological crisis, 
the city, and ecological politics. He has integrated his ideas into an approach he calls 
social ecology. Most of Bookchin's work on cities was written in the late 1950s and early 
1960s. How much this influenced the emerging critical eco-urbanist literature is difficult 
to assess. It is fair to say, nevertheless, that his ideas about nature, how to diagnose the 
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ecologists did, or ignoring nature, as did many of their fellow critical urbanists, they 

began posing the questions of how to understand the societal relationship with nature that 

exists in a largely urban society and what to make of the politics of this relationship.' 

Again, not surprisingly, their analytical focus was on social processes, specifically 

capitalist urbanization, which critical urbanists recognized as instrumental in shaping 

cities. In recent years, critical eco-urbanists, building on the works of Castells and 

Harvey, have begun looking once again at natural processes and how they figure into our 

understanding of the urban-nature relationship and its politics. Since the works of Manuel 

Castells and David Harvey have been so influential, let me begin with them. 

3.1 Manuel Castells 

Aside from being one of the pre-eminent critical urban theorists who emerged in 

the late 1960s, Manuel Castells was also one of the first of this group to acknowledge the 

importance of urban ecological political struggles and to recognize these politics as 

important nodal points for understanding urban processes. For example, w- Class and 

Powe: begins with the following statement: "The urban question and the problematic of 

the environment are in several ways at the forefront of the social and political scene of 

problems facing contemporary cities and his prescriptions for a progressive ecological 
politics have been considered by intellectuals and activist, in North America at least, for 
over a quarter century. 

'Michael Peter Smith (1980), Saunders (1 98 1) and Gottdiener (1994) also make 
minor references to the urban-nature relationship in their critiques of other writers. 



advanced capitalist society" (Castells 1978: 1). Hinting at the direction of his later works, 

be argues that urban social movements organized around urban and ecological issues are 

becoming "one of the essential axes of change" (Castells 1978:2). What exactly does he 

mean by ecological issues? He addresses this in the following difficult and lengthy 

passage: 

In a certain way the ecological question poses the relation between 
human kind and nature, which in a sociological problematic is translated 
as the historical form of the relations established between productive 
forces and social relations, or, in other words, and on the one hand, how 
and to what extent, a certain type of social relations provoke at a given 
moment a regression of the productive forces, a destruction of nature, the 
two understood as the appropriation by the species of natural means for the 
enlarged production of the species and the means of production necessary 
to it - on the other hand, how and in what way the particular primacy of 
productive forces gives rise to regressive social relations which threaten 
social life. This is the double facet of the ecological question which makes 
it meaningfbl: the double limit of the relationships between nature and 
society, between social organization and material production, a limit 
which is not natural but historical, i.e. which does not negate the relation 
to nature but which requires the production of new social relations which 
can account for the ensemble of the demands of the material base and of 
history (Castells 1978:3-4). 

Put simply, the ecological question is a social problem. He approaches the relationship 

with nature primarily as a social relationship; about how we organize the productive 

forces and social relations of society so that we can draw from nature (understood as a 

resource) what we need to reproduce without destroying nature. Connecting this to the 

urban problematic, Castells argues the debates around this question are activated at the 

urban level through issues such as quality of life and reproduction of the means of 

collective consumption. 



The specificity of how these ecological issues affect urbanization is outlined, in 

detail, in The Urban O w .  Here Castells (1 977: 1 83-4) again indicates that the 

environmental problem is really about the reproduction of labour power; thus what is 

shaping the city are the politics of this reproduction. He notes that the ideology of the 

environment empties problems such as pollution of their social content: 

The most salient factor of the ideology of the environment is this 
naturalization of social contradictions, this reduction of human history to a 
direct relation between Man, qua eternal and undifferentiated reality, and 
Nature, qua set of resources existing prior to him. Such a relation is 
governed by technology and one must therefore take care lest this 
domination is not more brutal than necessary and does not destroy one of 
the terms (or both) of the idealist dyad .... 

Indeed ... one is referring in essence, to an earlier state that has been 
lost, that has deteriorated, that has been sullied by too narrow a 
subordination to technological imperatives, whereas one cannot bypass the 
continuous development of the productive forces (Castells 1977: 185). 

He cautions against the reification of nature that so often occurs in the ideology of the 

environment and notes that this does not mean there are no real, physical environmental 

problems (Castells 1977: 186-7). Rather, the ideology of the environment reifies the social 

relations that produce environmental problems by treating them as physical, independent 

phenomena. As well, the environmental ideology suggests a type of politics that faults 

technology and develops cross-class alliances, both strategies doing little to alleviate the 

problem (CastelIs 1977: 185-6): 

6A similar abbreviated argument is made in Castells (1978:3-6). 



The publication of 'Jhe CitJLand the Grassroots (1 983) shows a dramatically 

transformed understanding of urbanization by Castells. Nonetheless, his views of nature 

and urbanization remain relatively unchanged. In the introduction, he again highlights the 

importance of changing social forces affecting nature and urban form: 

Cities are living systems, made, transformed and experienced by people. 
Urban forms and functions are produced and managed by the interaction 
between space and society, that is by the historical relationship between 
human consciousness, matter, energy and information (Castells l983:xv). 

Here, matter and energy become the constituent elements of, or key words for nature. 

Again, what affects cities is a change in the relationship with nature, a result of human 

consciousness and history (Castells 1983:307). Unlike City. Ws and Power, CastelIs, in 

this work, does not put ecological issues front and centre. Nonetheless, his theoretical 

approach in The City and the grass root^ suggests an urban social movement organized 

around environmental issues might have an impact on the city, if organized appropriately. 

Castells'analysis provides a wealth of material for understanding the nature-urban 

relationship and urban ecological politics. First and foremost, he argues that we cannot 

make sense of this relationship and the politics that shape it unless we look to the 

productive forces and relations that shape society. It is during the process of organizing 

labour for capitalist production and for reproduction of the labour force that the urban 

relationship with nature is primarily determined. Accordingly, Castells argues the 

environmental degradation that leads to urban ecological politics must be understood as a 

consequence of how production is organized, and not as some inevitable conflict 
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between humans and nature. Second, Castells suggests that these politics are important 

because they will affect the quality of life in cities, an important factor in determining the 

health and viability of the labour force. 

Finally, it is noteworthy that Castells, unlike eco-planners, does not consider 

natural processes in his analysis of the urban-nature relationship nor its politics. For 

example, he does not explore how climate, hydrological cycles, geological forces and 

animals might affect urban processes, including capitalist urbanization. While Castells 

said little about this aspect of the urban-nature relationship, he nonetheless set the stage 

for future critical eco-urbanists to address these aspects of the relationship, with a firm 

grounding of the social processes which shape it. 

3.3 David Harvey 

While Castelis'work focused more on understanding the problems and struggles 

of urban areas, an important focus of Harvey's work has been to integrate a sophisticated 

understanding of capitalist production, its spatialization and the struggles it prompts into 

an understanding of contemporary cities. From the beginning of his critical writing he has 

also acknowledged the importance of the societal relationship with nature. Over the years, 

he increasingly explored this relationship and its importance to understanding urban 

processes, especially capitalist urbanization. This has led him to conclude, recently, that 

the urban-nature relationship, and by extension, the politics of this relationship are 

perhaps the most important issue facing humans in the 2 1 st Century (Harvey l996:429). 



To show how he arrives at this point, let me begin with David first critical work, 

Justice and City (1973). 

In this work, the discussions of nature provide a good sense of Harvey's views of 

the societal relationship with nature. Nature is considered almost always in the context of 

understanding larger social structures and forces. For example, in a passage where he 

discusses Karl Polanyi's concept of market exchange, Harvey (1 973:2 17) notes: "The 

consciousness of the relationship between man and nature also assumes a new form under 

conditions of market exchange." He then quotes Man regarding the content of this 

consciousness: 

Nature becomes for the first time simply an object for mankind, purely a 
matter of utility; it ceases to be recognized as a power in its own right; and 
the theoretical knowledge of its independent laws appears only as a 
stratagem designed to subdue it to human requirements, whether as the 
object of consumption or as the means of production (Marx, quoted in 
Harvey 1 W3:2 14). 

Harvey (l973:2 14) notes this view of nature "underlies the materialist conception of 

nature in modern scientific thought" and makes the point that our understandings of 

nature are socially derived. This is an important epistemological point. Unfortunately, 

Harvey does not present an alternative view of nature, one that may be less ideological. 

While most of Harvey's discussion of the societal relationship with nature is 

about how social processes shape it, in two instances he uses concepts that suggest 

natural processes also play a role. For example, he alludes to an ecological structure 

(Harvey l973:29l), which appears to include activities explained by Newtonian 



mechanics and relativity theory. But he provides no further explanation as to what this 

structure is and how it might relate to social processes. Harvey also alludes to the 

ecological system and refers to Marx's suggestion that the capitalist mode of production 

will "systematically diminish its own resource base and thereby destroy the conditions 

essential to its own reproduction"(Harvey l973:292). Again, he does not expand on what 

this system is or how it will respond to capitalist production. Indeed, this.last passage is 

perhaps the closest he comes to making any linkages between urban processes and a non- 

social nature: he simply suggests that capitalist urbanization harms nature. In short, the 

urban- nature relationship receives very little attention in this early work. 

In The Urban_ExPerience, a collection of essays Harvey wrote throughout the late 

1970s and the first half of 1980s, Harvey finally states, explicitly, how the societal 

relationship with nature is affected by capitalist urbanization : 

We should also note the contradiction with "nature" which inevitably 
arises out of the relation between the dynamics of accumulation and the 
"natural" resource base as it is defined in capitalist terms. Such matters 
obviously have to be taken into account in any analysis of the history of 
urbanization under capitalism (Harvey l989a:6 1). 

While he does not take this into account in this essay, he does suggest in another essay 

how one might do this. h his discussion of land rent under capitalism and the role played 

by soil fertility in determining Iand rent, Harvey (1989a:92-8) debunks a belief that nature 

affects land rent and therefore production and perhaps urbanization. Harvey argues that 

soil fertility, while often understood as natural, is a social product. He explains this in The 

U r b w t ~ o n  of Cap 
. . 

ital. Marx, Harvey (1985:39) claims, insists that "fertility, 



productivity, and location are social determinants, subject to direct modification througb 

human action and equally subject to re-evaluation through changing technologies of 

production." He then quotes Marx: 

Capital with its accompanying relations springs from an economic soil that 
is the product of a long process of development. The productiveness of 
labour that serves as [capital's] foundation and starting point is a gift, not 
of Nature, but of history embracing thousands of centuries (Marx quoted 
in Harvey 1985:39). 

Thus, any impact soil fertility may have on land rents, and hence urbanization, is caused 

by social forces, not natural ones. 

For Harvey, then, the societal relationship with nature is determined by social 

relations, most notably those that organize labour for production. This perspective 

becomes explicit in another essay found in b c i o u s n e s s  md the U r b m e r i e n c e .  

Following Marx, Harvey (1 985:53) notes: "the relationship to nature [is] perhaps the most 

fundamental relationship ordering human affairs. This relationship itself is expressed 

primarily through the work process that transforms the raw materials fiom nature into use 

values." Bringing the urban back into the picture, he argues capitalism has led to an 

exceptionally degraded nature and to industrial cities where workers are alienated from 

nature. It is this alienation, Harvey contends, which has led to a history of urban planners 

attempting to bring nature back into the city. Thus, Harvey characterizes the urban-nature 

relationship as important because a socially constructed, idealized view of nature has 

resonance with city dwellers alienated fiom nature. It is this socially constructed view of 

nature that affects cities. 



This emphasis on social processes affecting the urban-nature relationship is 

expressed once again in the introduction to -ence. In outlining the 

theoretical perspective he adopts for understanding urbanization, Harvey notes: "One of 

the central precepts of Marx's historical materialism is that we have to eat in order to live, 

think, argue, raise children ..." (Harvey, 1989a:8). He then recounts how one's dinner is a 

product of complex social relations, thus theorizing food production and consumption. It 

is noteworthy that he only sees food production as a social process: the biological 

processes and the larger ecological factors necessary for food production, in their relation 

to social forces, are not considered.' This pattern of examining the social factors that 

. . 
determine the societal relationship is continued in The C o w o n  of Postmodernit, 

(1 989b). Interestingly, Harvey says very little about the politics that contest the urban- 

nature relationship; perhaps because he considers urban ecological politics yet another 

manifestation of class struggle and politics, a topic he covers in detail in much of his 

writing. 

In a 1993 piece Harvey presents some important arguments that dramatically 

expand his perspective on the urban-nature relationship and, by association, the politics of 

this relationship. These are incorporated in his 1996 book, 

Gee-hv to which I will now turn. Harvey provides a detailed discussion 

about various conceptualizations of nature and capitalism. He systematically explores 

'Contrast this to Benton (1989) who writes on Marx's changing approach to 
nature. Benton acknowledges the vital role played by biological and ecological factors. 



nature as a product of both discourse and other social processes. He reviews and critiques 

various approaches to ecological thought and outlines what a dialectical materialist 

approach says about nature, concluding that there are multiple, contradictory discourses 

on nature that reveal as much about ourselves as they do about so-called nature (Harvey 

1996: 1 74). Reminiscent of Castells' early work, he also asserts the "battle being waged 

over the concepts of 'nature' and 'environment'are of immense importance" (Harvey 

At first glance, this perspective appears to differ little from Harvey's long-standing 

position which only considers the social factors which shape the urban-nature. But this is 

not the case. He argues that physical and biological processes, related but not reduced to 

social processes, are also involved in the production of nature (Harvey 1996: 190-3). At 

the heart of this expanded understanding is a dialectical method which considers ail the 

relations and processes that shape reality: 

What I am proposing here is a way of depicting fundamental physical and 
biological conditions and processes that work through all social, cultural, 
economic projects to create a tangible historical geography and to do it in 
such a way as not to render those physical and biological elements as a 
banal and passive background to human historical geography (Harvey 
1996: 192). 

Harvey, in other words, presents the reader with a different discourse on nature; one that 

efiectively defines nature and our relationship to it as the product of complex physical 

and biological conditions and processes as they interact with social processes. This allows 

him to write: 

[I]n a hndamental sense, there is nothing unnatural about New York 
City.. . 



To term New York city a 'created ecosystem'may sound somewhat 
odd. But human activity cannot be viewed as external to ecosystemic 
projects. To view it so makes no more sense than trying to study 
pollination without bees or the pre-colonial ecosystem of the northeastern 
USA without the beaver ... . 

Human beings, like all other organisms, are 'active subjects 
transforming nature according to its laws'and are always in the course of 
adapting to the ecosystems they themselves construct (Harvey 1996: 186). 

This passage indicates a fundamental addition to his theoretical approach to urbanization. 

In it, he acknowledges that non-human subjects and processes help shape the urban- 

nature relationship and that they must be included in any understanding of urbanization. 

Sadly, there are only a few passages where Harvey begins the task of 

incorporating this new perspective into his understanding of cities and urbanization (see 

Harvey 1996: 187,426-9,435-6). However, he does argue that this is an extremely 

important exercise: "Suffice it to say that the integration of the urbanization question into 

the environmental-ecology question is a sine qua  non for the twenty-first century" 

(Harvey I 996:429). 

Harvey's work has major implications for an understanding of urban ecological 

politics. Although he writes very little about these politics, his approach to the wban- 

nature relationship suggests that to understand these politics one must consider the 

spatialization of capital, the struggles it prompts and the role non-human entities --what 

eco-planners refer to as natural processes-- play in shaping cities. 



3.3 Canadian Contributions 

Within Canada, critical writings about the urban-nature relationship and urban 

ecological politics began appearing regularly around 1986 in the pages of -. 

Numerous articles deal with environmental degradation, pointing to capitalist 

urbanization as a cause, and consider the sort of economic and political practices 

necessary to end such degradation.' In 199 1, some of these pieces were published in the 

edited collection The Canadian City, where Kent Gerecke's introduction highlights the 

destructive tendencies of urbanization on the natural environment and puts this in the 

context of global economic and political ~hange .~  More recently, Edrnund Fowler's book 

. . 
P Cities that Work (1 992), draws a direct line between theoretical conceptions of 

nature and how they contribute to post-war urban forms that harm nature. All these works 

point towards the emerging importance of urban ecological politics in contemporary 

Canadian cities. Interestingly, one of the few pieces that actually examines an urban 

ecological political party, Henry Lustiger-Thaler's (1 992b) piece on Ecology Montreal, 

'The editors produced a special issue on Green Cities in I989 (City 
1 1 : I ,  Summer/Fall 1 989). 

wh i l e  most pieces say little about urbanization and nature, the collection does 
contain works by critical urbanists as well as works fiom the ecological planning and 
bioregional approaches. Thus, the collection is one of the first books in Canada to conjoin 
these various traditions. Such a conjoining is also the main feature of another, more 
recent collection entitled m e s  bv Design: Practice of EcoloPical Pkmn,ing, edited 
by Doug Aberley. The urban is just one of many themes in a book that samples fiom'an 
eclectic group of writers such as Gary Snyder (a bioregionalist), Mumy Bookchin (social 
ecologist), Mark Roseland (a political scientist) and Jane Jacobs (an urbanist). 
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focuses on the role this ecology-based movemenilparty played in Montreal civic politics. 

There is no discussion of how a concern for the urban-nature relationship affected the 

formation of this movement/party. 

While these works provide a Canadian perspective on the urban-nature 

relationship and the politics of this relationship, they do not consider, as Harvey's recent 

work suggests, the non-human aspects that affect this relationship. They limit themselves 

to a discussion of social factors. However, a new group of critical eco-urbanists have 

emerged, both in Canada and abroad, within the last decade that attempt this more 

comprehensive understanding of the urban-nature relationship and that begin to theorize 

in detail the politics of this relationship. 

3.4 Taking Nature Seriously 

Mike Davis'work provides a good entry into this new interest in understanding 

nature and the urban-nature relationship. Davis offers readers a social history of ideas, 

images and conflict (mostly along class and culturally-defined "racial" lines) that have 

shaped h s  Angeles and its environs. His writings clearly illustrate the processes and 

conflicts involved in the urbanization of capital in Southern California. In some of his 

more recent work, Davis highlights the importance of nature in understanding the 

urbanization process in Los Angeles. This is made clear in a 1995 article, "Los Angeles 

After the Storm: The Dialectic of Ordinary Disaster," where the impact nature has on Los 

Angeles is given prominence: 



Once or twice each decade, Hawaii sends Los Angeles a big, wet kiss. 
Sweeping far south of its usual path, the westerly jetstream highjacks 
waterladen tropical air fiom the Hawaiian archipelago and hurls it toward 
the Southern California coast... And when the billowing, dark turbulence 
of the storm-fiont collides with the high mountain wall surrounding the 
Los Angeles Basin, it sometimes produces rainfall of a ferocity that is 
unrivalled anywhere on earth, even in tropical monsoon belts (Davis 
l995a:22 1). 

Davis continues by recounting the impact a January 1995 storm had on Los Angeles. It 

caused power outages, flooding, and sinkholes that destroyed roads and homes and took 

many lives. Yet the estimated $100 million in damage produced by the storm is just a 

small percentage of the over $21.5 billion in damages resulting fiom other storms, 

firestorms and earthquakes since 1992 (Davis l995a:ZZ). 

But Davis in no way adopts an environmental determinist position in his 

understanding of nature and urbanization. He argues Angelinos'new paranoia about 

nature misses a crucial point: 

Paranoia about nature, of course, distracts attention fiom the obvious fact 
that Los Angeles has deliberately put itself in harm's way. For generations, 
market-driven urbanization has transgressed common sense. Historic wild- 
fire corridors have been turned into view-lot suburbs, wetland liquefaction 
zones into marinas, and flood plains into industrial districts and housing 
tracts ... As a result, Southern California has reaped flood, fire and 
earthquake tragedies that were as avoidable, and unnatural, as the beating 
of Rodney King and the ensuing explosion in the streets (Davis 
l995aZ3). 

Davis considers cities a product of an active nature in an intimate two-way relationship 

with social processes. 



Perceiving a subjective 'nature'as an important part of the urbanization process is 

also an approach adopted by William Cronon in his history of Chicago, 

etro~olb. Cronon thinks the relationships humans have with nature played an important 

role in Chicago's development: 

The urban-rural, human-nature dichotomy blinds us to the deeper unity 
beneath our own divided perceptions. If we concentrate our attention 
solely upon the city, seeing in it the ultimate symbol of "man's" conquest 
of "nature," we miss the extent to which the city's inhabitants continue to 
rely as much on the nonhuman world as they do on each other. We lose 
sight of the men and women whose many lives and relationships - in city 
or country, in factory or field, in workshop or counting-house - cannot 
express themselves in so simple an image as singular man conquering 
singular nature ... We fail to see that our own flight from "the city" creates 
"the wild" as symbolic opposite and pulls that seemingly most natural of 
places into our own cultural orbit. We alter it with our presence, and even 
with the ways we think about it. Just as our own lives continue to be 
embedded in a web of natural relationships, nothing in nature remains 
untouched by the web of human relationships that constitute our common 
history (Cronon 1991 :18-19). 

This theoretical acknowledgement of the intimate link between urbanization and nature is 

illustrated throughout his recounting of Chicago's development up to the early 20th 

Century. 

Davis and Cronon allude to a complex relationship between nature and 

urbanization, one that cannot be explained either in purely sociological or biological 

terms. Unfortunately, their thoughts about this relationship and how to conceptualize it 

are more suggestive than analytical. Fortunately, more detailed analyses are found in the 

works of other critical eco-urbanists. 



One of the most important critical eco-urbanist theorists, inside and outside of the 

english-speaking world, is Thomas Jahn from Germany. In a 199 1 piece, published in 

English in 1996, he writes: 

We therefore propose conceiving the city as a specific configuration of 
forms of structuring societal relationships with nature. Societal 
relationships with nature must be physically regulated and culturally 
symbolized in such a fashion that the process of societal life can be 
intergeneratively continued. The material physical-energetic processes of 
regulation take place in an historically alterable cultural context that would 
not exist without the successful structuring of basic relationships with 
nature (such as work, nutrition, reproduction or locomotion). At the same 
time, though, these material processes are inseparably linked to the 
respective forms in which they are culturally symbolized. The concept of 
societal relationships with nature thus allows us to analyse the physical 
and cultural/syrnbolic elements of the ecological in their interconnections 
and mutual determinations (Jahn l996:99). 

Here, Jahn links the urban to nature by thinking of the city as a specific manifestation of 

the societal relationship with nature. This relationship has two aspects to it: the physical 

and the cultural/symbolic. Each is shaped by the other and thus neither can be explored 

without reference to the other. Yet, as he suggests later, the urban is not just a 

manifestation of larger societal relations with nature; what goes on in cities plays a 

formative role in this relationship by shaping the material regulation with, and the cultural 

symbolization of nature (Jahn 1996:98-9). 

In Canada, Roger Keil has picked up on and added to Jahn's ideas. He suggests 

that in thinking about societal relationships with nature one must acknowledge there are 

multiple types of relations that can be differentiated along spatial, class, gender and 

'racial' lines and that many of these relations are destructive to both nature and people 



(Keil 1995:285). Accordingly, the urban is the sum of myriad, often disparate social 

relations with nature. Keil advocates what he calls an urban ecology approach to 

understanding the urban specificity of the societal relations with nature: 

Urban ecology in this sense is not the transferral of biological imagination 
on to urban society but is the sum of ow social practices in cities related to 
our natural environment. In this sense social ecology -or urban ecology- 
has something to offer: stripped of its romanticized connotation of 
salvation, urban ecology can then be used quite productively to understand 
the strategies and tactics with which we build, use, and destroy our cities 
(Keil 1995286-7). 

Other Canadian writers have further expanded on Keil and Jahn's works. Kipfer, 

Hartmann and Marino (1 996: 17) argue urban ecology also "deals with the role non- 

human ecological forces play in shaping the urban. It focuses on how spatial relations, the 

built environment and urban form contribute to, and are affected by, non-human 

ecological relations and forces." Like Keil and Jahn, these writers conceptualize nature- 

urban relations in a way that takes seriously the biologicaflphysical aspect of them. 

Unlike ecological planners and reform eco-urbanists, they coIlectiveIy recognize the 

cultural symbolization aspect of these relations and their own role in this process.1° 

''See Sandilands (1 996). See also Ludwig Trepl(1996) who addresses this in his 
discussion of a movement in Germany similar to ecological planning; what he calls urban 
ecology. He argues this movement perceives nature through the lenses of the science of 
ecology and landscaped gardens, two contradictory perspectives that lead to a 
conservative political project. In short, Trepl deals with how various conceptions of 
nature reflect particular class biases and how they are used to advance specific forms of 
urbanization. This illustrates Jahn and Keil's assertions that particular cultural 
symbolizations of nature lead to specific urban social relations with nature. 
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Thus far, Keil and Jahn have yet to define in detail this "nature" that an urban 

society is in relation with. Their work suggests nature involves non-human life forms and 

forces. But exactly what constitutes nature and differentiates it fiom social processes and 

forces is left unstated." Kipfer et a1 (1996) provide a clue of how to get around this 

problem by thinking of nature as ecological relations. Yet they do not indicate how to 

differentiate ecological fkom social relations, leaving unanswered the issue ofthe contents 

of the relations with which humans are a part. 

Jennifer Wolch (1 996) partially avoids this pitfall by taking a slightly different 

path in her exploration of urban-nature relations: she looks at urbanization and its 

relations with animals. Her aim is to "foreground an urban theory that takes nonhumans 

seriously" (Wolch l996:Z). In other words, she relies on a definition of nature that 

includes all life forms that are non-human. In a piece entitled "Zoopolis," she begins by 

noting the negative impact urbanization has on animals: "Today, the logic of capitalist 

urbanization still proceeds without regard to nonhuman animal life, except as cash-on- 

the-hoof headed for slaughter on the 'disassembly1 line or commodities used to further the 

cycle of accumulation" (Wolch 1 W6:2 1-2). Wolch makes clear she does not perceive 

non-human animals in these terms but rather as subjects which "implies an ethical and 

political obligation to redefine the urban problematic and to consider strategies for urban 

"This holds true for works published in English. Both authors have published 
extensively in German. 



praxis fiom the standpoint of animals" (Wolch 1996:X). It is the strategy for doing just 

this that she neatly sums up her conceptualization of nature and urbanization: 

An agenda for renaturalizing the city and bringing animals back in 
should be developed with an awareness of the impacts of urbanization on 
animals in the capitalist city, how urban residents think about and behave 
toward animal life, the ecological adaptions made by animals to urban 
conditions, and current practices and politics arising around urban animals. 
The goal is to understand capitalist urbanization in a globalized economy 
and what it means for animal life; how and why patterns of human-animal 
interactions change over time and space; urban animals ecology as science, 
social discourse, and political economy; and transspecies urban practice 
shaped by managerial plans and grassroots activism (Wolch 1996:3 1-2). 

What is important about Wolch's work is that it illustrates the usefdness in thinking 

about particular social relations with specific non-human subjects as a means to 

conceptualize urban-nature relations. Where Wolch falls short is in her exploration of 

human-animal interactions. She really only discusses the impact urbanization has on 

animals and leaves untouched the impact animals have on people and, more generally, 

urbanization. While the extent of these latter impacts may be minor, it might also prove to 

be important. 

Wolch's work suggests the usehlness of exploring urbanization in relation to 

specific non-human entities. Her exclusive focus on animals, however, limits her to 

developing a transspecies urban theory that only allows for non-human elements that are 

considered mammals and can be classified as a species.12 To paraphrase her, she brings 

l2 This approach appears to come fiom an assumption that animals, like humans, 
are subjects and therefore warrant attention and inclusion in urban theory (Wolch 
l996:Z). 



animals back into the city while leaving the rest of nature out. How plants, climate, 

geological forces and so forth relate to and might affect urbanization, as suggested by 

Davis'work, appears not to have room in her transspecies urban theory. 

Another approach to developing an understanding of the urban-nature relationship 

is based on the relational approach offered by Harvey (1 996). It has been independently 

and simultaneously advanced by both Erik Swyngedouw (1 996) in Britain and myself 

(Hartrnann 1996b). I will elaborate on my work in the next chapter so let me briefly 

outline Swyngedouw's approach. As does Harvey, he begins by reconceptualizing nature 

and the urban as embodiments of myriad processes and relations. For example, 

Swyngedouw (1 996:7O) notes: "Every body and thing is a cyborg, a mediator, part social 

and part natural, but without discrete boundaries, continually internalizing the multiple 

contradictory relations that re-define and re-work every body and thing." For 

Swyngedouw, there is really only something called socio-nature which is a product of 

material processes such as bio-chemical/physical processes and representational practices 

such as language. From this conceptualization, the urban becomes a particular space 

constituted by particular processes embodied in resident human and non-human entities. 

Swyngedouw (1996:76) illustrates this by tracing the myriad relations involved in a cup 

of water found in the city. 

Swyngedouw, Harvey and I are alone amongst urban writers to explicitly adopt 

such an approach. Its advantage, as I will show in subsequent chapters, is that it opens up 

the possibility of thinking simultaneousIy about all the social and natural relations that 



constitute urban processes. Put differently, the urban-nature relationship becomes 

shorthand for all the relations that shape and are shaped by human and non-human 

entities as their actions shape a city. 

3.5 implications for Understanding Urban Ecological Politics 

Multiple insights about urban ecological politics arise fiom critical eco-urbanist 

discussions of the urban-nature relationship. By perceiving the urban as important to 

developing societal relationships with nature, urban ecological politics becomes a 

formative 'moment' in shaping these relations. And by arguing that these relations are 

fundamental for social reproduction, urban ecological politics becomes key to 

understanding social reproduction and its spatialization (urbanization). As well, critical 

eco-urbanists suggest the actual materiality of the nature-urban relationship and how we 

perceive this relationship are affected by cultural factors. Accordingly, urban ecological 

politics include cultural struggles about how to perceive nature and the urban. This means 

looking beyond state-centred struggles over urban-nature relations to find instances of 

urban ecological politics. 

The main and yet to be fblly realized strength of the critical eco-urban approach is 

in providing a solid explanation for urban ecological politics. By arguing that the urban- 

nature relationship is heavily affected by capitalist urbanization, the approach suggests 

that to understand the ecological crisis and the political response to this crisis, one must 

look to capitalist urbanization. To date, not much has been written about these linkages, 



but what has been written provides some valuable insights into urban ecological 

It should come as no surprise that David Harvey's 1996 work offers some 

important, preliminary thoughts about this subject. Expanding on concepts developed by 

Neil Smith (1984), Harvey suggests that the circulation of capital is crucial in shaping the 

relations with nature and its (urban) geography: 

Money flows and commodity movements, for example, have to be 
regarded as fundamental to contemporary ecosystems (particularly given 
urbanization), not only because of the past geographical transfer of plant 
and animals species from one environment to another ..., but also because 
these flows formed and continue to form a coordinating network that 
keeps contemporary ecological habitats reproducing and changing in the 
particular way they do (Harvey 1996: 187). 

Unlike reform eco-urbanists, Harvey puts capital accumulation at the centre of any 

investigations of urbanization, nature and the politics of the urban-nature relationship. As 

well, such a stance immediately links the politics involved in shaping capitalist economic 

behaviour and restructuring to urban ecological politics. 

Roger Keil(1995:282) makes a similar point in his examination of world cities. 

He argues that to understand the politics of environmental policy-making in world cities 

one must turn to discourses that examine social and economic globalization processes and 

that deal with the shift from Fordism to post-Fordism. It is here that one finds discussions 

about the emergence of a new economic order, the attendant contradictions they create, 

')See Hartmann (1996) for my first attempt at dealing with this issue. 



their place-specific expressions, and the opposition they engender. And, it is from these 

discussions that one can begin to develop a nuanced understanding of the various local 

and global forces that are involved in shaping the urban ecology of world cities, including 

the numerous environmental problems they face. Unfortunately, as Kei1(1995:288) points 

out, little has been written on "the relationship between world city formation and urban 

ecology." However, he indicates how such an approach can illuminate our understanding 

of environmental problems. He argues: 

The overall degree of pollution of air, water, and soil in a world city, I 
would argue, has to do with that city's role in the world economy. 
Similarly, how pollution's effects are distributed internally is a function of 
the largely racialized, gendered, and class-based divisions created by world 
city formation. Land use and the cost of growth are equally determined by 
the world city's international role. The construction of a built environment 
for global capital in these cities and the transnational pressures on local 
land use have in most cases exacerbated the stress on residential 
communities, green spaces, and public spaces used by the majority of 
citizens (Keil 1 995:289). 

Through his work on world cities, Keil provides a glimpse of how the politics of 

capitalist restructuring and urbanization intertwine with ecological politics. Political 

struggles around urban environmental issues such as pollution, Keii argues, are driven by, 

and contribute to larger struggles over economic, political and cultural relations. In other 

words, urban ecological politics in the world city is simultaneously about societal 

relations with nature, capitalist urbanization, and fundamental social relations. 



In another piece, Keil once again makes these connections, this time explicitly 

pointing to the important role urban ecological politics, framed as local politics, plays in 

capitalist urbanization and in developing sustainable cities: 

Urban sustainability in the major urban centres of today's world economy 
--world cities or global cities-- is dependent on and a function of two 
interconnected, yet seemingly centrifugal processes: globalization of the 
urban economy, and the fragmentation of the urban social and political 
comrnuni ty... I see urban politics as the place where the nexus of the global 
and local is produced. While rarely beneficial in the current era of 
globalization, the regulation of these relationships through local 
politics ... is the only chance to achieve a measure of sustainability of the 
societal relationships with nature in today's large cities (Keil 1996:37). 

In other words, Keil suggests urban ecological politics is intimately related to decisions 

made by global economic players who are developing new global accumulation strategies 

through global economic restructuring, to various levels of the state as they respond to 

this restructuring, and to the past success of local struggles. 

Identifying this larger content and complexity of urban ecological politics 

provides a different perspective to the insights made by refom eco-urbanists. For 

example, reform eco-urbanists reveal the local-global aspect of urban ecological politics. 

Recall that they simply noted that international state and economic forces are implicated 

in urban-ecological politics. Keil, on the other hand, theorizes how these forces interact. 

Critical eco-urbanists also tell us more about state involvement in these politics. 

For example, Ronneberger and Keil(1993) discuss changes to the municipal state in 

Frankfurt within the context of the rise of green politics and of new regimes of 

accumulation driven by globalization. Previously, the municipal state resolved conflict 



through "corporatist measures and consensus building among the main fordist social 

agents"; now the municipal state must simultaneously negotiate with transnational 

corporations and local opposition in the form of NIMBYism (Ronneberger and Keil 

1993:25-6). This, they argue, forces the "political and administrative class to develop new 

methods to gauge and synthesize moods and mindsets in an incalculable and shifting 

society" (Ronneberger and Keil 1993:26). As a consequence, "meaningfid new political 

spaces for local actors" may develop. 

The processes and contradictions that emanate from urban ecological political 

struggles and globalization are also revealed in the work of Warren Magnusson (1 992; 

1994; 1996). While Magnusson has very little to say directly about urban ecological 

politics, he makes some important points about the role of the local state and social 

movements that are directly relevant to urban-ecological politics. Magnusson (1 992:76) 

also draws direct ties between the municipal state and global capitalism. He also 

implicates the municipal state in perpetuating various forms of oppression (class, cultural, 

gender, environmental) while assisting in capital accumulation. But Magnusson is not 

offering an instrumentalist nor a structuralist perspective of the local state. Rather, he 

notes: 

[municipalities] are, by virtue of their manifold connections to everyday 
life, especially susceptible to the disruptions of social movements that 
challenge hierarchies of identity and the relations of exclusion that mark 
the contemporary world (Magnusson 1992:76). 
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Magnusson illustrates this point and its relevance to urban ecological politics with a 

seemingly unrelated example. In the context of discussing social movements and how 

successful movements simultaneously engage in local and global political struggle, 

Magnusson (199270- 1) recounts the story of how the James Bay Cree defeated Hydro 

Quebec's Great Whale hydro electric project. The Cree aligned themselves with 

environmentalists also concerned with the negative impact the dams would have on 

ecosystems and human inhabitants. Government power to stop the project rests in the 

hands of the Quebec government. At first glance, this seems to be a hybrid of a classic 

wilderness preservation issue and a native rights issue that has nothing to do with urban 

ecological issues nor with municipal governments. 

However, instead of limiting the struggle to the Quebec government, the Cree and 

environmentalists crossed international borders and went to local governments in New 

York State that planned to purchase the power generated at Great Whale. They asked 

municipal governments not to buy power from Hydro Quebec should Great Whale be 

built. In essence, they framed a wilderness conservation issue and a native land claim 

issue as an urban ecological political struggle. 

The James Bay case is a backdrop to Magnusson's main discussion of how 

successful social movements transcend jurisdictional boundaries: that is, they do not 

allow national boundaries and constitutional boundaries in the form of divisions of power 

to define and limit the scope of their campaigns. This point is of great relevance to 

understanding the role of the municipal government in urban ecological politics. First, it 
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confirms how important the municipal government is to these politics and it confirms 

Ronneberger and Keil's (1 993) assertion that the conflicting pressures on it can open up 

critical "political spaces." Second, it also suggests that the global forces acting on local 

government (and more generally the local state) are not just from economic players but 

also from (urban) environmentalists throughout the world. Third, it reveals that coalitions 

of (urban) environmentalists simultaneously engage in a politics from inside and outside 

the boundaries of state-defined sovereignty and constitutional divisions of power. In other 

words, urban ecological politics is also about contesting the power and legitimacy of the 

state in regulating the urban-nature relationship. 

Beyond these insights into the state, Magnussonk work is excellent in revealing 

the spaces of urban ecological politics and urban environmentalists. As noted above, 

reform and critical eco-urbanists identify the global influences acting on local forces and 

on the framing of urban ecoIogica1 issues. Accordingly, a place-specific urban ecological 

struggle may involve actors in spaces and places throughout the globe. Magnusson 

illustrates this point by showing how the Cree and the day-to-day spaces they helped 

create affect urban ecological politics in urban centres in New York State. He also shows 

that the politics in these urban spaces affect the Cree's living spaces. As well, 

Magnusson's case study suggests urban environmentalists can also be found outside urban 

areas. This indicates the complex geography of urban ecological politics and makes clear 

that these politics can be analysed fiom multiple spatial vantage points beyond just the 

urban. 



Magnusson's discussion of the Cree also illustrates a general point made by many 

critical eco-urbanists: there are multiple social actors, aside from urban environmentalists, 

involved in urban ecological politics. For example, Kipfer et al. (1 996) note the 

emergence of 'challenger environmentalisms'such as queer politics, struggles for 

workers'health and safety, movements for women's reproductive rights and 

environmental justice and reveal their links to ecological politics: 

These "challenger environmentalisms" are either novel foms of 
oppositional politics or have recently been recognized as legitimate forms 
of ecological politics. They have reinvented public health and 
distributional justice as intrinsic categories of radical ecological politics. 
They have complemented strategies in defense of non-human natures with 
a politics of the body, a politics which can be placed within the context of 
current time-space restructuring. These environmentalisms have 
"denaturalized" the very discursive reference points for ecological politics 
("nature," "environment," "ecology") and problematized strategic silences 
in standard narratives of (North American) ecologisml environmentalism 
as the prese~ation/conservation of wilderness ( ' p f e r  et al. 1996: 14). 

They then note that "[mlany of these 'challenger environmentalisms' are urban-based and, 

more importantly, implicated in the production of urban space" Wpfer et al. 1996: 14). 

In their work on the political economy of place, Logan and Molotch (1 987) argue 

that working class people are also actively involved in urban ecological politics, thus 

challenging the notion that the environmental movement is composed of just the middle 

class. Noting that workers are engaged in environmental politics because they benefit 

most fiom environmental protection, they write: 

Environmental protection directly and immediately benefits the poor. The 
poor live adjacent to the worst sources of industrial pollution ... When 
hillside houses &e built for the rich without adequate drainage, working- 



class people's homes are flooded on the flatlands below (Logan and 
Molotch l987:22O). 

This, of course, does not mean all members of the working class favour environmental 

protection or are active in urban ecological politics. What is important about recognizing 

the class positions of those fighting for environmental protection is that it helps illuminate 

the diverse nature of the environmental movement and some of the tensions this creates. 

Jennifer Wolch (1 W6:45) reveals a hrther dimension to this diversity in her 

discussions about the rise in the number of urban grassroots struggles related to urban 

wildlife protection. She wonders whether these struggles are "linked organizationally 

either to larger-scale environmental activism or green politics, or traditional national 

animal welfare organizations," and notes that the limited information on such struggles 

suggests they cause deep divisions between "environmentalism and the animal welfare 

establishment" (Wolch 1996:45). This division, she argues, mirrors "the broader political 

splits between mainstream environmentalism and the environmental justice movement, 

between animal rights organizations and environmentalists, and between groups with 

animal rights versus animal welfare orientations" (Wolch 1 996:46). 

Critical eco-urbanists suggest that urban ecological politics involves a complex 

mix of various social groups who enter these politics fkom quite different stances and 

with quite complex motivations. However, amidst all this difference and divergence is a 

central unity in challenging existing urban processes, mostly shaped by capitalist 

urbanization. Logan and Molotch (1 987:2 15) frame this aspect of the struggle as a belief 
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in wanting to "preserve use values at the expense, if need be, of rents and profits." The 

works of Kipfer et al., Keil, Wolch and Jahn also suggest there is unity in challenging 

existing relations with 'nature'. 

3.6 Conclusion 

Critical eco-urbanists provide perhaps the most complex understanding of the 

urban-nature relationship, the subject matter at the heart of urban ecological politics. Like 

eco-planners, they acknowledge the myriad ecological relations and non-human entities 

involved in this relationship. Like reform eco-urbanists, they predominantly focus on the 

social relations and the various human agents that shape the urban-nature relationship. 

However, unlike both eco-pIanners and reform eco-urbanists, critical eco-urbanists 

provide a much more sophisticated understanding of these social relations. Key to this 

more complex understanding is integrating the spatialization of capitalist production and 

the struggles it produces into the analysis. That is, they argue the accumulation of capital 

creates relations, spaces and practices that have a major impact on the urban-nature 

relationship. Urban ecological political struggle result as competing social interests 

contest the form this relationship takes. This is in contrast to eco-planners who look to 

faulty urban design or reform eco-urbanists who look to inappropriate economic and 

government policies for explanation. 

As I indicated in this chapter, there is still much work to be done to explain 

exactly how capitalist urbanization leads to urban ecologicaI struggle. Why certain social 
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actors challenge the existing urban-nature relationship(s) and how this challenge is related 

to capitalist urbanization require further elaboration. To accomplish this we must first 

explore an area into which critical eco-urbanists have only briefly ventured: the role 

natural processes play in shaping the urban-nature relationship and capitalist urbanization. 

Such an exploration will help outline the contradictions between natural processes and 

capitalist urbanization and enable us to eventually answer why it appears that capitalist 

urbanization results in social actors engaging in urban ecological politics. 



CHAPTER 4 

THE SOCIETAL RELATIONSHIP WTH NA TURE: 

BRINGING NATURE BACK IN 

Exploring how natural processes affect the urban-nature relationship leads one to 

broader theoretical concerns about the societal relationship with nature. What is nature? 

How is it different fiom society? Is nature a subject in human history? Or is human 

history the producer of nature? Since these are fundamental philosophical questions, they 

have received much attention fiom a wide variety of scholars in both the natural and 

social sciences. In order to focus the discussion and arrive at some tentative answers, I 

limit myself to examining the ideas of a select number of critical scholars whose works 

have an affinity with the critical political economy approach that underpins this 

dissertation. 

My goal is to provide a critical examination of how these scholars integrate 

natural processes into their discussions of the societal relationship with nature. This 

examination will reveal the complexity of the relations being described and the 

difficulties in conceptualizing them. The second part of the chapter uses the lessons 

learned fiom this review to further develop the relational approach advanced by David 

Harvey (1 993; 1996). As I will show, such an approach leads to a clearer discussion of 

the societal relationship with nature by shifting the analytical focus away fiom the 

contestable objects 'nature'and 'society' and towards understanding the myriad social and 

ecological relations that shape reality. This, in turn, enables us to discuss in subsequent 



chapters how ecological relations --rather than some ill-defined object called nature-- 

interact with capitalist urbanization, help shape urban space and lead to urban ecological 

politics. 

4.1 Critical Conceptualizations of the Societal Relationship With Nature 

Critical discussions about nature and society have mushroomed over the past two 

decades. Focusing on theoretical, strategic and policy questions these exchanges have 

spawned the hyphenated schools of eco-Marxism, eco-socialism, and eco-feminism. 

While there are important differences between the theoretical views of these schools, 

what is perhaps most striking is their agreement that nature and society are anything but 

separate. This common stance is a response and fundamental challenge to dominant ways 

of thinking about nature as separate fiom society.' It confronts those that claim they can 

produce knowledge about nature that is somehow immune fiom social influence and that 

'nature' is immune fiom social practices. 

This stance flows fiom two indisputable facts stressed by critical writers and 

confinned by critical eco-urbanists. First, all knowledge of nature is heavily influenced by 

the social context within which it is developed. The concepts and language we use to 

describe nature are the product of complex social relations that develop specific --and 

changing- meanings and theories about name (Worster 1 985, Merchant 1 990, Wilson 

'For a selection of excellent reviews and critiques of these dominant views, see 
Worster (1 985), Merchant (l990), and Harvey (1 996). 
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1992). Not only does this fact delegitimize dominant perspectives that claim an 

'objective'view of nature, it recasts these pronouncements as part of the ideological 

struggle over meaning formation, an important moment in the social processes that shape 

ecological politics. Second, there is indisputable evidence that social processes are 

responsible for habitat destruction, global climate change, ozone layer depletion and 

poll~tion.~ Indeed, biotechnology and its goal to reshape 'nature' at a genetic level to meet 

particular social interests makes it impossible to ignore how fundamentally intertwined 

nature and society have become? In light of this sort of compelling evidence, critical 

writers are correct in effectively discarding the assumption that nature and society are 

somehow separate and replacing it with one that assumes intimate linkages. 

This critical stance towards the 'nature-society'relationship has borne much 

theoretical h i t .  It provides a means of connecting diverse theoretical traditions as well as 

disciplines by, for example, uniting discourse analysis, critiques of science and radical 

political economy. I now want to focus on a subset of these writings, specifically scholars 

who adopt a socialist or Marxist political economy perspective. The reason for this tight 

focus is their affinity to critical eco-urbanists. 

'The widely accepted Bruntland Commission Report, Our Common F u a  spells 
out many of these problems. 

'From a Canadian perspective, see Mausberg et al. (1995) for an overview of the 
biotechnology sector and the interests it promotes. 



Internationally, socialist scholars have explored the societal relationship with 

nature in some detail, most often in the journals Eaviro- D: Society 

Space, A&podc and Cat>itallsm. Nature Soc i&m 
. . 

.4 One of the most important 

thinkers in this field is Neil Smith, a prominent radical geographer who has developed 

what has become known as the social production of nature thesis. In his work Uneven 

Develment:  Nature. C w  the Production of S e  (1 984), Smith argues that 

production for exchange value has so fundamentally altered our relationship with nature 

that one can now say nature is a social product. For example, Neil Smith writes that 

Yellowstone and Yosemite Parks are not natural: 

These are [socially] produced parks in every conceivable sense. From the 
management of wildlife to the alteration of the landscape by human 
occupancy, the material environment bears the stamp of human labour; 
fiom the beauty salons to the restaurants, and fiom the camper parks to the 
Yogi Bear postcards, Yosemite and Yellowstone are neatly packaged 
cultural experiences of environment on which substantial profits are 
recorded each year (Smith 1 984: 57). 

According to Smith, there is no nature (understood as objects not affected by social 

practices) because capitalist relations have led to everything being affected by social 

practices. Nonetheless, he relies on the concept of nature and qualifies it with the 

adjectives first and second nature: 

4Within Canada, critical political economists scholars have just begun to address 
these issues. ?'heir focus is mostly on the links between environmental and class politics 
and how Canada's specific place in the international political economy affects these 
politics. Unfortunately, there is no concerted theoretical treatment of the societal 
relationship with nature beyond generalizations that capitalism is hannfbl to the 
environment. See Adkin (1994) for a literature review. 



Once the relation with nature is determined by the logic of exchange value, 
and first nature is produced from witbin and as part of second nature, first 
and second nature are themselves redefined. With production for 
exchange, the difference between fmt  and second nature is simply the 
difference between the non-hwnan and the humanly created worlds. This 
distinction ceases to have real meaning once the first nature too is 
produced. Rather, the distinction is now between a first nature that is 
concrete and material, the nature of use values in general, and a second 
nature which is abstract, and derivative of the abstraction fiom use-value 
that is inherent in exchange-value (Smith 1984:54-5). 

Here, first nature refers to materials, objects, resources that have use-value; second nature 

refers to the outcome of mixing labour with these materials in a way that produces 

exchange value. 

Unlike traditional definitions of first and second nature, what differentiates them 

is not the absence of human labour but the type of value inherent in "nature".' Nature, 

unmodified, simply signifies matter and objects. From an ontological perspective, this 

means there is no longer a nature independent of humans. As well, it suggests the society- 

nature relation is just short-hand for a specific type of social relation. 

In this context, Smith (1 984:58-9) alludes to non-social forces such as the laws of 

gravity and physics. For instance, he states: 

The same piece of matter exists simultaneousiy in both natures; as physical 
commodity subject to the laws of gravity and physics it exists in the first 
nature, but as exchange-value subject to the laws of the market, it travels 

'Generally, first nature refers to everything that is separate from humans and 
second nature refers to that which humans have affected. See Bookchin (1 990:41-3) who 
argues this distinction can be traced back to Cicero while Smith (1990: 19) refers to 
Hegel. 



into second nature. Human labour produces the first nature, human 
relations produce the second (Smith 198455). 

Laws of gravity and physics are not considered part of nature as social forces; their effects 

on social forces are not explored in any depth. Smith's usage of the categories nature and 

society thus leads to a truncated examination of the relationship amongst human and non- 

human processes. By defining nature in use and exchange value terms and excluding non- 

social forces such as gravity fiom this definition, we get a discussion that begins and ends 

with human social relations. 

Another prominent example of this approach is found in an important article by 

Margaret FitzSimmons (1 989b). Her interest is in understanding why radical geographers 

have yet to come to grips with nature. Put simply, she argues that Enlightenment thinking 

and urban living contributed to a view of nature as external to society. Highlighting the 

ideological content and purpose of this view, she argues the ontological position held by 

this view of nature has seeped its way into epistemology; academia and particular 

disciplines, such as geography, split knowledge production along the divide between 

society and nature. In response and in order to undermine this view, FitzSimmons 

(1 989b: 1 16) makes an urgent call for a concerted exploration of the social production of 

nature. Undertaking such an exploration would involve the following: 

Set aside the conception of nature as external, as primordial, as historically 
prior to the development of humans and human society. Try to see Nature, 
like History, Geography, and Space, as material, practical and conceptual 
reconstitution and reification of what are essentially social relationships 
(FitzSimmons 19898: 108) [emphasis added]. 
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She is not arguing that there is a social component the production of nature, but rather 

that it is purely a social affair. FitzSimmons then asserts why it is important to explore 

this social production: 

[IJf we do not critically engage the Nature that capitalism constructs, 
which is as much a social product of capitalist production, organization 
and technology as is class exploitation, we may accept forms of socialism 
which simply repeat this Nature under alternative foms of social 
domination (FitzSimrnons 1989b: 1 1 7). 

The piece was an important wake-up call to radical geographers and urbanists who have 

generally ignored nature in their work! Yet what is striking in her call is that there is no 

mention of non-human entities: animals, climate, ecosystems and all the relations they 

embody are not considered. 

Smith and FitzSimmons both choose to explore nature only as a human (social) 

product. Such an exercise is useful in countering those dominant ideologies of nature that 

deny any aspect of the social production of nature. However, by ignoring all the non- 

human phenomena also involved in the production of nature, these authors provide a 

truncated and wanting examination of the societal relationship with nature. 

Within the last ten years, however, a number of other radical and Marxist scholars 

have developed more comprehensive approaches that consider 'nature' as both a social 

and non-social product. They take non-human phenomena and their impact on people as 

an independent process partly outside human determination. One approach pursued by 

6The emergence of critical eco-urbanists shows that her call has been heeded, 
although not quite in the way she suggested. 



Elrnar Alwater (1 993) and Martin OConnor (1 989) focuses on how the laws of 

thermodynamics affect production, Altvater (1 993: l98), for example, argues 

"[t]hennodynamic laws are ... independent 'iron'conditions of the interchange or --to use 

Marx's metaphor-- 'metabolism'between labour and nature." In other words, 

thermodynamic laws are processes independent of human control and therefore shape 

every human action. Martin Oronnor (1989:41-7) makes a similar point in his critique of 

those who argue science gives us control over nature. He argues thermodynamic theory 

shows how little control humans actually have over nature and points to pollution and the 

numerous other unintended outcomes of production as proof. 

From a different vantage point, Ted Benton considers how a whole number of 

natural processes affect people. He examines the natural limits debate and how "naturally 

given organic mechanisms" influence agricultural production (Benton 1989:67). In a 1993 

book he argues humans, like animals, are natural beings affected by natural processes: 

As natural beings there are three interconnected features which humans 
share with other living beings. First, they have natural needs whose objects 
lie outside themselves, independent of them. All living things, for 
example, have nutritional needs. The objects of these needs --foodstuffs-- 
exist independently of them. Second, a11 living beings have natural powers 
which enable them to satis@ these needs, and natural tendencies 
('instincts ') to exercise them. Third, this need-satis fying activity in relation 
to external objects is essential to the 'confirmation'or 'manifestation' of 
the essential powers of the species (Benton 1993:46). 

Benton's naturalist approach makes nature a constituent part of humans and an active 

player in shaping human social relations. 



In a similar vein, Enrique Leff (1 995) provides a more focused account of how 

ecological factors intertwine with humans, specifically looking at capitalist forces and 

relations of production. He writes: 

[TJhe natural productivity of resources is not a growing b c t i o n  of 
technological progress, as in the case of industry, and is, rather, subject to 
certain uncontrollable phenomena that augment or diminish 
production.. . the functional structure of ecosystems, insofar as they 
determine the productivity of natural resources, affects the conditions of 
production of value and surplus value (Leff 1995:2 1 ). 

Indeed, he states ecosystems affect value production in other ways too: "Natural processes 

also affect the production of value and surplus value when they limit or extend the 

availability, the preservation, and the reproduction of natural resources --thereby 

imposing 'natural'conditions on capita1 accumulation" (Leff 1995:23). Leff is in no way 

advocating environmental determinism, as he makes clear when he argues that ecological 

processes are overdetermined by social, economic and cultural processes (Leff 1995: 17). 

One of the most comprehensive treatments of how natural processes or ecological 

factors affect and interact with society is found in the work of Luke Martell (1 994). 

Building on Dunlap and Catton's (1 978) notion of the ecological complex,' Martell 

'The 'ecological complex' is a way of conceptualizing the links between nature 
and society. Dunlap and Catton contend four general factors --population, organization, 
environment and technology-- are intimately interconnected: "All these factors together 
form a dynamic, processual, flowing complex. The factors constantly interact dialectically 
back and forth upon each other --environment influencing technology, technology in turn 
influencing environment and factors such as culture and social structure being influenced 
by them and so on - the whole complex and its parts constantly shifting and changing in 
character" (Dunlap and Catton 1 978: 1 68). 



proceeds with a critique of an approach he calls social constructionism, focusing 

specifically on the work of Keith Tester. Similar in many ways to the social construction 

of nature approach adopted by Smith and FitzSimmons, Martell points out how Tester 

denies that: 

... in the relationship between human societies and nature, the 'natural'has 
independent objective properties or causal powers. [Tester's] argument is 
that nature is socially constructed and does not have a being independent 
of its social construction. The status of nature in the nature-society 
relationship is less that of an objective independent entity with powers in 
its own right and more of an entity which is a product of the social world 
(Martell 1994: 172). 

The most interesting critique Martell levels against Tester is epistemological and suggests 

Martell's critical realist roots. Martell argues that: 

How we understand and classify the non-human world partly depends on 
the systems of social classification we have on hand. However, these 
attach to properties in the real world and cannot classify it any old way. 
They are, in part, constrained by independent objective realities which 
cannot be stretched to fit any categories, and the nature of which constrain 
what discourse can say about them. (Martell 1994: 174) 

Martell's discussion then proceeds to an examination of critical realism, specifically as 

found in the works of Benton and Dickens (1992). He notes how Dickens argues that "the 

relations between an organism and its environment need to be seen as dialectical or 

mutually dependent and constitutive" (Mart ell 1 994: 1 77). Furthermore: 

... for Dickens it is not enough for this conception to be dialectical. It must 
also be realist. This involves an idea of there being real independent 
generative structures which underlie manifest phenomena. Both organisms 
and the environment have latent potentialities, powers or capacities which 
are objective ahd independent of social processes and can be realized. Yet 
whether or how they are realized depends on existing circumstances. They 



do not just spring out fiom their latent potential but are mediated through 
contingent relations and processes (Martell 1994: 178). 

Martell then outlines the epistemology of critical realism that relies on the stratification of 

knowledge: that is, differentiating between obsemable factors, contextually specific 

factors and objective powers of objects (Martell 1994: 179). 

Like the thermodynamic approach of M. OConnor and Altvater, as well as the 

natural or ecological processes approach by Benton and Leff, Martell's approach produces 

a perspective on the society-nature relationship that acknowledges the important role of 

nature in this relationship. It also reminds us of the epistemological limitations that are 

always confronted in understanding this relationship. 

Collectively, the authors reviewed above take important steps that advance the 

critical analysis of the nature-society relationship beyond the restricted perspectives 

offered by the social production of nature approach. They take seriously non-human 

processes and actors and begin to theorize what impact they have on social processes. 

This analysis builds on David Harvey's position, noted in the last chapter, that: "Human 

beings, like all other organisms, are 'active subjects transforming nature according to its 

laws' and are always in the course of adapting to the ecosystems they themselves 

construct" (Harvey 1996: 186). It is this position that allows Harvey (1 993:28) to write 

that "there is in the final analysis nothing unnatural about New York City." 

While such a position seems to contradict Neil Smith's (1 984:57) assertion that 

Yellowstone and Yosemite Parks are socially produced, in reality it is another way of 



problematizing, as Smith does, the issue of what constitutes nature and society. As 

Harvey notes "[ilt is, in practice, hard to see where 'society'begins and 'nature'ends (try 

looking around you and figuring out where the boundary lies)" (Harvey 1 993:3 3). This 

raises a fimdamental question: if it is problematic to differentiate nature from society, 

how does one know whether nature affects society or when society affects nature? In 

short, how does one discuss the contents of the societal relationship with nature without 

falling into the difficult task of defining and differentiating nature and society? 

4.2 A Relational Approach 

A useful way of thinking about the societal relationship with nature that 

incorporates the best features of the literature reviewed above and avoids the pitfalls I 

have identified above is suggested by the dialectical approach developed by Harvey 

(1 993, 1996). As Harvey (1 993:32-3) notes, thinking about nature and society as things 

reflects a Cartesian system of thought that prioritizes things over relations and parts over 

wholes. Furthermore, it perceives relations as separable fiorn the things that are in 

relation. This leads to thinking about society and nature as separate entities that somehow 

interact, the pillar of dominant modernist thinking, and Harvey (1 993 :33) notes, of much 

radical thinking. 

Harvey (1 993, 1996) proposes, in contrast, the adoption of a dialectical approach, 

premised on a relational ontology. It is worth outlining some of the propositions of this 

approach: 



1. Dialectical thinking emphasizes the understanding of processes, flows, fluxes 
and relations over the analysis of elements, things, structures and organised 
systems ... There is a deep ontological principle involved here, for dialecticians in 
effect hold that elements, things, structures and systems do not exist outside of or 
prior to the processes, flows, and relations that create, sustain, or undermine them; 

4. 'Things'are always assumed 'to be internally heterogenous ... at every level'; 

5. Space and time are neither absolute nor external to processes but are contingent 
and contained within them. There are multiple spaces and times (and space-times) 
implicated in different physical, biological and social processes. The latter ail 
produce.,. their own forms of space and time; 

6. Parts and wholes are mutually constitutive of each other; 

7. The interdigitation of parts and wholes entails 'the interchangeability of subject 
and object, of cause and effect'; 

8. Transformative behaviour -'creativity'- arises out of the contradictions which 
attach both to the internalised heterogeneity of 'tbings'and out of the more 
obvious heterogeneity present within systems; 

9. 'Change is characteristic of all systems and aspects of all systerns'(Harvey 
1996: 49-55). 

Let me go back to the first proposition. It states one cannot understand things outside the 

relations of which they are a part. What this means is that the characteristics of 'things'do 

not exist independent of the relations of which they are a part. Put differently, it is 

through relations that things are formed. Following Ollman (1 97 1 : 1 5- I 6) I use relations 

in two ways8: "first, to refer to the factor [entity or thing] itself, as when I call capital a 

relation, and also as a synonym of 'connection', as in speaking of the relation between 

different factors." As Ollman further notes, the first meaning (which he conveys by 

'Harvey (1993) cites Ollmank work on dialectics frequently. 



capitalizing the word relation) is similar to the concepts of structure, unit and system. 

However, he does not use these terms because: 

[they] suggest a closed, finished character which is belied by Marx's 
treatment of real social factors. [Capitalized] 'Relation'appeals to me, as it 
must have to [Marx], as the concept which is better adapted to take 
account of the changes and uncertainties that constitute so large a part of 
social life (Ollman 197 1 : 16). 

Further, he notes, "To conceive of things as Relations is simply to interiorize this 

interdependence [with other things] --as we have seen Marx do with social factors-- in the 

thing itself' (Ollman I971 :27-8). Let me concretize this by examining a person as a 

product of relations and thus a Relation. The connections I have with other people 

through my place in the economy, the social attributes that go with my sex, and my 

particular daily practices and preference shape who I am. In other words, I am a Relation 

in the sense that I embody myriad social relations, such as class, gender and culture, with 

other people. At the same time I am also in relation with others and thus contribute to 

their formation. Generalizing again, one can argue that understanding me requires seeing 

me as both a product and producer of social relations, and so any investigation of me 

should focus on the social relations of which I am a part. 

Generalizing further one can argue that all .'things9are both a Relation and in a 

relation: genes, micro-organisms, animals, hurricanes, flowers, tectonic plates, and 

humans all qualify. As Harvey (1996) notes in point four of his dialectical approach, each 

of these 'things'can simultaneously be broken down into constituent parts and are part of 

larger 'things'. This means the relations, things and levels I choose to analyse become "a 



major strategic consideration in the development of concepts, abstractions, and theories" 

(Harvey I996:S). 

Thus far I have only referred to social relations in my discussion. To most social 

theorists, social relations refer to the myriad relations amongst humans. These reIations 

not only produce people but 'things' like capital, embodied as money, machinery and 

electronic signals travelling through cyberspace. And, as Smith (1 984) notes, social 

relations also produce things we call nature such as Yellowstone park? 

Yet social relations are not the only relations people are involved in. What about 

the relation between my lungs and the air around me? Or, the relation between my 

stomach and the food I put into it? How about the relation between my genes and my 

consciousness when I am in the midst of an asthma attack? Going beyond people and 

animals, consider the relation a tree has with the micro-organisms in the soil and the sun. 

What about the relation between the earth's crust and the magma fiom the earth's core? 

All these 'things' --be they living or inanimate-- are also Relations and in relation. Just as 

I am a product of --and producer of-- social relations, the soil is a product of --and 

producer of-- other relations. One can call these non-social relations ecological relations. 

They differ fiom social relations in that they describe processes, flows, and events that 

v e t ,  as theorists such as Haraway (1 99 1 : 15 1-2) suggest, animals, Iike humans, 
have "language, tool use, social behaviour and [have] mental events." Can we not, then, 
argue that animals constitute and are constituted by social relations? Of course, they 
obviously have social relations that differ fiom humans, but this is only a difference in 
quality, not type. Thus, when we speak of social relations perhaps we should no longer 
limit ourselves to human 'things'. 



only deal with the physical (re)production of 'things'. More specifically, ecological 

relations refer to the physical relations that involve the transference of material and 

energy and that help constitute and are constituted by living and non-living things. 

Traditionally, ecologists, biologists and other practitioners of the natural sciences have 

examined these relations, although usually not from the relational perspective I am 

using. lo 

Another set of relations that many 'things' are part of are with non-corporeal 

'things' such as radio waves, climate, radiation and so forth. For example, I am in relation 

with radio waves, many harnessed by social relations, that have a significant influence on 

me by transmitting information and entertainment to and from me. Haraway ( I  99 1 : 153) 

alludes to these relations in her description of machines as being "made of sunshine: they 

are all light and clean because they are nothing but signals, electromagnetic waves, a 

section of the spectrum ..." Animals such as bats also produce and are in relation with 

non-corporeal waves that help them survive. As well, bats and I are both influenced by a 

non-corporeal climate humans describe using phrases such as wind, air pressure, and 

temperature. For simplicity, let me call all the relations that constitute and are constituted 

by material and non-material things corporeal relations. 

This relational ontology suggests not only that we must consider all things or 

entities as products of and producers of myriad relations but that there are many different 

?Exceptions include the work of Levins and Lewontin (1985) and other people 
mentioned by Dickens (1 992) in chapter 4. I 



types of relations and Relations. As I have noted, I am a product and producer of social, 

ecological and corporeal relations. So are other people and certain animals. While not 

every 'thing'helps constitute social relations, every thing is involved in ecological and 

corporeal relations of some sort; and in the late 20th Cenhuy, every 'thing'is probably 

affected by social relations by being in some sort of ecological relation with people. 

Choosing to limit my categorization of relations to three is a result of my 

particular way of thinking and goals and in no way precludes further divisions or even 

different classifications based on different criteria (see Harvey's point four)." This variety 

in possible relational typologies should make it clear that what is being given ontological 

status is not my typology but the relations the typology differentiates. However, following 

Martell (1994), I submit any categories should be based on perceived differences we find 

in material objective reality.12 

Using these three categories and the relational approach that informs them to 

describe the societal relationship with nature has many advantages. First, it makes it 

impossible to speak of people being separate from animals or climate because these 

'things'are all in relation with each other and embody these relations in their very being. 

"This classification is, of course, also a product of a long epistemological history 
that uses humans and their traits as a point of reference and departure. 

12Martell (1 994: 175) makes this point when describing how we classify fish. He 
notes: "Our categorization of fish as scaly creatures depends on having social categories 
of scaliness but also the material objective reality of their being entities with scales. We 
can only categorize them as scaly because they have scales and we could not categorize 
them as not scaly because they do have scales." 
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Second, unlike the social production of nature approach, this perspective acknowledges 

the role non-social relations and 'things'play in the constitution of reality. Third, it means 

phenomena reveal themselves through the relations they are part of and embody, not by 

being assigned the label of natural or social. 

Let me once again concretize this for further clarity. Let me begin with a tree 

found in a tree farm. The social production of nature approach would see this tree as a 

social product, referring to the worker who planted the tree, the manufactured herbicides 

and pesticides sprayed on it and all the other labour practices that went into its 

development as evidence. However, a writer such as Benton might point to naturally- 

given organic mechanisms in his description, thus raising the issue of what constitutes a 

natural mechanism. On the other hand, a relational approach would see the tree as a 

Relation and ask, what relations is the tree in? Obviously, it is in relation with the sun, the 

product of this relation being the tree itself as it turns solar energy into organic matter 

through photosynthesis. The tree is also in relation with the soil --and all the micro- 

organisms in it-- that help it ingest nutrients. The tree is in relation with the climate when 

taking in water from rain, when growing in response to wind conditions, and when 

turning carbon dioxide into oxygen. And, the tree is in relation to people who planted it 

and who affect its growth through human activity such as the application of various 

chemicals. It is these various ecological relations --and many more- that form the tree 

and make it a Relation. Simultaneously, the tree in relation with the sun, soil, climate and 

people also help constitute many of these other 'things'. 



The tree's relations with humans can be further analysed and we see that the 

human activity that is part of this relation is itself a product of social relations, such as 

class, gender and culture. The tree planter may work for a large multinational forestry 

company that has trained her to plant trees in a particular fashion. The pilot that sprays 

herbicides and pesticides on the tree is also part of a large international division of labour 

that has produced the plane she flies and the chemicals used as a means to accumulate 

capital. And, the tree is affected by the social actions and relations of people in far off 

locations whose decisions may have led to acid rain, soil contamination, and global 

warming, which will all affect the tree's development. 

However, the tree also affects the people it is in relation with. The tree planter 

may have shown extra care for the tree because of some characteristic that appealed to 

some culturally-defined aesthetic. As it matures, its ability to turn carbon dioxide into 

oxygen may help moderate the carbon dioxide levels in the atmosphere thus helping 

humans trying to reduce these levels. The organic matter it creates as wood provides a 

lumber product with characteristics that a carpenter will take into account when deciding 

how to use it. 

With the relational approach, we can see the tree in a much expanded fashion. 

Depending on our scale of analysis, we can see the global relations and processes that 

help form the tree as well as the location-specific relations. We acknowledge the myriad 

'things' that are in relation with the tree and that help make the tree a Relation. 

Simultaneously, we see the role the tree plays through its relations in helping form other 
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'things.'The problems of differentiating what processes that shape the tree are part of an 

ontological separate nature or society are avoided and replaced by a quest for 

understanding the myriad relations of which the tree is a part. 

Categorizing these relations as ecological, social and corporeal relations acts as a 

checklist of sorts for researchers exploring the phenomena or 'things' found in the late 

20th Century. It reminds us of the diversity of relations that help constitute material and 

social realities and it cautions us that research or theories which ignore any of these 

categories will be limited in scope. 

Let me now turn to developing this relational approach in a manner that serves the 

particular task at hand, understanding urban ecological politics. First, I want to return to 

Harvey's dialectical method and work through some of the general implications suggested 

by this approach, in light of the relational approach just presented. 

As noted above, Harvey (1 996:S) argues that "[s]pace and time are neither 

absolute nor external to processes but are contingent and contained within them." Put 

differently, space and time are a product of relations and Relations. From within Marxist 

urban theory, this idea has been explored extensively in the works of H ~ M  Lefebvre, 

Harvey, and, more recently, Edward Soja who examine how capitalist social relations 

produce very distinctive spaces and histories. Indeed, Soja (1989:Bl) has taken this idea 

one step firher and argued that space, manifest in the built environment and more 

generally the layout of physical 'things,'also affects social relations. He calls this the 

socio-spatial dialectic. 



If people engaged in capitalist social relations create a particular space and time, 

then what about the ecological, social and corporeal relations other 'things' are engaged 

in? How about the ecological relations of which people are a part? Can one not conclude 

that these relations also produce time and space and that these particular histories and 

geographies act back on the Relations that created them in the first place? I would argue 

yes to both questions. 

The work of biologists Richard Levins and Richard Lewontin (1 985) provides an 

excellent example of the mechanism outlined in Soja's socio-spatial dialectic operating 

amongst animals. They argue organisms are in a dynamic relation with their environment 

so that organisms make their environment just as the environment makes organisms: 

The activity of all living fonns transforms the external world in ways that 
both promote and inhibit the life of organisms. Nest building, trail and 
boundary marking, the creation of entire habitats, as in the dam building of 
beavers, all increase the possibilities of life for their creators. On the other 
hand, the universal character of organisms is that their increase in numbers 
is self-limited, because they use up food and space resources. In this way 
the environment is a product of the organism, just as the organism is a 
product of the environment (Levins and Lewontin l985:69). 

A number of points arise fkom this. First, the spaces and histories produced by non- 

human entities cannot be understood simply as products of (capitalist) social relations, as 

the social production of nature approach argues. Although particular social relations 

obviously affect them, ecological relations and corporeal relations are also part of the 

generative process of animals. If one follows a Darwinian approach, then one could argue 
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that the necessity to reproduce biologically --not the accumulation of capital-- shapes the 

ecological relations of non-human entities. 

By the late 20th Century, it has become difficult to find non-human entities 

unaffected by or not in some relation with people. Thus, the social relations of people as 

well as the histories and spaces they produce also affect non-human entities. However, 

not all social relations are capitalist social relations. People often engage in activities, 

processes, and relations that do not assist in the accumulation of capital through surplus 

value extraction. Moreover, their motivations may be in opposition to capitalist relations 

by promoting relations that maximize use value. 

By just looking at ecological and social relations, we can say that the spaces and 

histories of non-human entities are a product of distinct types of ecological and social 

relations. Moreover, the actual form taken by these spaces and histories varies, depending 

on the strength of particular types of social relations and depending on the unique 

ecological relations amongst non-human entities. 

Second, if animals --to use one example-- help make their own geography and 

history as part of their relations with each other and humans, then perhaps humans make 

their own geography and history in relation to animals. Put differently, not just our 

various social relations but also our ecological relations with non-human entities help 

construct human geography and history. Obviously, not all relations and entities exhibit 

the same influence on geography and history. While everything may be related to 

everything else, it would be silly to argue that the central business district of Toronto was 
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as much a product of relations amongst micro-organisms in Australia as class relations in 

Canada. This means that in particular histories/spaces certain relations and conditions are 

more important than others. Understanding why this is the case is the goal of research and 

requires an appreciation of the myriad relations involved, the differing goals and powers 

of the relevant entities and how this creates a variety of histories and geographies. 

This brings us to two more important points in Harvey's dialectical approach. 

Point 8 states that "[tJransformative behaviour ... arises out of the contradictions which 

attach both to the internalised, heterogeneity of 'things'and out of the more obvious 

heterogeneity present within systems" (Harvey 1 996:54). Point 9 states change "is a 

characteristic of all systems and all aspects of all systems" (Harvey 1996:54-5). Through 

these points Harvey gives a reason for why history and geography are so dynamic: a thing 

changes and transforms because the relations it is part of can be both contradictory and 

complementary. 

Above, I alluded to conflicts that exist in social relations. For example, Toronto 

residents who are concerned with preserving use value in the form of a livable 

neighbowhood may be in a conflictual relation with developers wanting to maximize 

exchange value through the constructiun of high-rise condominiums. With regard to 

economic relations, as Man's concep!ion of capital suggests, people trying to (relproduce 

relations that maximize exchange value may create contradictions (in the form of class 

conflict and the built environment) that undennine the reproduction of these relations. 



Within the realm of non-human entities, a particular animal engaged in its 

physical reproduction may be in relations that are destructive to its habitat and therefore 

eventually harm its reproduction. Conversely, animals and people may be engaged in 

social and ecological relations that are complementary in the sense that they assist in the 

reproduction of all life forms. 

There are countless combinations of social and ecological relations that produce 

an equally countless number of contradictory and complementary tendencies that 

differentially affect the reproduction of various entities. However, certain ones have been 

perceived and explored in some detail and show how particular relations produce specific 

histories and geographies. Within the eco-socialist literature, one finds much written 

about the interplay of ecological relations and capitalist social relations in discussions of 

natural limits and how destructive capitalist relations are to the environment (e.g. 

OConnor 1988, Benton 1989, Leff 1992, Altvater 1993, M. OConnor 1994). 

Adapting a dialectical approach to this literature suggests there is a fundamental 

contradiction between (re)producing capitalist social relations and increasingly diverse 

ecological relations; that is, ecological relations that over time become more complex and 

lead to more diverse life forms. More specifically, capitalist socia1 relations may we11 

destroy the conditions necessary for these diverse ecological relations to reproduce. But 

the contradiction is still deeper. The very ecological relations undemined by the 

reproduction of capitalist social relations are necessay for capitalist reproduction since 

these ecological relations help produce the 'raw materials'used in capitalist production. I 



will return to this contradiction, which James OComor (1988) first identified as the 

Second Contradiction of Capital, in the next chapter and explore it in more detail. 

However, the main point is that this contradiction, as it plays out spatially and temporally, 

suggests there is constant change and transformation in the relations and entities that exist 

on the earth. 

This raises the outstanding issues of agency and causality. I want to quote point 

seven of Harvey'dialectical approach in some detail because it holds important insights 

about these issues: 

The interdigitation of parts and wholes entails 'the interchangeability of 
subject and object, of cause and effect" ... Organisms, for example, have to 
be looked at as both the subjects and objects of evolution in exactly the 
same way that individuals have to be considered as both subjects and 
objects of processes of social change. The reversibility of cause and effect 
renders causally specific models (even when endowed with feedback 
loops) inappropriate. Precisely by virtue of its embeddedness in and 
representation of the flow of continuous processes, dialectics makes 
limited appeal to cause and effect argument and then only as a particular 
limited case (Harvey l996:M). 

Above I alluded to how various entities understood as Relations and- in relation are both 

subjects and objects, depending on whether they produce time and space or are part of the 

conditions which allow other entities to produce time and space. I want to expand on the 

implications of this, especially with regards to social theory. 

Non-human entities are active in producing both their own history and geography 

as well as human history and geography. This makes it impossible to consider them as 

passive objects or matter (often referred to as natural resources) or social products, two 
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perspectives shared by many writers, including radical ones. l 3  Yet thinking of non-human 

entities as active 'subjects'in human history goes against much fundamental thinking in 

social theory because only humans are bestowed the role of subjects of history since 

humans are the only ones considered as making history and geography through our ability 

to consciously control our actions and through unintended consequences resulting fiom 

the relations of which we are a part. 

The dialectical approach, however, points to other non-human entities as making 

history and geography and thus necessitates examining non-human entities, their relations 

with each other and with us in any enquiry into social matters. Accordingly, it suggests 

that as subjects, the non-human entities and the relations they are part of may al'so be 

causally important in explaining human history and geography. This brings us to the issue 

of causality. As Harvey notes in the quote above, cause and effect arguments are 

exceedingly difficult to develop within a dialectical framework. A phenomenon may 

appear as a cause of social actions. However, upon closer examination, these social 

actions may be an effect of ecological relations amongst non-human entities, which in 

turn may be an effect of previous social actions, and so on. 

This does not mean that cause and effect arguments are useless. Such arguments 

are theoretically and strategically important in order to advance knowledge and provide . 

13See Merchant (1 994: 137) and Harvey (1 996: 192). As well, Harvey states: "I 
prefer to talk about socioecological projects in which it's not simply the social that's the 
activating unit but also, scallops and mice and all the rest of them" (Harvey and Haraway 
1995515). 



an impetus for changing human actions related to a particular phenomenon. The 

dialectical approach requires, however, that the researcher, or activist, aclaowledges that 

these arguments are premised on a historically situated bounded view of the phenomenon 

and that drawing different boundaries may lead to different results. This dissertation is an 

example of this very process in that I am attempting to draw new boundaries that include 

ecological relations and non-human subjects in an exploration of urban ecological 

politics. Accordingly, my cause and effect arguments will be different than those found in 

much of the literature. 

Let me now summarize what has been written thus far in point form: 

1. The relational ontology I adopt perceives all entities as Relations (ie. they internalize 

the relations of which they are a part) and in relation. In this sense, the societal 

relationship with nature is not premised on a distinct nature and a distinct society in some 

sort of relationship. Rather, the societal relationship with nature alludes to the myriad 

relations embodied in Relations or entities that make up reality. 

2. Entities are in myriad types of relations that can be categorized as social, ecological 
l 

and corporeal. Only people and some animals appear to be in social relations. However, 

all entities are in some sort of ecological and corporeal relations and most are influenced 

by the effects of social relations. 

3. All entities or Relations produce time and space through their relations. This space is in 

the form of the physical environment and, for humans, what is called the built 
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environment. Time and space, manifest as history and geography, act back on the entities 

that created them. 

4. Particular entities produce particular histories and geographies. This means particular 

relations can be complementary and contradictory in the sense that reproducing one set of 

relations may harm or assist the reproduction of another set of relations. One apparent 

example of contradictory relations are those between capitalist social relations and 

ecological relations. This whole process leads to constant change in relations. 

5. Non-human entities and the ecological relations they are in are active subjects in 

human history and geography. 

6. Accordingly, non-human entities and their relations must be considered as potentially 

causal in explanations of social phenomena. 

4.3 The Societal Relationship with Nature and Urban Ecological Politics 

These six points, premised on a relational approach, offer a sounder theoretical 

understanding of the societal relationship with nature. As I will show in the next two 

chapters, this understanding brings more clarity to the urban-nature relationship and the 

urban ecological political struggles that help shape it. First, this approach provides a 

coherent means by which to include ecological relations and non-human entities (I will 

also refer to these as nature) in a discussion of the urban-nature relationship that avoids 

reifjing nature or considering it solely as a social product. In particular, nature is 

understood as actively ,(re)producing spaces and ecological relations alongside human 
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beings. This, as I noted above, raises the issue of contradiction and complementarity. I 

will argue in the next chapter that the spaces and relations that sustain an increasingly 

diverse nature are incompatible with sustaining capitalist urbanization. Put differently, 

capitalist urbanization produces spaces and relations that do not sustain increasingly 

diverse non-human entities and ecological relations. It is this process, I will argue, that 

prompts many urban ecological political struggles. The next chapterwill explore this 

contradiction in detail. 

As I will show, one outcome of this contradiction is the destruction of an 

increasingly diverse nature. When urban social actors recognize this destruction --but not 

necessarily its cause-- and act to stop it by challenging the urban practices they perceive 

as causing this destruction, urban ecological politics results. In short, urban ecological 

politics is the mediation of the form of this contradiction. This is the argument advanced 

in chapter 6. 
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CHAPTER 5 

EXPLORING A CAUSE OF URBAN ECOLOGICAL POLITICS: CAPITALIST 

URBANI.24 TION 

Having developed an approach that includes ecological relations and non-human 

entities in a discussion of the urban-nature relationship, let me now return to a discussion 

of urban ecological politics. Eco-urbanists suggest that at the heart of urban ecological 

politics is a spatiall y-situated struggle over the form of the urban-nature relationship. The 

last chapter suggested that to understand the form of this relationship one must also take 

into account ecological factors. In this chapter I want to begin to address why urban 

residents struggle to regulate the ecological and social relations of their city and how 

nature is implicated in these struggles. 

Two necessary conditions prompt such struggles. First, there must be multiple 

urban-based 'groups'which have differing beliefs about what the form of the urban-nature 

relationship should be and which are willing to engage in political struggle. One obvious 

group includes urban environmentalists. As Paehlke (1 994: 105) suggests, urban 

environmentalists make up a significant subset of environmentalists who consider "[a311 

appreciation of all life forms and a view that the complexities of the ecological web of 

life" as very important (Paehlke 1989: 144). In short, they prioritize 'environmental'use 

value and are willing to engage in political struggle to promote these values. Not 

surprisingly, their view o f  the urban-nature relationship often differs fiom other groups 



such as developers who put the maximization of exchange value ahead of sustaining 

specific ecological relations. 

A second necessary condition for urban ecological politics to occur is a concrete 

instance where these values clash. An obvious instance is when urban environmentalists 

believe ecological relations and non-human entities they value are being threatened by the 

actions of another social group. This chapter explores this second condition and considers 

in detail one of the social processes that creates these threatening actions. As noted in 

chapter 3, critical eco-urbanists suggest processes such as capitalist urbanization, local 

state actions and cultural practices are responsible. In this chapter, I concentrate on 

capitalist urbanization and argue that it sets in motion a set of actions which threaten 

diverse ecological relations. When urban environmentalists perceive this threat --without 

necessarily identifying its cause-- and act to stop it, urban ecological politics occurs. ' 
The link between capitalist urbanization and urban ecological politics is a 

complex one. The first step in revealing it necessitates showing that ecological relations 

and non-human entities are central to capitalist urbanization. Critical eco-urbanists have 

already begun this task by considering how capitalist urbanization affects ecological 

'In other words, urban environmentalists can be engaged in struggles prompted by 
capitalist urbanization without understanding them in this way. As Adkin (1992) notes, 
Canadian environmentalists in general are not critical of capitalism and most engage in 
politics that rarely challenge capitalism. Castells (1 977: 185-6) reminds us that 
environmental ideology often reifies the social relations that produce environmental 
problems by treating them as physical, independent phenomena and suggests a type of 
politics that faults technology. 



relations (Jahn 1996; Keil 1995). I continue this task by outlining how ecological 

relations and non-human entities are central to the circulation of capital and, thus, to its 

spatialization. In the process of exploring these complex relations, I expand on an 

important contradiction, identified in the last chapter, between the sustainability of 

capitalist social relations and the sustainability of increasingly diverse ecological 

relations. I argue that ecological relations and non-human entities cannot reproduce in 

spaces amenable to capital accumulation. Hence, ecological degradation is a necessary 

outcome of capitalist urbanization. Concrete sites where the sustainability contradiction 

occurs include urban infrastructure such as transportation and waste management systems 

designed to facilitate capital accumulation that also h a m  the reproduction of increasingly 

diverse ecological relations. As I will outline in the next chapter, it is when urban 

environmentalists perceive the harm being done to ecological relations and non-human 

entities and decide to act that urban ecological politics happens. To illustrate these 

linkages between capitalist urbanization and urban ecological politics, let me now turn to 

a discussion of capitalist urbanization. 

5.1 Capitalist Urbanization and Ecological Relations. 

As was noted in the last chapter, following Harvey, ecological and social relations 

produce space. Urbanization is a particular social process that produces space. It can be 

understood as a process that "unfolds through the production of physical and social 

landscapes and the production of distinctive ways of thinking and acting among people 
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who live in towns and cities. The study of urbanization is not the study of a legal, political 

entity or of a physical artifact" (Harvey (1 989a:6). Harvey, of course, focuses on capitalist 

urbanization. But not all urbanization is capitalist. Towns and cities in 16th Century 

Europe, for example, were shaped by social and economic relations that had very little to 

do with capitalism.' More recently, the urban processes in former communist countries 

also produced distinctive physical and social landscapes and ways of thinking and acting, 

some of which were quite similar to those of the capitalist west and others that were quite 

unique. For example, the industrial sites, workers'homes, and transportation 

infrastructure of factory towns in the 1950s in Canada were not that radically different 

from ones found in the Soviet Union during that era. Yet, social processes such as 

advertising, mass consumption, the locaI real estate market and the multi-party political 

system created urban forms in Canadian factory towns quite different from those found in 

the Soviet Union. 

This ihstrates the point that a given urban form is never pre-determined; rather, it 

is the spatial manifestation of the social relations and, as I will argue, ecologicaI relations 

of a given time. Accordingly, understanding the urban form of a particular city requires 

understanding the specific social and ecological relations which shape the form. 

2See Harvey (1989a:23-34) for a discussion of how the social and economic 
relations that shaped pre-capitalist towns and cities in Europe also helped facilitate the 
eventual domination of capitalist social processes. 
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In Canada, a dominant social process which shapes the urban fonn is capitalism; 

hence one can speak of capitalist urbanization. This phrase denotes a large number of 

diverse, complex and transformative social practices and specific spaces.) Understanding 

the processes and spaces encapsulated by this phrase first requires a basic knowledge of 

how capitalism creates space. Capitalism refers to a complex set of social relations 

focused on the goal of capital accumulation. In its simplest form, money --or capital-- is 

made by transforming raw resources into commodities through the labour of workers and 

selling these commodities in return for money, which is once again reinvested into 

making new commodities. The drive for capital accumulation and the circulation of 

capital that facilitates this drive produce specific spacesB4 

This physical landscape of capital can be analysed from many spatial scales. For 

example, Storper and Walker (1 989) and Soja (1989) choose a regional perspective. 

David Harvey focuses on the urban scale: 

an inspection of the different moments and transitions within the circulation of 
capital indicates a geographical grounding of that process through the patterning 
of labour and commodity markets, of the spatial division of production and 
consumption ..., and of the hierarchically organized systems of financial 
coordination ... It is impossible to imagine such a material process without the 
production of some kind of urbanization as a htional landscape'with which the 
accumulation of capital can proceed (Harvey 1 989a:Z). 

'see, for example, Soja (1 989), Harvey (1 989a), Sassen (1 99 1 ), and Zukin (1 99 1). 

4As Smith (1 984: 1 19) notes "a continuous investment of capital [is required] in 
the creation of a built environment for production." The production of this built 
environment becomes, in effect, another way by which to accumulate capital. Harvey 
(1 989a:6&5) considers this in his discussion of the secondary circuit of capital. 



The circulation of capital, then, has led to the "creation of a material physical 

infrastructure" (Harvey l989a:72), or built environment, manifest as "roads, canals, 

docks, harbours, factories, warehouses, sewers, public offices, schools and hospitals, 

houses, ofices, shops, etc" (Harvey l989a:74) that facilitates the process of capital 

accumulation.-Thus capitalist urbanization refers to the process by which capital 

accumulation produces specific types of social relations and physical infrastructure. Not 

surprisingly, Harvey (1989a:6-7) argues the study of capitalist urbanization "should be 

concerned with processes of capital circulation; the shifting of flows of labour power, 

commodities, and capital; the spatial organization of production and the transformation of 

time-space relations; movements and infomation; geopolitical conflicts between 

territorially-based class alliances; and so on." 

As noted in chapter 3, understanding this process has received much scholarly 

attention (eg. Dear and Scott 1981; Smith and Feagin 1987; Knox and Taylor 1995). For 

example, in his explanation of urban restructuring in the United States, Soja (1989) looks 

to macro changes in capital accumulation. He argues "the evolution of the urban form (the 

internal spatial structure of the capitalist city) has followed the same periodizable rhythm 

of crisis-induced formation and reformation that has shaped the macro-geographical 

landscape of capital since the beginnings of large-scale industrialization" (Soja 

1989: 173). More recently, 'Knox and Taylor (1 995) present works that explain the 

emergence of world cities as a product of changes to the international division of labour 

and global accumulation strategies. 
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A recurring theme in these explorations is the contradictory and dynamic nature of 

capitalist urbanization. Focusing on the transportation system as an example, Harvey 

(1 989a:82) notes that investment into and innovation of such a system can be "potentially 

productive for capital in general" since the "cost, speed, and capacity of the transportation 

system relate directly to accumulation because of the impacts these have on the twnover 

time of capital." However, once an investment has been made &d the actual system built, 

the possibility for new innovative systems and technology is limited by the system already 

in place. This illustrates a general contradiction of capitalist urbanization: 

Capitalist development has therefore to negotiate a knife-edge path between 
preserving the exchange values of past capital investments in the built 
environment and destroying the value of these investments in order to open up 
fresh room for accumulation. Under capitalism there is, then, a perpetual struggle 
in which capital builds a physical landscape appropriate to its own condition at a 
particular moment in time, only to have to destroy it, usually in the course of a 
crisis, at a subsequent point in time (Harvey 1989a:83). 

The effects of these internal contradictions of capital, Harvey suggests, manifest 

themselves as constant redevelopment of the urban landscape. 

Another contradictory aspect of capitalist urbanization are the social struggles 

prompted during the development of a built environment. Class conflict can erupt and 

impede or undermine accumulation. For example, Harvey (1 989a:83-89) suggests 

housing development has prompted class struggle which, in turn, has affected the 

accumulation process and its subsequent spatialization. Using slightly different terms and 

approaches, Logan and Molotch (19822) point to how the pursuit of exchange values -- 

another way of describing capital accumulation-- creates opposition: "The pursuit of 
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exchange values in the city does not necessarily result in the maximization of use values 

for others. Indeed, the simultaneous push for both goals is inherently contradictory and a 

continuing source of tension, conflict and irrational settlements." On the one hand, there 

are the people "dreaming, planning, and orgvlizing themselves to make money fiom 

property ... the agents through which accumulation does its work at the level of the urban 

place." On the other hand, there are the "[slocial groups that push against these 

manipulations [who] embody human strivings for affection, community, and sheer 

physical survival" (Logan and Molotch 1987: 12). The struggles between these groups 

help shape both the fonn of capitalist urbanization and the city. 

This leads to an important point about the concept capitalist urbanization. The 

process this phrase alludes to is not the only process involved in shaping cities. This is a 

point Soja (1989: 158) makes when he notes: "Capital, above all, is never alone in shaping 

the historical geography of the landscape and is certainly not the only author or 

authority." Gender relations, race relations, subcultures formed by ethnic groups and 

political institutions are some of the many other processes involved in shaping the urban 

form (Hartmann 1 996c:305-6). In short, the process of creating spaces that facilitate 

capital accumulation must be understood as one --albeit critical- process that interacts 

with other processes or relations in shaping cities. With this in mind, let me now turn to 

ecological relations and how they can be incorporated into a discussion of capitalist 

urbanization and eventually urban ecological politics. 



Central to understanding capitalist urbanization is the circulation of capital 

because it is during this circulation that urban spaces are produced. As Harvey notes, part 

of the circulation process involves the production of the commodity (C) which requires 

labour power (LP), means of production (MP) and the actual production process (P) of 

the commodity. Focusing on the MP for a moment, Harvey (1989a: 18) provides an 

excellent overview of how the means of production are the embodiment of specific social 

relations. Unfortunately, he never really enters into any concerted discussion of the other 

relations that help produce the means of production, although one can infer fiom his use 

of the phrases "raw materials" and "energy inputs," two aspects of MP, that some non- 

social relations might be inv~lved.~ -. 

Let me suggest how to introduce these non-social relations by turning to a 

discussion of one type of raw material, a tree, that we assume was planted by a human 

worker enmeshed in a capitalist economy. We know that the tree is probably heavily 

influenced by capitalist social relations. The worker who planted it was given a wage in 

'Indeed, within much eco-Marxist writing the development of the means and 
conditions of production is rarely dealt with. James OConnor (1 988:23), however, 
provides some guidance. He notes Marx identified three kinds of production conditions, 
which include "'external physical conditions'or the natural elements entering into 
constant and variable capital." (1 6) Later, he states external nature and the other two 
conditions, human labour power and infiastmcture, "are not produced capitaIistically, 
although capital treats these conditions of production as if they are commodities or 
commodity capital." There is an obvious overlap between OConnor's 'external nature' 
and Harvey's 'raw materials and energy inputs'. While Harvey says little about them, 
O'Connor states they are not produced like a machine and suggests through the phrase 
'external nature' that there is a non-social aspect to them and perhaps their production. 
OConnor, unfortunately, never explains what he means by external nature. 
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return for expending their labour power so that the tree could eventually be harvested and 

turned into lumber that would realize profit for the company who owns the lumber. The 

tree may also have been genetically altered and was most likely sprayed with pesticides. 

But the tree is not simply a product of the worker and the social relations she is enmeshed 

in. As a Relation, the tree is also in relation with myriad non-human entities, and becomes 

both a product and producer of these myriad ecological relations. 

By taking ecological relations and non-human entities into consideration, raw 

resources, natural resources or whatever else these entities are called simultaneously 

become objects of, and subjects in a highly complex 'production process. ' Simply 

focusing on social relations and human Relations misses this complex 'production 

process'. 

To be sure, this point has been acknowledged to varying degrees by a few eco- 

Marxist ~ r i t e r s . ~  This suggests that the contemporary circulation of capital depends on 

the availability of specific means of production which are the product of specific 

ecological relations amongst particular non-human subjects and amongst humans and 

non-human subjects. Should these ecological relations change, due to actions by non- 

human subjects and/or humans, the available means of production would change. This 

%ee Benton (1 989), Altvater (1 993) and Leff (1 995). An interesting examination 
of Marx's work by Parsons (1977) suggests Marx was aware of nature's influence on 
capitalist production. However, Benton (1989) claims Marx ignored this point in his later 
writings. 



would then affect the circulation of capital and hence the form of urbanization that 

occurs. 

Without labour power the realization of surplus value is impossible. The 

reproduction of labour power, therefore, also becomes crucial for the circulation of 

capital and urbanization.' David Harvey and Manuel Castells have written much about 

how social relations --specifically cIass relations-: affect the reproduction of labour power 

and thus urbanization. However, few critical urbanists have incorporated ecological 

relations into the discussion of labour power reproduction. James OConnor (1 988) 

provides a hint at how to proceed when he notes that labour power, like external nature, is 

not capitalistically produced. This is usually mentioned to highlight the importance of 

social activity not involved directly in the production of commodities and reflects the 

work of feminist scholars who have shown that labourers are (re)produced by a complex 

web of social relations, especially gendered ones.' These discussions provide a detailed 

anaIysis of the importance of class and gender relations in the production of workers. 

Their methodology also suggests the importance of exploring other relations of which 

labourers are a part. 

Accordingly, people are also biological entities enmeshed in a variety of 

ecological relations: we must eat, breathe, defecate, and procreate. And, we rely on a host 

'See Seccombe (1 983) for a general discussion on the reproduction of labour 
power. 

%ee Bakker (1989) for a review. 
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of non-human entities and specific ecological relations to produce the food we require to 

reproduce, not just the complex social relations which involve "myriads of people" that 

are hidden fkom most of us through the process of commodity fetishism, as Harvey 

(1989a:8) contends. The continued access to clean water is a product of human 

technologies such as water filtration plants and of a complex hydrological system that 

involves myriad non-human subjects and ecological relations (see Swyngedouw 1996). 

The actual reproduction of the human body, while affected by social relations such as 

medical practices, is also dependent on relations with complex micro-organisms in, on 

and outside the human body. Our ability to deal with human sewage, another unavoidable 

aspect of the reproduction of labour power, again depends on complex ecological 

relations with non-human entities often affected by technology. 

This suggests that just as particular means of production are produced by specific 

ecological relations and entities, the reproduction of labour power is also produced by 

specific ecological relations and entities. Should these relations and entities change, they 

may well have a profound effect on the availability and productivity of labour power, 

which in turn, affects the circulation of capital. 

Hence ecological relations and non-human subjects --not just people and their 

social relations-- shape the circulation processes of accumulation. Conversely, the 

circulation process also shapes ecologicaI relations and non-human entities. This is most 

explicitly observed when the actual production process also produces a large number of 

diverse discharges that enter the atmosphere, water systems, land, humans and non- 



human entities and affect ecological relations (Johnston 1 989: 1 0 1 ; J. OComor 1 988:25). 

Capitalist production transforms, destroys and develops specific ecological  relation^.^ 

5.2 The Sustainability Contradiction 

This transformation and destruction of ecological relations is not just an 

accidental by-product of capitalist urbanization. In the last chapter I suggested there is a 

contradiction between capital accumulation and the maintenance, or sustainability, of 

increasingly diverse eco-relations and non-human entities. Exploring and understanding 

this contradiction has received attention fiom various eco-Marxist writers (eg. Benton 

1989; Martin Oronnor 1994; Leff 1992). It has become a recurrent theme in the eco- 

. . Nature. S o c r b  . . 
Marxist journal aprtal~sm. , thanks to James O'Connor who was the 

first to present this contradiction. He posits the existence of the second contradiction of 

capitalism. OConnor (1988:23) begins by arguing that "Neither human labourpower nor 

external nature. ..are produced capitalistically." What happens to these production 

conditions during capital accumulation is crucial: 

An ecological Marxist account of capitalism as a crisis-ridden system 
focuses on the way that the combined power of capitalist production 
relations and productive forces self-destruct by impairing or destroying 

'One could further illustrate how social actions transform ecological relations by 
examining the consumption of commodities and note that various types of consumption 
(re)produce particular ecological relations, usually ones that involve the destruction of 
existing ecological relations and non-human subjects. On this point, see Johnston 
(1 989: 10 1). As well, one could examine the three circuits of capital identified by Harvey 
(1989a) and show how ecological relations affect and are affected by them. 



rather than reproducing their own Cproduction] conditions (OConnor 
1988:25). 

Altvater (1 993: 198-204) arrives at a similar position by noting the various contradictory 

ordering principles between ecological systems and capitalist economies. For example: 

In the economic system, the logic of market calculation implies that capital 
must complete an expansive circulation process if valorization is to be 
achieved. The compulsion to aim for a surplus is inescapable if production 
processes have been financed with credits and interest has to be paid. Thus 
all economic processes must be circular or reversible ... 

In nature, on the other hand, complete processes of materials and 
energy transformation are characterized by irreversibility. This follows 
ultimately from the law of entropy. For within a closed system, the natural 
direction of the conversion of energy and materials is bound up with an 
irreversible decline in their quality (Altvater 1993:20 1). 

In a less assertive manner, Benton raises the possibility of this contradiction. He writes: 

"Insofar as the expansive dynamic of capital accumulation also requires the production of 

use-values on an ever-expanding scale, it follows that the intrinsic dynamic of capitalist 

production is [sic] a tendency to exceed its extrinsic conditions of sustainability" (Benton 

1989:85). In short, eco-Marxists consistently point to how capitalist production and 

accumulation destroy the very environmental and natural conditions of production 

required for further rounds of production and accumulation. I want to explore the 

contradiction suggested by these writers and apply them specifically to capitalist 

urbanization. 



5.2.1 Basic Definitions 

In its most general sense, the concept of sustainability is a type of reprodu~tion.'~ 

For this type of reproduction to occur there must be conditions that do not hinder the 

existence of entities and the relations they embody. These conditions include an amenable 

physical environment and other 'resources' crucial to the survival of the entities. In turn, 

these conditions are themselves other entities and relations or the physical products of 

their actions. In other words, an entity and the relations it embodies are also a condition 

for reproduction of other entities. Thus, reproduction of a specific set of relations and 

entities is intimately linked to the reproduction of a whole set of other relations and 

entities. 

However, the concept sustainability also contains a normative aspect. It refers to 

the reproduction of specific valued entities and relations; that is, valued by the person 

using the phase. This explains why sustainability has so many meanings within 

environmental literature. ' I  Notwithstanding this diversity in meaning, there seems to be 

'%y reproduction I mean the continuation of entities (Relations) and the relations 
of which they are a part. This is the generic meaning of a term used elsewhere in this 
dissertation to refer specifically to capitalist social relations. 

"For example, sustainable development can mean sustaining capitalist 
development and sustaining existing eco-relations and non-human entities and sustaining 
the development of more equitable social relations. See Redclifi (1 987a) and Roseland 
(1 992) on this point. 
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general agreement that when applied to nature --that is, ecological relations and entities-- 

sustainability refers to relations and entities that maximize bio-diversity. l2 

Combining sustainability with the notion of contradiction suggests, in its most . 

general form, that the sustainability of Relations X leads to actions that are in 

contradiction with actions that sustain Relations Y. Applying this to capitalist relations 

and increasingly diverse ecological relations, the sustainability contradiction suggests the 

following: that the sustainability of capitalist relations causes social actions that are in 

contradiction with the actions required to sustain increasingly diverse ecological relations. 

5.2.2 Urbanizing the Sustainability Contradiction 

Based on the above definitions, three forms of this contradiction can be specified 

in reference to capitalist urbanization: 

I .  The sustainability of capitalist urbanization causes social actions that impede the 

sustainability of increasingly diverse ecological relations. 

2. The sustainability of increasingly diverse ecological relations causes ecological 

processes that impede sustaining capitalist urbanization. 

"Even the conservative Business Council for Sustainable Development agrees the 
loss of biological diversity should be avoided (Schmidheiny 1992:2). However, there are 
exceptions to what life forms this entails, especially when it comes to diseases and their 
vectors that are harmful to people. 



3. The sustainability of capitalist urbanization is internally contradictory. It causes social 

actions which destroy the very ecological relations that produce the 'natural resources' 

required for future rounds of capitalist urbanization. 

One way by which to reveal the urban forms of the sustainability contradiction is 

to focus on the processes of capitalist urbanization and on increasingly diverse ecological 

relations to see whether they produce contradictory times and spaces. Earlier in the 

chapter, I followed Harvey in arguing that all relations produce time and space. It is worth 

considering again Harvey's comments on the circulation of capital: 

An inspection of the different moments and transitions within the 
circulation of capital indicates a geographicaI grounding of that process 
through the patterning of labour and commodity markets, of the spatial 
division of production and consumption (under sociotechnical conditions 
that are in part an adaption to geographical variations), and of 
hierarchically-organized systems of financial coordination. Capital flow 
presupposes tight temporal and spatial coordinations in the midst of 
increasing separation and fragmentation. It is impossible to imagine such a 
material process without the production of some kind of urbanization as a 
"rational landscape" within which the accumulation of capital can proceed. 
Capital accumulation and the production of urbanization go hand in hand 
(Harvey 1989a:22). 

For example, raw resources exist in a given place and must be transported to other places 

to be mixed with labour power and turned into partially fhished products or 

commodities. Workers must travel along transportation corridors fkom their homes to get 

to the workplace. The production process may occur in a given building or be spread out 

in a small or large geographic area at various sites. Consumption also has a spatiality as it 

occurs in shopping malls, vacation sites, and the home, and a temporality very much 
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affected by advertising, obsolescence and fashion. As was suggested above, each of these 

moments in the circulation of capital produces specific temporal and spatial processes -- 

encapsulated in the term capitalist urbanization-- that assists in the overall reproduction 

of capitalist relations (Harvey 1996:295-299). 

Non-human entities and the ecological relations of which they are a part also 

produce time and space to assist in their reproduction. For example, glaciers, forests, and 

coral reefs produce spaces and times quite different fiom people. Unlike humans engaged 

in capital accumulation, non-human subjects and the ecological relations they are part of 

are not organized to maximize and sustain the circulation of capital. Rather, the actions 

and relations of non-human subjects and the spaces they produce are geared towards 

maximizing their ability to reproduce, if we accept theories of evolution. 

The temporalities and spaces of ecological relations and those of capital 

accumulation are, in short, quite different. Comparing the landscapes of a central business 

district of a major urban area to a section of the rainforest in the Amazon is one way to 

visually make this point. l 3  The sustainability contradiction, however, suggests that these 

spaces and the processes that produce them are not only different but in contradiction. To 

illustrate this, let us look to concrete spaces and temporalities. I organize this presentation 

according to the three forms of the sustainability contradiction mentioned above. 

"See Altvater (1 989) and Harvey (1 996) for general discussions on the varying 
temporalities and spatialities of capitalism and ecological systems. 
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Focusing on the first form of the sustainability contradiction indicates that actions 

which sustain capitalist urbanization ham increasingly diverse ecological relations. 

Concentrating on three central aspects of capitalist urbanization --the extraction of raw 

resources, the construction of the actual sites of production and consumption, and the 

process of commodity production and consumption-- will illustrate how each of these 

processes harm increasingly diverse ecological  relation^.'^ 

There is nothing inherent in the processes of extracting raw resources, making 

tbings and consuming them that impedes the sustainability of increasingly diverse 

ecological relations. For example, cutting down a tree, making a canoe and using it to 

cross a lake does not necessarily lead to undermining the bio-diversity of the local 

ecosystem. The impact of these actions will obviously harm some entities (eg. the tree 

and those micro-organisms that live in it) but need not threaten the sustainability of the 

local ecosystem. However, this changes when the processes of resource extraction, 

production and consumption are organized to maximize capita1 accumulation. As I will 

show below, under such conditions increasingly diverse ecological relations are 

undermined. 

14The latter two instances are chosen because they represent typical spatializations 
usually associated with the urban. The first instance of spatialization, while not typically 
associated with the urban, is nonetheless fundamental to any type of production. There 
are, of course, many other instances of the spatialization of the circulation of capital that 
illustrate the sustainability contradiction. 



To begin with, the constant expansion of ever-greater quantities of goods and 

services, the manner by which capital accumulation is maximized, requires an ever- 

expanding amount of means of production such as raw resources and energy inputs.I5 

Resources are therefore extracted because they have exchange value. Extraction requires 

machinery and labour power and can be described as the process of applying human 

labour to the removal or acquisition of a 're~ource'.'~ For capitalist extraction, what drives 

the decisions about what types of machinery to use and the organization of labour power 

is the desire to maximize the output of resource extracted per every dollar spent on labour 

and machinery. 

As noted above, any type of extraction process, not just capitalist ones, will affect 

eco-relations and non-human entities in the area. For example, during the mining process, 

eco-relations are changed not only when the resource/entity is removed, but also when 

''One could argue that using resources more efficiently will lead to a dramatic 
decrease in the actual level of resource extraction, assuming previous processes of 
production used these resources inefficiently. No doubt efficiency gains would lead to a 
drop in resource use. However, this decrease would be mitigated as resource demand rises 
in response to greater demand for the product being manufactured. A Statistics Canada 
study illustrates this (Straus 1997). It concluded that the energy used to produce $1,000 of 
household items decreased by 1 1% fiom 1980 to 1992, thanks to energy efficiency. 
However, total energy use per household actually increased by 25% over the same period 
of time because of increases in consumer spending. 

16Recall fiom the last chapter that a resource is not some isolated 'thing'; rather, it 
is an entity embodying complex relations and in relation with myriad other entities. 



slag from the mine is dumped on a nearby meadow. l7 However, under capitalist 

extraction, concern only exists for those relations and entities that can be turned into a 

saleable commodity, usually the 'resources' that are being extracted.I8 There is no reason 

to care, therefore, about the fate of other relations and entities because they have no 

exchange value. 

Indeed, there would be a price in exhibiting care. Minimizing destruction of these 

non-valued relations and entities would require careful, time consuming, labour-intensive 

processes andlor specialty machinery that would drive up the cost of 'production'. In 

highly competitive markets, this would put "eco-conscious" resource producers at a 

significant disadvantage; this makes investments into minimizing ecological destruction 

an unproductive investment, the anathema of capitalists.'9 The history of capitalist 

17Non-capitalist organized extraction are not immune fiom harming the 
sustainability of local eco-relations. As Soviet-style communism illustrates, other forms 
of economic organization can be at least as destructive as capitalism. Communist 
societies showed an astounding lack of concern for disrupting ecological relations. One 
can trace this to their desire to maximize growth in the production of goods and services. 

''Jacobs (1994) provides an overview of how neoclassical economics, specifically 
through its commodification of natural resources, justifies this approach. See Altvater 
(1 993) for a critique of contemporary economic theory and for an overview of how 
capitalist production harms eco-relations. On this point, see also Harvey (1 993 :4- 1 0). 

lgSee Johnston (1 989: 101). It could be argued that a capitalist engaged in 
extraction of 'renewable resources,' such as trees, has a vested interest in maintaining the 
eco-relations and entities that 'produce'the resource the capitalist seIIs as a commodity. 
However, as the history of capitalist forestry and silviculture illustrates, the type of eco- 
relations and entities that maximize wood production are not the same as those found in 
forests not organized for accumulation (see Postel and Ryan 1991). One can see this 
difference by comparing the levels of biodiversity in clearcuts and replanted forests with 
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extraction shows that such investments are rare indeed, given that ecological destruction 

is the norm.20 

This disregard for increasingly diverse ecological relations and non-human 

entities also manifests itself during the commodification and development of land. Sites 

of production and consumption such as office towers, factories, homes, and shopping 

malls sit on land that when not covered by buildings is typically covered by pavement, 

concrete or green grass. In other words, development has usually displaced, if not 

destroyed, the complex ecological relations and non-human entities 

meadows and fields that previously shaped these spaces. 

Obviously shopping malls, factories and houses can be built 

manifest as forest, 

in ways that 

dramatically reduce the disruption to increasingly diverse ecological relations and non- 

human entities. But to preserve existing flora and fauna, streams, and unique qualities of 

the land requires time consuming and expensive labour power. This would dramatically 

increase costs and limit profitability if these costs could not be passed on to the purchaser 

those of an old-growth forest. The reason forestry companies do not engage in logging 
and tree-planting practices aimed at minimizing ecological disruption is that such 
methods are labour-intensive, thus driving up costs and reducing earnings on investment. 
For an excellent history of the forestry industry and its unsustainable practices in Canada 
see Swift (1983). 

20The examples of capitalist extraction destroying existing eco-relations and non- 
human entities can be seen in the country-side of almost every jurisdiction which 
organizes production using capitalist relations. In southern Ontario, for example, gravel 
pit mining literally strips away all the animal and plant life replacing it with a large 
gaping hole. For a global perspective of how the predominantly capitalist mining sector 
has affected the environment throughout the world, see Young (1 992). 



of the land. Evidence that this is the calculus that takes place in making development 

decisions can be found in the responses to the Commission on Planning and Development 

Reform in Ontario. Set up by Ontario Government in 1992 to overhaul the Planningct,  

the Commission acknowledged that ecological destruction was the result of much 

development. It recommended that no further development occur in ecologically sensitive 

areas and that a more environmentally sensitive approach be taken to all development 

(Commission on Planning 1993 :B). Builders and developers throughout Ontario 

responded negatively to these recommendations arguing that such new development 

restrictions would undermine their b~siness.~' In other words, they said profitability and 

ecological sustainability could not both occur in urban land development.** 

Disregard for existing eco-relations and non-human entities is also the norm 

during the actual production process. Again, in order to maximize profit, capital is 

"The Metropolitan Toronto Public Library Urban Affairs Collection contains a 
volume of press clippings on the Sewell Commission. After the release of the draft 
recommendations and report, builders and developers from throughout the province 
responded negatively. See, for example, Ottawa Citizen March 6, 1993 and Pea1 Estate 
Jj&&&ng March 1 993. 

220ne could conceive of a situation where every builder and developer has to 
conform to strict development guidelines which protect diverse ecological relations. The 
costs of developing eco-sensitive properties are thus passed on to all buyers. This may be 
what the Commission on Planning was trying to achieve. Had they been successful, 
instances of capitalist urbanization not causing ecological harm might have materialized. 
Yet the complaints by the developers and builders suggest' they believed the extra costs 
involved in protecting diverse ecological relations could not be passed on to potential 
buyers of land. In other words, eco-sensitive development would be at the expense of 
profits. 



invested only in labour and machinery that produces saleable commodities. On the 

surface this seems to act as an incentive to use 'raw resources' efficiently by transforming 

as much of the resource into a commodity with as little labour power as possible. While 

this may appear to reduce the need for raw resources --and therefore minimize damage 

caused by extractive industries to eco-relations- this is offset by the accumulation drive. 

The owner of a capitalist production facility wanting to maximize accumulation attempts 

to expand the market and thus the production of goods, therefore increasing the demand 

for the raw resource as well as harm to eco-relations. 

However, as alluded to above, harm to eco-relations and non-human entities 

occurs in another way during the production process. The act of production, capitalist or 

otherwise, invariably leads to emissions of some sort. These emissions are generally 

waste material that are disposed in the air, water or ground. During capitalist production, 

the accumulation drive means as little labour as possible is spent on activities that do not 

contribute to adding exchange value to products. No labour or capital is spent, therefore, 

dealing with emissions that leave the production site --even if they are harmful to non- 

human entities and eco-relations- unless such an investment reduces production costs. 

Usually such a situation occurs when there is state regulation penalizing companies for 

exceeding specific emission levels or if successfUt legal action was taken against the 

owner of the factory by owners of the land. In some instances new technologies and 

processes are driven by a desire to cut costs through, for example, reducing resource use; 

this can lead to fewer emissions per unit of output. However, the pressure to accumulate 



soon cancels any emissions reduction as higher production leads to higher aggregate 

emission levels. 

While there may be market forces pushing for the reduction of some harmful 

emissions, there is plenty of evidence that capitalist production is responsible for huge 

amounts of emissions leaving sites of production and that these emissions cause 

incredible damage to a wide variety of entities and eco-relations. Lester Brown (1 998:4) 

fiom the World Watch Institute makes this point in very general terms as he comments on 

the predominantly capitalist world economy in 1998: "The unfortunate reality is that the 

economy continues to expand, but the ecosystem on which it depends does not, creating 

an increasingly stressed relati~nship."'~ 

In short, the fate of eco-relations and non-human entities are irrelevant to the 

extraction of resources, siting of production and consumption, and production processes 

2 3 ~ o r  discussion on how C 4  emissions, predominantly caused by capitalist 
production and consumption, detrimentally affect the earth's ecosystems, see Flavin 
(1 996), Flavin (1 997), and Bright (1 997). On the collapse of biodiversity and its 
economic causes, see Ryan (1 992). Young (1991) provides an overview of the waste 
generated by OECD countries, much of it linked to capitalist production, and its 
environmental impact. For a Great Lakes perspective on how production harms ecological 
relations, see the Royal Commission (1992:97-111). The authors of this report do not say 
directly that capitalist production hams the Great Lakes ecosystems; but they point to the 
deleterious effects of toxic chemicals that are a product of capitalist production. See 
Adkin (1 998), specifically her overview of the pollution caused by chemical companies in 
Sarnia Ontario, for an excellent overview of how capitalist production causes ecological 
harm and detrimentally affects human health. For a local example, see the Metropolitan 
Toronto Planning Department (1 995) which documents the destruction done to local 
ecological relations by the myriad pollutants entering the ecosystem. This document 
never specifies capitalist production as the cause as it blames economic activity in 
general. 
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under capitalism. Only if ham to these relations or entities somehow incurs extra costs or 

can be commodified and sold, a situation usually accomplished through state regulation, 

is there any regard or concern for them.24 Given the general reluctance towards such state 

regulations (see Schrecker 1990), there is strong proof that the reproduction of the 

circulation of capital and the reproduction of existing eco-relations and non-human 

entities --including their spatializations-- are in contradiction. 

Thus far, I have given three examples to illustrate the first form of the 

sustainability contradiction; that is, the actions that sustain capitalist urbanization harm 

increasingly diverse ecological relations. Let me now turn to the second form. Just as the 

circulation of capital harms certain ecological relations, the reproduction of specific eco- 

relations and entities limit and thus 'harm'the circulation of capital. This form of the 

sustainability contradiction has received indirect attention by eco-Marxists engaged in the 

24There is an expanding literature that considers how to internalize 
'environmental' costs. See Schmidheiny (1 W2), especially chapter 2, for an international 
overview of this approach. Cassils (1 99 1) and Kelly (1 992) provide Canadian exampf es 
of this literature. The obvious problem of such an exercise arises in the difficulty in 
assigning a cost to ecological relations and ecological damage. For example, is there any 
concurrence between the price of the lumber embodied in the tree --a price determined by 
the market-- and the non-exchange value to other non-human entities and to people of the 
myriad ecological relations that are embodied in a tree? For a critique of this approach see 
Harvey (1 W6), especially chapter 7. 



'natural lin~its'debate.~~ They point to 'nature'having some limit on capital 

accumulation. For example, Benton (1989, 1992) argues: 

My point is that 'limits to growth'should be conceptualized neither as 
social limits nor as natural limits simpliciter, but as consequences of 
definitive fonns of combination of human socid activity and the natural 
forces and mechanisms deployed and encountered in the course of it 
(Benton 199258). 

A similar perspective emanates fiom Martin OConnor (1 989). Using the language of 

thermodynamics and systems theory, he argues that there is an environment (or system) 

over which humans only have very weak 'control': 

In ecological Mancism, therefore, it is the reciprocal character of the 
interplay of a system of capitalistic production and its "natural" conditions 
that must bebighlighted. Attention needs to be focused not only on the 
dynamics of capital's transformation and attempted control of conditions, 
but also on these conditions' "resistance" to, suborning, and subversion of 
this attempted control (OConnor l989S) .  

Indeed, M. OConnor (1 989:39,54) suggests, it is this reciprocal character that explains all 

the accidents and pollution caused by economic activities since no capitalist would 

deliberately create problems that impeded accumulation. Leff also deals with the natural 

limits issue in his work. He states: 

*'The main point of debate is whether natural limits are an ahistorical, inevitable 
outcome of an increasing population base, as neo-Malthusians argue, or a product of 
particular social relations. For eco-Marxists this debate has important political 
implications. In order to develop an ecological critique of capitalism that explains the 
mounting evidence of ecological damage, some understanding of 'natural'lirnits is 
required. The neo-Malthusian natural limits logic leads to a reactionary political stance 
that blames social inequalities on natural factors. The challenge for eco-Marxists has been 
to present a perspective on natural limits that recognizes these limits as historically 
contingent, not inevitable. 



Natural processes also affect the production of value and surplus value 
when they limit or extend the availability, the preservation, and the 
reproduction of natural resources -thereby imposing "natural" conditions 
on capital accumulation (Leff 1995:23). 

While these writers do not equate natural limits confronted by capitalist production with 

the idea that the sustainability of ecological relations contradicts the sustainability of 

capitalist urbanization, I want to suggest that this is an appropriate characterization. Let 

me therefore analyse how the limits and capacities of non-human entities and eco- 

relations (natural limits) impede the circulation of capital and its spatialization. 

One obvious example is water. Clean water, a necessary requirement for 

reproducing human labour and thus exchange value, is a product of complex ecological 

relations and non-human entities. These relations and entities have bounded capacities 

which determine their ability to 'produce' clean water. For exampie, the introduction of 

persistent toxic chemicals into aquatic ecosystems cannot be broken down by existing 

ecological relations. Through the process of bio-accumulation, these toxics end up 

harming the food chain which eventually threatens the sustainability of the aquatic 

ecosystem (Royal Commission 1992:97-111). As well, when the water containing toxic 

chemicals is ingested by people, the biological capacities of a person's body are limited 

and may lead to severe health problems. 

In this way, the sustainability of ecological relations and non-human entities 

requires (social) actions which only produce pollutants that can be assimilated, Capitalist 

production and consumption and the spaces these processes produce have a long history 



of creating myriad pollutants that have destroyed a wide number of ecological relations 

and non-human entities. While certain pollution abatement practices have been integrated 

into production and consumption processes, there is no strong evidence that the overall 

amounts of pollution have been reduced and that water quality is improving worldwide 

(Abramovitz 1996, Postel 1996). At some point, the bounded capacities of ecological 

relations which 'produce' clean water will no longer be able to assimilate the pollution 

being created by capitalist production and consumption and thus ecological relations will 

stop producing clean water. This would impede capitalist production and consumption 

because the workers that produce and consume commodities would fall In this way, 

the limits of ecological relations and non-human entities can be said to h a m  capitalist 

urbanization. 

Another example of the second form of the sustainability contradiction is that of 

resource production. To maintain the circulation of capital through the production of oil, 

for example, requires an ever-expanding supply of crude oil. Oil companies must find 

deposits of crude oil that can be accessed with a capital investment that shows a rate of 

return in a relatively short period of time (let us say twenty years). Crude oil is the 

outcome of a large number of eco-relations or processes amongst biotic and abiotic 

entities. Organic matter such as leaves, a product of another complex set of eco-relations, 

"Another aspect to this issue is access to water. As Postel (1996) notes, water 
shortages in many parts of the world have and will have a severe impact on people's 
ability to survive. 
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is compressed by geological forces over a Iong period of time and becomes crude oil. The 

actual production time of crude oil by these ecological relations and entities is in the 

millions of years. 

The rate of crude oil production by eco-relations is much too slow to sustain the 

circulation of capital once oil reserves are exhausted. In this way, the bounded capacities 

of the eco-relations and entities involved in producing crude oil can be said to limit or 

ham capital accurnulati~n.~~ To be sure, the circulation of capital and the survival of 

capitalist relations are not dependent on oil producers (although taking them out of 

'circulation' would dramatically alter contemporary capitalism). Once oil reserves are 

exhausted, capitalists in the oil industry must find other investments that provide a 

competitive rate of return. In this way one might argue that capitalism is immune to these 

limits. However, this argument only holds true as long as there are other investment 

opportunities that do not confiont other limits. As many argue, the circulation of capital 

may be reaching a stage where its sustainability requires outcomes and capacities that 

cannot be supplied by existing eco-relations and entities (eg. Johnston 1989:74-5; Benton 

199 1 ; Altvater 1 993). 

The implications for capitalist urbanization are profound. Complex ecological 

relations and entities have bounded capacities which cannot be breached if these relations 

and entities are to be sustained. This means there are limits to what types of social 

27Johnston (1989:72-4) provides a discussion on natural resources, especially their 
production time. 
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activities can be sustained. At this point the third form of the sustainability contradiction - 

- sustaining capitalist urbanization is self-contradictory-- becomes evident. As the first 

form of the sustainability contradiction indicates, the reproduction of capitalist 

urbanization causes social actions which h a m  and sometimes destroy increasingly 

diverse ecological relations and entities. As the second form of the sustainability 

contradiction suggests, the bounded capacity of increasingly diverse ecological relations 

are such that they cannot produce the 'natural resowces'required for the sustainability of 

capitalist urbanization. This means that, over time, capitalist urbanization is itself 

unsustainable since it destroys the very resources it requires for future reproduction. This 

is another way of expressing James OConnor's (1988:25) point that capitalism 

undermines its own production conditions. 

Pulling together the various strands, then, suggests the following. Capitalist 

urbanization -- that is the spatialization of the circulation of capital-- produces specific 

ecological relations that undermine increasingly diverse eco-relations. This contradiction 

manifests itself spatially. On the one hand, capitalist urbanization depends on eco- 

relations and non-human entities to produce 'resources' necessary for accumulation. This 

ecological production requires particular relations to support it. These relations, in turn, 

require particular spaces to reproduce. On the other hand, capitalist urbanization is made 

up of processes that produce urban spaces that maximize accumulation; that is, spaces 

and eco-relations are often transformed as they are urbanized, thus harming and 



destroying the ability of eco-relations to produce the 'resources' required for 

accumulation. 

The steady expansion of urban 'spaces'such as roadways, parking lots, shopping 

malls, suburban homes and production sites organized to maximize accumulation onto 

land previously 'produced'by myriad non-human entities is a case in point. But this 

destruction also occurs in other spaces, often on the other side of the world and 

considered rural or wilderness spaces, but nonetheless directly linked to capitalist 

urbanization. The 'resources'used to make the built environment and the commodities 

that facilitate capital accumulation originate fiom ecological spaces that are often 
f' 

degraded and destroyed in the process of becoming 'resources'. Yet, the very eco-relations 

undermined during capitalist urbanization are the ones that 'produce'the conditions 

necessary for future rounds of capitalist urbanization. 

Second, eco-relations and non-human entities are not simply clay in the hands of 

capitalists (or anyone else); they exhibit characteristics that cannot be by-passed or 

transcended and thus set limits to the urbanization of capital. Ecological relations create a 

context, call them environmental conditions, largely outside the control of humans within 

which capitalist urbanization must adapt in order to reproduce. Climatic and geological 

conditions are two examples of this.28 Urban areas in cold climates must have warm 

28Mike Davis (1 995a,b) provides accounts of how Los Angeles contends with 
extreme weather, earthquakes and bush fires. The loss of human life and great public 
expenditure (which mostly assists the owners of property affected by these 'disasters') are 
two of the consequences of ignoring these ecological relations. Many of these 'disasters: 
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buildings for humans to occupy in the winter; buildings in earthquake zones must be 

specially constructed. 

Third, while the sustainability contradiction appears to be an expected outcome of 

capitalist urbanization, it is wrong to say that it is universal and absolute. There are many 

instances where the spaces and practices created to facilitate capital accumulation are also 

advantageous to certain non-human entities and the ecological relations that constitute 

them. To pick an extreme example, the globalization of the economy has created spaces 

or flows (eg. transportation routes by air, sea and land) that connect almost any two points 

on the earth in a very short period of time. Not only has this facilitated the circulation of 

capital, it has given biological viruses that were once limited to certain areas and species 

access to new spaces and thus a significantly larger number of carriers. If anything, this 

has helped in their reproduction. Other examples of the proliferation of flora and fauna 

such as cockroaches, rats, and particular plants illustrate this.29 

5.3 Capitalist Urbanization as the Major Cause of Urban Ecological Politics 

As I indicated at the beginning of this chapter, threats to 'nature'which prompt 

urban environmentalists to engage in urban ecological politics are many. I noted that 

he notes, could be avoided if these recurrent ecological events were not ignored in 
planning decisions. 

2gSee Grady (1 995) for a discussion of wildlife that has benefited from 
urbanization. 
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numerous types of social actions such as cultural practices might be considered as threats 

to ecological relations by urban environmentalists and thus lead to urban ecological 

political  struggle^.'^ However, as Edward Soja (1989: 157-8) reminds us, although the 

(urban) landscape is not just shaped by capital, the (urban) landscape "must be seen as... 

persistently capitalist." This suggests capitalist urbanization, which plays such a dominant 

role in shaping cities, is also the dominant process which prompts urban ecological 

politics. While only a detailed empirical investigation of urban ecological political 

struggles can confirm or deny this proposition, some general comments help illuminate 

why this assertion has merit. 

Consider the dominant issues around which most urban ecological political 

struggles occur. In the review of works by eco-urbanists, environmental degradation 

caused by the built environment --specifically urban inhstructure services such as waste 

management, land-use planning, water and sewage, and transportation-- were cited by all 

3"For example, in 1995 a City of Toronto resident allowed indigenous plants to 
grow on her fiont lawn, without much human interference. Many neighbours complained 
about what they considered a messy fiont yard and demanded that the city enforce an 
existing bylaw that would require the plants to be cut and to effectively create a golf- 
course like front yard. An obvious reason for this struggle was different cultural 
landscaping practices. Urban environmentalists argued that the bylaw was 
environmentally damaging since it promoted energy and pesticide use associated with 
maintaining green lawns and it discouraged environmentally-friendly yards. For an 
interesting and amusing examination of lawn culture, see the National Film Board of 
Canada film Jawn Orde~ (1993). 
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writers as important focal points of urban ecological politics; an observation bolstered by 

the s w e y  of urban ecological political struggles in Toronto in chapter 7.) 

As noted at the beginning of the chapter, a whole generation of critical urbanists 

have argued and shown that urban infrastructure, and more generally the built 

environment, are heavily influenced by the struggles to spatialize capital accumulation." 

In other words, the main points of conflict most often associated with urban ecological 

political struggle are over the built environment which is heavily affected by capitalist 

urbanization. Moreover, when one considers the myriad neighbourhood-based struggles 

prompted by specific businesses polluting the surrounding area, it becomes clear that 

capitalist urbanization plays an important role in urban ecological politics. 

5.4 Conclusion 

I began the chapter by arguing that urban ecological politics occurs when urban 

environmentalists, concerned with the sustainability of ecological relations, respond to 

social processes which ham ecological relations. This chapter has explored an important 

cause of urban ecological politics. I have argued, using the concept of the sustainability 

31As I noted in chapter 3, Kipfer et al. (1 996: 14) argue that a whole range of other 
issues such as queer politics, worker health and safety, women's reproductive rights and 
environmental justice are also important points of conflict. While these points of conflict 
deal with important social relations other than capitalist urbanization, they are not 
immune fiom nor irrelevant to capitalist urbanization. 

3 2 ~ e e  Harvey (1 982, 1985a,b), Dear and Scott (1 98 I), Smith and Feagin (1 987), 
and Knox and Taylor (1995). 



contradiction, that capitalist urbanization creates spaces and social practices that are 

harmfil to non-human entities enmeshed in myriad ecological relations. In urban areas 

this is manifest most noticeably in urban infhstructure and business practices designed to 

assist in accumulation. Bringing nature into the equation, one can also argue that it is 

because increasingly diverse non-human entities reproduce spaces and relations that do 

not sustain capitalist urbanization that the conditions are set whereby capitalist 

urbanization hams nature which, in turn, gives a reason for urban environmentalists to 

engage in struggle. All of this suggests that urban ecological politics embodies and 

reproduces complex social and ecological processes. In the next chapter I want to turn to 

more conventional urban politics literature to begin to better understand these processes. 



CHAPTER 6 

URBAN ECOLOGICAL POLITlCS 

Canadian political science has always had, at best, a marginal interest in urban 

politics. While there has been a sizable Canadian literature on local or urban politics, 

integrating the insights of this literature into the larger corpus of Canadian political 

science has not received much attention as most writers instead explore how the politics 

of regionalism, federalism, and Quebec have shaped Canada. Although this dissertation 

attempts to prove otherwise, there might be a valid, empirical reason for this. Yet, if cities 

and the politics of cities are largely unimportant to understanding the development of 

Canadian political institutions and practices, such an assertion has never been proven. 

Rather, there seems to have developed an implicit assumption that the spatial scales that 

matter in understanding Canadian politics are regional, provincial and national. It is 

ironic, then, that although Canadian political science is spatially sensitive, it has not really 

explored the fill extent of Canadian spatiality and asked whether or not politics at the 

urban scale have any relevance beyond the city limits. Indeed, this is even more ironic 

given that the majority of Canadians have lived in cities since at least 1941 (Ley and 

Bourne 19935). 

Part of this neglect may stem fiom the study of urban politics itself. The two 

dominant theoretical approaches over the last 30 years have constructed effective 

arguments against the relevance of urban politics outside the city. On the one hand, 

pluralist theory explains city politics as a product of countless special interest groups each 



vying for influence, where the role of city government is to mediate and broker these 

innumerable interests (Judge 1995). Such a position portrays urban politics in a very 

parochial light, making it difficult to see how the interests of ratepayers groups and the 

politics of municipal governments can have any bearing on, for example, the formation of 

the Second National Policy. On the other hand, much Mamist theory explains urban 

politics as an epiphenomena of class struggle and thus suggests the real source of power 

lies in the relations of the workplace and larger state structures, not municipal 

governments or urban political movements (Pickvance 1995). In both theories, local 

political institutions, local political actors and local struggles have no real power outside 

the city limits. 

Recently, however, urban regulation theory and urban regime theory have begun 

to address the issues of urban power and developed understandings of urban political 

institutions, actors and practices that make urban politics important to shaping the city 

and areas beyond. Indeed, urban regulation theory suggests urban politics are important 

for understanding larger political institutions and practices as well as the global processes 

of capital accumulation. This chapter provides a basic outline of these theories and 

explores how each theory situates political power in the city and how the politics of the 

city has relevance beyond its borders. 

The reasons for examining these theories are twofold. First, by building a general 

case for why urban politics is important to the study of political science, I build the 

specific case for why urban ecological politics is important. Second, and of direct 
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relevance to the argument thus far, I want to use the concepts of the regulation and regime 

approaches to begin to specifL how contemporary urban political economic actors and 

processes reproduce capitalist urbanization and ecological harm. I theii want to explore 

how urban ecological politics arise out of these processes and how these politics act back 

on these actors and processes. What I propose is that the regulation approach allows one 

to portray urban ecological politics as a process of regulating the ecological harm 

produced by capitalist urbanization. More specifically, the political and sociocultural 

institutions and practices associated with urban ecological politics help regulate the 

opposition to the ecological harm caused by the built environment in such a way that it 

helps reproduce capital accumulation and its spatialization. Regime theory allows one to 

specify the main actors involved in these politics, how their motives lead to instances of 

these politics and what impact these politics have on urban governance. In short, I want to 

begin to explain the processes of urban ecological politics and how their impact extends 

outside the city limits. 

6.1 The Basic Tenets of Urban Regulation and Regime Theories 

Regulation theory developed out of a desire to explain how the capitalist mode of 

production is consistently reproduced.' Theorists suggest that this happens because of the 

regulation of the process of capital accumulation, otherwise "the process of capital 

'See Boyer (1990) for an excellent introduction to and overview of the regulation 
approach. 



accumulation would collapse through its own contradictions" (Goodwin and Painter 

1997: 15). To avoid any type of functionalism, this regulation is understood as 

"nonnecessary" and "depends on a series of social, cultural, and political supports" 

(Goodwin and Painter 1997: 15). Regulation theorists have developed two key concepts to 

help explain how regulation occurs. The first is the regime of accumulation which Painter 

(1 995:277) defines as "the nature of the economic relationship between investment, 

production and consumption". A regime of accumulation has a mode of regulation "which 

specifies the political and socioculturaI institutions and practices which secure [the 

economic] relationship" (Painter 1995:277).' 

Regulation is a permanent feature of society in that political and sociocultural 

institutions and practices will always affect economic relations. Accordingly, the mode of 

regulation, or what Goodwin and Painter (1 997) call the processes of regulation, does not 

necessarily result in a successful "regulation of the crises and contradictions of 

capitalism" (Painter 1995:277). However, when processes of regulation successfully 

support a regime of accumulation, one can look to these processes of regulation to 

'Boyer (1 990:35-6) describes the regime of accumulation as "the set of regularities 
that ensure the general and relatively coherent progress of capital accumulation, that is, 
that allow for the resolution or postponement of the distortions and disequalibria to which 
the process continually gives rise." He states "every mode of regulation describes how the 
existing combination of institutional forms fashions, guides and in certain cases 
constrains individual behaviour" (Boyer 1990:44). Regularization occurs through laws, 
rules, regulations, negotiation, compromise and ideology (Boyer 1990:44-5). 
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explain why the contradictions inherent in capital accumulation do not lead to economic 

collapse. 

Regulation theorists have posited the existence of the Fordist mode of regulation 

that became hegemonic after World War Two and that supported a regime of 

accumulation based on mass production and consumption. This Fordist era entered a 

crisis phase, at least by the early 1970s, as productivity improvements and profits 

remained consistently sluggish and as fiscally conservative policies of governments 

reduced individual income levels and government spending that had sustained previous 

high levels of consumption (Filion 1995:45). The consequence of this crisis is not clear.' 

There is evidence that since at least the 1970s a new post-Fordist mode of regulation has 

developed which underpins a new regime of accumulation based on flexible 

specialization and small-batch production and consumption ( Jessop 1993, Mayer 1995, 

Painter 1995). Nonetheless, Fordist-style accumulation and regulatory practices are still 

prevalent. Part of the difficulty in discerning emerging patterns is the spatial and temporal 

differences amongst processes of regulation as well as the uneven development of regions 

and cities. 

Accordingly, an urban focus provides a usefil perspective by which to explore 

and explain the geographical and historical variations in the processes of regulation. That 

is, the political and sociocultural practices and institutions of a city may reveal emerging 

3See Goodwin, Duncan and Nalford (1 993), Mayer (1 993, 1994, 1995), Hay 
(1995) and Painter (1995) for various interpretations. 



trends or variations in the mode regulation and they may account for uneven 

development. Numerous writers have twned to urban politics to explore the role these 

struggles play in the mode of regulation (eg. Goodwin, Duncan and Halford 1993, Hay 

1995, Mayer 1995, Painter 1995, Tickell and Peck 1995, Goodwin and Painter 1997, and 

Painter 1997).4 

In one of the few applications of the regulation approach to a Canadian city, Filion 

(1 995) looks to Kitchener, Ontario. Filion (1 995:46) argues that "cities play an important 

role in the articulation of modes of regulation. This role derives from the influence urban 

infrastructure, services and overall structure of cities have on production and 

consumption patterns." With respect to urban politics --in this case articulated through 

urban policy-- he specifically argues that municipal governments via urban policies on 

infrastructure, services, and planning regulations create conditions that facilitate 

economic growth and thus support and help regulate the regime of accumulation. Indeed, 

municipal institutional structures are also important in facilitating particular types of 

urban policy that support a given regime of accumulation. For example, the at-large 

electoral systems found in many Canadian cities prior to the 1970s gave power to well- 

organized business lobbies and impeded neighbourhood-based interests. This, in turn, 

allowed business interests to promote urban policies such as expressway construction that 

facilitated .fordist-type accumulation (Filion 1995:49). 

4See Goodwin et al. (1 993) and Painter (1995) for overviews of this literature. 



Filion, however, does not argue that urban policy and local institutional structures 

necessarily support the dominant regime of accumulation. Rather, he claims that the 

congruency is contingent. For example, the citizen mobilizations that occmed in many 

Canadian cities during the 1960s and 1970s created policies and institutional structures 

that were not congruent with Fordism and might very well have exacerbated the crisis of 

Fordism that had become apparent by the early 1970s (Filion 1995:54).5 

In short, the terrain of urban politics provides regulation theorists with new 

explanatory opportunities to address central issues in regulation theory. By looking to 

these urban struggles, they can explain spatial and temporal differences in modes of 

regulation. For analysts of urban politics, the regulation approach also provides a useful 

conceptual framework to connect urban politics to political economic forces outside the 

city, specifically to those that reproduce the capitalist mode of production at various 

spatial scalesS6 Urban political processes and institutions are nodal points of power which 

simultaneously reflect and shape larger political economic forces. Urban residents, local 

state personnel and other local actors have, in short, the power to impede, reproduce or 

transform local regulatory processes that, in turn, affect the dominant regime of 

accumulation. 

%ee Goldrick (1 978) for an exploration of the urban reform movement in Toronto 
during the late l96Os, the election of a reform council in 1972 and the impact this had on 
urban redevelopment in Toronto. 

%ee, in particular Goodwin et al. (1993) and Hay (1995) who use the regulation 
approach to understand perceived changes in urban politics. 



Another way of illustrating this point is by examining the role of urban politics in 

the context of the global economic restructuring that has been occurring since at least the 

1970s.' Margit Mayer, who has written extensively on urban politics and what it reveals 

about the changing mode of regulation, notes the unanimity amongst critical urban 

analysts with respect to three trends occurring in western, mostly European, countries as a 

result of globaI economic restructuring: 

(1) an intensification of social and spatial polarization processes ... within 
and between cities, exacerbated by ... a weakening of nationally-directed 
efforts at territorial equalization; 
(2) an increasing mobilization of local politics in support of economic 
development. In this local economic development interventionism, the 
local state organizes and co-ordinates private capital accumulation by 
including other relevant actors.. . 
(3) a decrease in and restructuring of the provision of public services: the 
local state withdraws from its collective consumption functions and is 
supplemented and/or replaced by a series of different private, semi-public, 
or voluntary agencies and initiatives (Mayer 1992:256). 

These trends indicate an increasing importance for urban politics as more of the 

regulation of the global economy takes place in urban-based political and sociocultural 

practices and institutions. Mayer (1 995 :232) notes: 

in all advanced western nations local politics have gained in importance as 
a focus for proactive development strategies ... Since the specific 
conditions of production and reproduction can be orchestrated only by 
local political systems, their skills in negotiating with supraregional and 
multinational capital, and the effectiveness with which they tailor the 

'Numerous urban writers, including those who do not necessarily utilize the 
regulation approach, address how urban politics have been affected by global economic 
restructuring. See Smith and Tardanico (1 987), Sassen (1 99 I), Smith (1 995), Beauregard 
(1995), Magnusson (1996), and Keil et a1 (1 996). 



particular set of local conditions of production, have become decisive 
factors in shaping a city's profile as well as its place in the international 
urban hierarchy. 

This suggests that the urban politics of a given city may have an impact that extends way 

beyond the city limits to various parts of the globe. 

Unlike pluralist and Marxist urban theories, the urban regulation approach 

provides a conceptual framework that situates at least some power in urban political 

institutions, actors and practices. Nonetheless, a limitation of the regulation approach is 

that it does not --yet-- have the conceptual fiamework by which to analyse urban 

(ecological) politics at a truly local level. For example, there is no discussion of the 

specific players involved in a given process of regulation, the various interests of these 

players, the power they possess and how interactions amongst them lead to instances of 

regulation. This, of course, should come as no surprise given that the regulation approach 

was developed to address the reproduction of the capitalist mode of production and not 

the inner workings of urban politics. 

Urban regime theory, in contrast, provides a conceptual fkamework that can 

. . 
explain these inner workings. Arising fiom Clarence Stone's -me Pol~tics: Governing 

ta. 1946-1 988, regime theory has gained a dominant position in urban politics 

literature. In the introduction of an edited collection on urban regime theory, Mickey 

Lauria (1 997: 1) suggests why this is the case: 

[Urban regime theory] dispenses with the stalled debates between elite 
hegemony and pluralist interest group politics, between economic 
determinism and political machinations and between external or structural 



determinants and local or social construction. Rather, urban regime theory 
provides a robust conceptual w e w o r k  that views these as false dualisms 
and, alternatively as theoretically driven historical or empirical questions. 

The main question asked by urban regime theory is, as Lauria (1 997:2) notes: "how and 

under what conditions do different types of governing coalitions emerge, consolidate, and 

become hegemonic or devolve and transform?" 

Regime theory posits that the complexity and hgmentation of society makes it 

difficult for one authority such as the state to exercise meaningful authority or control 

over anything but a limited domain of activity in society, although "[tlhe state can, on 

occasion still impose its will" (Stoker 1995:58). At the same time, regime theory 

acknowledges the existence of systemic power, specifically in the form of "business 

control over investment decisions and resources central to societal welfare [that] give 

[business] a privileged position in relation to government decision making" (Stoker 

199556). Or, to use Lauria's (1997:2) description, private capital has a privileged 

position in government decision-making because both local government and the 

population depend on private investment and profit for, respectively, taxes and jobs. 

Although regime theory acknowledges the systemic power held by private capital 

and that the state has some limited control, it does not advance a structural determinist 

position. Politics does matter in shaping public policy. In other words, the struggles 

between various interests such as government officials, business representatives, labour 

groups, environmental groups, community groups and cultural groups do have an impact 

on the governance of a city, although the systemic power of private capital leads to 
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inadequate popular control over government and "makes government less responsive to 

socioeconomically disadvantage groups" (Stoker 199556). 

To explain how governance occurs under these circumstances, regime theorists 

argue governments try to organize disparate community interests to accomplish mutually 

agreed upon tasks. Local government officials, for example, coordinate resources and 

generate governing capacity (Painter 1997: 129). Urban regimes are the result. Stone 

(1 998:26) defines urban regimes as "the informal arrangements by which public bodies 

and private interestsfunction together in order to be able to make and carry out 

governing decisions. These governing decisions ... are not a matter of running or 

controlling everything. They have to do with managing conflict and making adaptive 

responses to social change" [emphasis in original]. Regimes work on the basis of mutual 

dependency gained through cooperation, loyalty, solidarity and trust developed by its 

members as opposed to formal hierarchy or bargaining (Stoker 199559). 

Regimes just don t exist; they are formed. The dynamics of this formation reflect 

the systemic power of private capital and the politics of a given city. An urban regime 

requires "a shared purpose and direction" which 'are influenced by "an understanding of 

what is feasible and what is not" (Stoker 1 995:6 1). Such an understanding supports 

developing policy goals that can mobilize resource-rich actors. One can posit that the 

continuation of a given regime is dependent on a number of internal and external factors 

such as the nature and strength of the relationships amongst regime actors, the available 

resources a given actor has, changing motives of regime actors, the type of urban 



struggles and groups that make up the larger political context of the city, and the 

socioeconomic forces that shape the city! 

I want to conclude this brief description of regime theory by pointing to how 

politics and public policy formation are perceived. First, regime theory suggests that 

public policy is shaped by three factors: "(1) the composition of a community's governing 

coalition, (2) the nature of the relationships among members of the governing coalition, 

and (3) the resources that members bring to the governing coalition" (Stone quoted in 

Stoker lW5:6l). This focus on facilitation as opposed to struggle also comes across in 

how politics is understood: 

Politics is not then the fluid coalition building characteristic of many 
versions of pluralism. Regime theory focuses on efforts to build more 
stable and intense relationships in order that governmental and non- 
governmental actors can accomplish difficult and non-routine goals. 
Politics is about achieving governing capacity which has to be created and 
maintained (Stoker 199559). 

In short, urban politics is understood as being about local state institutions focusing urban 

power that is unevenly difiscd amongst various urban actors to produce policies that 

promote urban development. 

Combining the urban regime approach with the urban regulation approach 

provides a usefbl h e w o r k  for understanding urban politics and how these politics 

*As do some regulation theorists, regime theorists have begun to typologize 
various urban regimes under the headings maintenance regimes, development regimes, 
middle class progressive regimes and lower class opportunity expansion regimes (Stoker 
1995:61). Each type of regime reflects a different set of priorities, relationships and 
available resources amongst its members. 
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interact with politics and processes at other spatial scales. An urban regime can be seen as 

a focal point of power where policy goals, capabilities and influence are determined by 

the urban actors that make up the regime and by the unique relations actors have 

deveIoped. Part of the power of the regime comes fiom actors who have systemic power, 

either because they are owners of capital or have state power while other sources of 

power may come fiom organizing different people through unions, ratepayer groups, and 

other associations. 

Drawing on urban regulation theory provides a means of explaining the source of 

systemic power as well as how the power exercised through urban political struggles can 

extend beyond the city limits. Urban regimes and the politics that produce them can be 

understood as important processes of regulation for a given regime of accumulation; that 

is, they are one source of practices, institutions, and policies which mediate the 

contradictions produced by capital accumulation, such as a disjuncture between 

production and consumption, by supporting specific economic practices that overcomes 

this contradiction. In short, urban regimes can be seen as simultaneously reflecting and 

reproducing systemic political and economic power. Reproduction of systemic power, 

however, is not a necessary condition, as regulation theorists point out and as suggested 

by regime theorists. Should urban actors who do not have systemic power be able to 
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develop other forms of power such as massive popular support, this might be used either 

against or through an urban regime to impede instead of reproduce systemic power? 

6.2 A Regulation-Regime Approach to Urban Ecological Politics 

My central argument is that capitalist urbanization prompts urban ecological 

politics. Using regulation concepts, we can begin to specify, theoretically, how this might 

happen and what impact these politics have. As noted in the last chapter, a necessary 

condition for urban ecological politics to occur is a concrete instance where there is a 

clash between two or more groups over the form of the urban-nature relationship. One 

way this occurs is when one group such as urban environmen~ists believes ecological 

relations and non-human entities they value are being threatened by the actions of another 

social group such as  developer^.'^ In other words, a perceived threat to nature prompts 

struggle. The genesis of such a threat, as I noted in the previous chapter, can be 

conceptually explained with the sustainability contradiction: inherent in the accumulation 

process is the destruction of increasingly diverse ecological relations. 

As noted above, the concept of the regime of accumulation posits "economic 

relationship between investment, production and consumption" are somehow normalized 

so that the contradictions inherent in capital accumulation do not collapse the capitalist 

?his is one possible reading of the 1972 Reform Council in Toronto. 

'q will explore below possible reasons for why urban environmentalists care 
about nature. 
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mode of production (Painter 1995:277). If the sustainability contradictions resulting from 

the destruction of existing ecological relations during capital accumulation are also 

considered, then explaining how capital reproduces in spite of these contradictions 

requires explaining how these contradictions' are normalized. For regulation theory, this 

position allows for the reformulation of the concept of the regime of accumulation to 

include the economic relationships with nature and for the consideration of the processes 

of regulation which normalize these contradictions. This has numerous advantages for 

further developing the regulation approach. First, it opens theoretical space for 

incorporating ecological problems into the regulation approach, something that few 

regulation theorists have considered. l 1  Second, it points to geographical variations in 

regulating ecological degradation as an explanation for the variations in how a particular 

regime of accumulation is regulated or for the emergence of a new regime of 

accumulation. Third, it allows a conceptual connection between particular regimes of 

accumulation and particular forms and manifestations of the sustainability contradiction. 

For example, it raises the possibility that a regime of accumulation premised on mass 

production and mass consumption generates specific types of ecological degradation and 

regulation (Lipietz 199252-4). 

The inclusion of ecological relations in discussions of the regime of accumulation 

also raises the issue of how the worst contradictory aspects of the economy-nature 

' See Lipietz (1 992) for one of the few examples. 



relationship are mediated in a way that allows the mode of production to continue. 

Regulation theory points to those particular political and sociocultural institutions and 

practices, described by the concept mode of regulation, that help regulate the economy- 

nature relationship. This is precisely the terrain of urban ecological politics. Recall that in 

Chapter two I argued the subject matter of these politics is the societal relationship with 

nature. Put in regulation terms, we can describe these politics as the political and 

sociocultural institutions and practices that mediate the contradiction between specific 

economic and ecological relations. Whether this mediation shapes --or challenges-- a 

particular mode of regulation depends on all the individual instances of urban ecological 

struggle; in either case, these struggles affect a particular society's regime of 

accumulation. 

Characterizing urban ecological politics in regulation terms connects capitalist 

urbanization, concrete urban policy and urban ecological political struggles. As the work 

of Filion (1 995:46) implies, an obvious point of connection is urban infrastructure policy 

since urban infrastructure such as transportation, water, sewage and waste management 

play such a vital role in capital accumulation. Filion (1 995:48) argues a Fordist mode of 

regulation and regime of accumulation have their own type of urbanization: "The major 

feature of a Fordist city, which sets it apart from earlier forms of urbanization, is a 

profound transformation in transportation systems and the use of space." This is in the 

form of an extensive road transportation system that is well adapted to suburbanization, 

specifically the location of production facilities and low density single family homes in 



previously undeveloped areas. These urban forms are also well adapted to facilitate a 

regime of accumulation premised on mass production and consumption of durable goods 

such as cars and home furnishings. Such a road-based transportation policy received wide 

support by many North American local governments, including Toronto, eager to help 

promote Fordist-style urban growth.12 However, cars and car-based transportation systems 

are notorious for degrading the environment." Much opposition has developed around 

car-based transportation policies, often based on environmental  concern^.'^ In short, a 

local government policy aimed at developing urban infrastructure that would help 

regulate and promote Fordist-style accumulation can also be seen as having prompted 

urban ecological political struggles. 

While regulation theory provides an explanation for how capitalist urbanization 

leads to urban ecological politics --by relying on conceptions of iarger political economic 

forces-- regime theory focuses on the role played by local forces. Through the concept of 

the urban regime, a connection can be made between governmental and non- 

governmental local interests, urban policy formation, instances of urban ecological 

struggle and thus the larger political economic forces that regulation theory discusses. In 

''See Nolan and Nolan (1 WO), Sewell (1 994) and Caulfield (1 994) for the 
Toronto case. 

I3See Greenpeace International (1 99 1) for an overview of how cars afFect the 
environment. 

14This is the point I made in the introduction concerning the Stop the Spadina 
Expressway fight in Toronto during the late 1960s. 
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particular, it allows one to answer the following questions: Who is involved in urban 

ecological politics? What are their motives? How do the motives of these actors lead to 

actions that cause urban ecological politics? What impact do these politics --in particular 

the social interests associated with these politics-- have on urban governance? And, how 

does this contribute to or impede processes of regulation that support a capitalist mode of 

production? 

Regime theory recommends that to understand the political and sociocultural 

institutions and practices at the urban level one look to urban regimes since they are 

integrally involved in setting urban policy. Above, I argued that urban infrastructure 

policies simuItaneously help regulate a given regime of accumulation and prompt urban 

ecological politics. Thus, those actors who make up the urban regime are likely 

implicated in urban ecological politics. 

Regime theory points to owners of private capital (eg. developers and investors) 

as key actors. First, they have systemic power. Second, as owners of capital, they have as 

their primary goal the accumulation of capital and thus advance policies which will assist 

in achieving this goal. Some of those policies include the development of particular types 

of urban infrastructure which, as noted above, also cause ecological harm. In short, 

business interests are implicated in urban ecological politics because they promote 

ecologically destructive policies which prompt response from groups opposed to 

ecological harm. 



Regime theory also points to state officials as key players in the urban regime 

since they have institutional power. These officials also have a good reason to support 

urban infiastructure that assists in accumulation since state power is dependent on private 

capital for creating jobs and tax revenue. This, in turn, means state officials are also 

implicated in causing the conditions which prompt the contestation of urban-nature 

relations. However, state officials, especially elected officials, are not simply agents of 

business interests; they must also be sensitive to other social interests, especially if these 

other interests have access to significant resources or have significant popular support. As 

part of their attempt to bring about cooperation amongst competing social interests, state 

officials try to develop policies that are sensitive to these other local interests and that 

generally fit within a fiamework that supports capital accumulation, which the state 

depends on for resources and power. Regime theory allows for situations where social 

interests other than business have power and influence --that matches the systemic power 

of private capital- to develop policies which do not necessarily promote capital 

accumulation. 

In short, owners of capital and state officials are powefil local actors in the 

urban regime who have a vested interest in policies that create urban infiastructure which 

assist in capital accumulation. As the sustainability contradiction suggests, such policies 

cause ecological harm and thus these actors are important to understanding urban 

ecological politics because they promote policies which prompt these politics. Other 

potential members of the urban regime such as labour unions, cultural groups, and other 



non-governmental groups must also be considered as playing a role in prompting urban 

ecological politics. For example, labour unions may support infrastructure development 

that facilitates capital accumulation because these projects would provide jobs for its 

members. I*  

Another set of key players in urban ecological politics are urban 

environmentalists, who are not necessarily part of the urban regime. Indeed, urban 

environmentalists may be considered the instigators of urban ecological politics because 

their concern for nature often prompts them to oppose social actions they perceive will 

harm nature. l6 To understand why urban environmentalists engage in political struggle, 

let me turn briefly to a discussion of the motives of the larger environmental community. 

Environmentalists have an ethical stance that has as one of their most important values 

"[aln appreciation of all life forms and a view that the complexities of the ecological web 

of life are politically salient" (Paehlke 1989: 144). Why they engage in political struggle to 

stop environmental harm could be explained simply because they have a stake in 

lS~owever, in unions where members care about environmental issues, there may 
be opposition to development that is environmentally destructive. In other words, unlike 
business interests, the motivations of unions are much more complex, making their 
involvement in urban ecological politics anything but straight forward. See Adkin (1 998) 
for a discussion on unions and environmentalists in southern Ontario. Although her case 
studies are provincial in scope, she does discuss how unions and environmentalists 
intersected in a local struggle around a toxic spill in Sarnia, Ontario. 

I60ne might also characterize urban envimnmentalists and their supporters as 
making up an urban social movement. According to Fainstein and Hirst (1 995: 183) an 
urban socia1 movement has the following traits: a non-class basis, operates outside the 
realm of production and promotes a participatory ethos. 



preventing environmental harm. Yet, in a sense, we all have a stake in preventing 

ecological degradation because all human life depends on complex ecological relations 

and non-human entities to provide the basic needs necessary for life. Although all people 

are affected by ecological relations and non-human entities (that, in turn, have been 

affected by social actions), some end up willing to engage in political struggle to promote 

a particular vision of nature. 

Why this happens to some people and not others is little understood and may 

require reliance on sociological and psychological analyses as well as political analysis. I 

want to briefly touch on it here to underscore an important theoretical point made in 

chapter 4: that urban ecological political struggles should not simply be understood as 

being shaped by social relations. Non-social factors and non-human entities are also 

involved. To say this does not mean advancing a position that animals, plants, climate or 

earthquakes are political subjects. Rather, it is to suggest that to understand why some 

people fight for nature, we should consider ow relations with nature as a potential factor. 

Let me therefore briefly focus on the relationships between urban residents and 

nature.I7 Little research has been done on how urban residents perceive the wild animals 

they encounter in urban spaces and how these perceptions have been affected by class and 

culture (Wolch 1996:36). Nonetheless, there is no doubt, according to Wolch (1996:28), 

that animals affect people: 

''See Benton (1 993:68-9) for a more general discussion. See also Beavis (1 993 :6) 
who reviews works which explore how urban nature affects people's behaviour. 



there is a large volume of archaeological, paleoanthropological, and 
psychological evidence suggesting that concrete interactions and 
interdependence with animal others are indispensable to the development 
of human cognition, identity and consciousness, and to a maturity which 
accepts ambiguity, difference and lack of control. 

How these encounters with particular ecological relations and their embodiment in 

Relations such as animals affect us cannot simply be explained experientially: powefil 

social and cultural forces are also involved (Swyngedouw 1996, Wolch 1996, Harvey 

1996). The lens through which we view animals, for example, is very much affected by 

the myriad discourses and ideologies that explain 'nature'to which we are exposed." Our 

subjective interpretations may determine whether we see animals as commodities, pets, 

sources of nutrition, or creatures of the wild. Where we live may further condition us. For 

urban dwellers a fox may represent exotic nature while for a farmer it may be a nuisance. 

And, of course, our cultural background may bring with it yet another host of meanings 

and attitudes about animals (cows as sacred: cows as beef). In all, people's attitudes 

towards ecological relations are differentially affected by social factors as they refract the 

exceptionally complex ecological relations of which they are a part and which involve 

non-human entities. 

In effect, there are many diverse human reactions to climate change, earthquakes, 

the loss of biodiversity, and to the new ecological relations resulting from 

suburbanization and discharging toxic chemicals into water ways. As Paehlke (1 989) 

18See Wilson (1 993) and Merchant (1 982). 



implies, for some people their encounters with non-human entities and ecological 

relations have made them very aware of these relations in which they are enmeshed and 

have led them to adopt beliefs premised on the importance of preserving existing 

ecological relations. This has developed into an ideology called environmentalism and led 

people in urban areas to band together in organizations (environmental groups) and to 

struggle to promote particular ecological regulation. 

Of course not everyone's encounter with non-human entities and understanding of 

ecological relations leads to the type of advocacy exhibited by urban environmentalists. 

Many urban dwellers may share a general concern for 'nature'and use neighbourhood 

associations, single-interest groups, labour unions and business organizations to push the 

local state to involve itself in ecological regulation. Still others may dislike 'nature,'or 

show no concern for the ecofogicaI relations of which they are a part and lobby against 

attempts to preserve them. Yet in all cases, people's political stances are to some degree 

affected by the ecological relations they are enmeshed in and by non-human entities with 

which they share the earth. For this reason, then, one can say that ecological relations 

affect urban ecological struggles as they are refracted through people engaged in struggle. 

This suggests that to better understand urban ecological politics, especially the motives of 

urban environmentalists engaged in these politics, requires knowledge of how social and 

ecological factors shape political stances. 

While much more can be said on this subject matter, let me return to the central 

argument and conclude that a concern for nature is an important motive for urban 



158 

environmentalists to engage in struggle against social actions they perceive to be hannfil 

to nature. I noted above that the policies of the urban regime are probable sources of such 

actions when, for example, members of the regime support urban infiastructure practices 

which assist capital accumulation and harm nature. Two ways by which such policies 

prompt opposition fiom urban environmentalist are as follows. First, urban 

enviro~nentalists can react to an existing urban policy, even many years after its 

implementati~n.'~ This can occur because new research, knowledge gained from other 

cities and/or new ecological values amongst residents have convinced urban 

environmentalists the given policy is harmful and should be challenged. Second, urban 

environmentalists can react during the process of policy formation with the aim of 

stopping the policy or changing it to be less environmentally damaging.20 The type and 

scope of response fiom urban environmentalists in either of these situations depends 

largely on the organizational capability of the environmentalists as well as their perceived 

public support. Protests can be in form of public education campaigns, community 

organizing, media events, report-writing, and involvement in the state-run policy process. 

Having outlined the main actors involved in urban ecological politics, their 

motives, and how these motives lead to urban ecological politics, let me now comment 

"AS the next chapter illustrates, many urban ecological political struggles in the 
past 15 years in Toronto axe a reaction to urban infiastructure practices such as car-based 
transportation systems that were put in place during the 1950s and 1960s. 

2 0 ~ e e  Chapter 8 where I discuss the Leslie Street Spit. Political struggle began 
when local state institutions instigated a planning process to redevelop the Spit. 



briefly on the role of government institutions in these politics. Regime theory posits that 

an urban regime coordinates and determines overall urban policy. However, local state 

institutions are still the predominant sites where these policies are set and implemented. 

Accordingly, a given urban ecological struggle may centre on one or more state 

institutions. For example, many municipal governments have a department responsible 

for the 'environment' that provides services such as waste management and sewage 

treatment. Not surprisingly, urban ecological struggles often focus on these departments 

and their policies. Nonetheless, these struggles are not limited to particular policy areas 

and institutions. They may also focus on economic development agencies or the city 

council budget committee of local government, if these other institutions are deemed to 

be relevant to the environmental issue at hand.21 In addition, urban ecological political 

struggles obviously also take place at other levels of the local state, such as Royal 

Commissions (see the next chapter), as well as state bodies that are not necessarily 

considered part of the local state. In Ontario, many urban ecological struggles occur at the 

2'Indeed, a tactic that has been used by some environmental campaigners in 
Toronto is to focus on a department, agency or branch of the local government that is not 
directly involved in or responsible for the issue under consideration and try to use it to 
promote the issue. For example, the Toronto Environmental Alliance (TEA) has been 
campaigning to promote the use of refillable soft drink containers, considered 
environmentally better than recyclable containers. The current provincial government has 
shown no desire to promote refillable containers and has even cut funding to municipal 
Blue Box programs. In response, TEA began targeting the Metropolitan Toronto 
government, specifically the department responsible for issuing commercial licenses to 
stores that sell food and beverages, incIuding soft drinks. In 1997 TEA called on the 
Metro Toronto council to direct staff to only issue operating licenses to stores selling soft 
drinks if they have a deposit return system for refillable bottles in place (Perks 1997). 
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provincial level, in the hope of changing local ecological relations and urban spaces 

through provincial reg~lations.~~ Add to this the possibility that the same urban ecological 

political struggle transpires at more than one place (and thus involves multiple local state 

institutions), often separated by large distances, and one gets a sense of how difficult it is 

to demarcate urban ecological politics within any specific institution or policy areas of the 

local state.23 

Regulation theory posits that urban politics have an impact on the processes that 

regulate economic relations at both the local and global scales. To what degree do urban 

ecological politics --in particular urban environmentalists-- affect these processes of 

regulation? One way to assess this impact is to ask whether these politics contribute to or 

impede processes of regulation that support a given regime of acc~mulation.~~ To answer 

this question, let us return to the concept of the sustainability contradiction. Recall that in 

the last chapter I argued capitalist accumulation causes ecological destruction. As well, 

sustaining increasingly diverse ecological relations impedes capital accumulation. 

22The Commission on Planning and Development (1992) is a good example of 
this. 

23For example, the current struggle over the waste management strategy for Metro 
Toronto involves activists both in Toronto and Timmins. One plan is to ship waste fiom 
Toronto to an abandoned mining site near Timmins. Environmental activists fiom both 
cities are simultaneously focusing their campaigns on the local state in both these places. 

24From a regulation perspective, the fact that urban ecological politics occurs at all 
means these politics are involved in regulation. But the question is whether the actors 
engaged in these politics have any meaningful power to affect change in the regulatory 
processes in which they are involved. 
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Concretely, the same space cannot support processes that reproduce increasingly diverse 

ecological relations and processes that assist capitalist accumulation. Accordingly, one 

can conclude that any struggle which sustains or creates spaces that allow ecosystems and 

wilderness to thrive is an impediment to capitalist accumulation. This type of struggle 

impedes the processes of regulation by not allowing for the creation of spaces and 

practices that help reproduce capitalist economic relations. 

Such an impediment occurs, for instance, when urban environmentalists mobilize 

public opposition to stop zoning changes to wilderness lands or stop new types of urban 

infrastructure that will harm undeveloped lands; that is, stopping policies promoted by the 

urban regime to allow new forms of acc~mulation.~~ In such situations, urban 

environmentalists and their supporters impede the urban regime engaged in a process of 

regulation. Accordingly, urban ecological struggles which result in urban 

environmentalists saving ecosystems have a negative impact on processes of regulation 

that facilitate capital accumulation (Hartmann 1996~). 

In situations where urban environmentalists do not save particular spaces fiom 

facilitating accumulation, it is much more difficult to ascertain what negative impact, if 

any, they have on regulatory processes that support accumulation. For example, when 

urban environmentalists are successful in introducing an environmental discourse into a 

policy process, they may alter the policy process in a way that makes it less 

 his is the argument I make in Chapter 8 about the politics around the Leslie 
Street Spit. 
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environmentally destructive yet still useful to facilitate capital acc~rnulation.~~ While such 

a political struggle does not impede the process of regulation nor stop environmental 

degradation (it merely slows it down), it nonetheless can be said to have affected the 

process of regulating accumulation and to have altered it. 

This raises the issue of what impact urban environmentalists have if they are 

fomally involved in policy processes, or even members of an urban regime. An urban 

regime is formed to manage conflict and make adaptive responses to social change (Stone 

1998:26). One method by which to accomplish this is to invite opponents to take part in 

the policy process. Urban environmentalists already have a long history of sitting on 

planning commissions, advisory boards, and ro~ndtables.~' Regime theory suggests such 

invitations come when urban environmentalists have shown, through past struggles, a 

rising potential to affect (either positively or negatively) the goals of the urban regime or 

an ability to assist the urban regime in governance. As well, urban environmentalists can 

26For example, consider a 
tower site. Environmentalists are 
the development plan. This leads 

political struggle around the development of an office 
successful in introducing environmental principles into 
to developers including provisions for bicycle use, 

planting of trees on greenspaces, and a commitment to pesticide-free lawn care. All of 
these measures reduce the level of ecological harm that would have occurred otherwise 
and have no appreciable negative impact on the rate of return on the project. 

271n Toronto, urban environmentalists were involved in the Royal Commission on 
the Future of the Toronto Waterfront and they have sat on numerous special planning 
bodies such as the Solid Waste Environmental Assessment Plan and the Deep Lake Water 
Cooling Investigation Group. Indeed, a noted urban environmentalist is both the 
executive director of the Toronto Environmental Alliance, an environmental non- 
governmental organization, and the executive director of the Toronto Atmospheric Fund, 
a local government agency. 
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gain access to the urban regime and the policy processes it coordinates by being elected, 

as in the case of the Greens in Frankfbrt (Romeberger and Keil 1 993). 

Being formally integrated into the policy process, urban environmentalists are at 

least at the table when goals and policies are formulated. Whether they influence these 

processes by incorporating environmental ethics into them depends on a number of 

variables including the strength of the various actors involved in the policy process, the 

popular support of urban environmentalists, and what sorts of compromises they make in 

their pursuit of minimizing environmental harm. However, as regime theory notes, the 

owners of capital always wield systemic power and are thus a constraining factor since 

they have the resources to influence what policy goals and outcomes are considered 

feasible. 

In short, regime theory points to urban environmentalists having to accept the 

over-arching goal of economic growth through private accumulation of capital set by 

owners of private capital and their allies, if they want to be a formal part of the policy 

process. Nonetheless, the stronger their basis of power, the more able urban 

environmentalists are in gaining concessions from owners of private capital and their 

allies. In this way, they can affect the processes of regulation not by impeding capital 

accumulation but by lessening the negative environmental impact of accumulation. 28 

2 8 ~  good example of this type of compromise is support by environmentalists for 
a waste management policy that incorporates recycling. In terms of reducing 
environmental damage waste reduction is by far the most effective waste management 
policy. Not consuming things means that no resources are used and no pollution is 
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The sustainability contradiction posits that such compromises will, in the end, do 

little other than slow down the environmental destruction caused by capitalist 

urbanization. In regulation terms, then, when urban environmentalists only promote a 

limited type of environmental protection, they may also help develop new processes of 

produced. While such a policy would be ecologically sustainable, it would have dire 
consequences for capital accumulation since the demand for many products would be 
dramatically reduced, if not eliminated. On the other extreme, the disposal of waste in 
landfills is the most environmentally destructive waste management practice. Pollution is 
caused during the manufacturing, consumption and disposal of goods. Such a waste 
policy favours capital accumulation since it facilitates seemingly endless demand. A third 
waste management policy is recycling. Compared to waste disposal, recycling is less 
environmentally destructive since potentially valuable recycled goods are diverted from 
sitting in the ground and possibly contaminating the land. However, compared to a 
reduction policy, recycling is still quite environmentally destructive since resources are 
used and pollution created during the manufacturing and recycling of goods. From an 
accumulation perspective, recycling can assist in capital accumulation, Unlike waste 
reduction, recycling has no obvious negative impact on overall consumption levels. 
However, unlike waste reduction, recycling spawns businesses which can earn a profit by 
collecting recyclable goods and then selling them to firms who, in turn, use them as 'raw' 
material for new products. In effect, the recycling business becomes an alternative 
supplier of manufacturing inputs and competes with suppliers of raw or virgin resources. 
Environmentally, this means recycling does not cause as high a degree of environmenta1 
destruction as suppliers who provide raw or virgin resources. 

Strategically, urban environmentalists involved in a formal policy process can 
justify support for a recycling policy on both environmental and political grounds. 
Politically, recycling would gamer much less opposition fiom business interests than a 
reduction policy. Indeed, recycling might even get support from certaili members of the 
business community if they could be convinced of the profit potentials of recycling. 
Environmentally, while recycling is not the best option for mitigating environmental 
harm, it is nonetheless less destructive than waste disposal. 



regulation that sustain or perhaps even help promote new types of economic and 

ecological relations (ie. a new regime of accumulation)? 

How many urban ecological political struggles end up altering as opposed to 

impeding processes of regulation that support capitalist accumulation is an empirical 

issue. No doubt the impact of these struggles varies from city to city due to the specific 

history of a city's urban environmental movement, the degree of commitment to 

ecological principles by its urban environmentalists, the strategic and tactical choices 

made by environmentalists, as well as the unique configuration of the urban regime-and 

the place the city holds in the regional, national and global political economy. Another 

important factor is the connection urban environmentalists have with counter-hegemonic 

politics and projects and the impact these other politics have on the city.)' 

This final factor raises the issue of intention of urban environmentalists vis-a-vis 

affecting processes of regulation. A city may have a strong history of urban ecological 

29This outcome can also be described as part of the ecological modernization 
approach. Emerging around 1980, ecological modernization is an approach that has 
developed throughout the world to combat ecological degradation. It acknowledges the 
dire ecological destruction caused by most (capitalist) economic activity and argues that 
properly managed capitalist economic growth can be ecologically-friendly (Harvey 
1996:377-83, Blowers 1997, Hajer 1 996). As Hajer (1 996:249) notes, ecological 
modernization received global endorsement in 1987 with the publication of Our Common 
Future by World Commission on Environment and Development (1987), after having 
been practised by Japan, Germany and multinational companies such as 3M. Blowers 
(1 997:85) suggests the ecological modernization approach is being increasingly adopted 
by the environmental movement. 

'O~ccording to (Adkin 1992: 136), the major hegemonic projects are capital 
accumulation, productivism, sexism, racism and prevailing ideologies of science. 



politics that preserve ecological spaces and thus impede regulatory processes that 

facilitate capital accumulation. Yet the urban environmentalists who spearhead these 

campaigns may not necessarily see their struggle as counter-hegemonic, nor even support 

groups involved in counter-hegemonic  project^.^' Conversely, urban environmentalists 

who may adopt a conscious counter-hegemonic stance, can involve themselves in policy 

processes that only reduce environmental harm while helping regulate accumulation 

because they believe this is the only way to eventually change the fundamental political, 

social and economic relations that create environmental degradation." This is yet another 

indication of how complex urban ecological politics can be, especially when trying to 

gauge the intended impact of campaigns by wban environmentalists on wider political 

and economic processes. 

6.3 Conclusion 

This examination of regime theory and regulation theory has provided important 

insights into the processes of urban ecological politics. The regulation approach supplies 

31This is the conclusion I reach in Chapter 9 about the people involved in the 
Leslie Street Spit struggle. The main group which wanted to preserve this urban 
wilderness space never expressed any solidarity with counter-hegemonic groups or 
projects. 

32As a participant observer of the Toronto environmental movement over the past 
eight years, I have come across this sentiment only a few times. I would argue most urban 
environmentalists in this city largely ignore, rather than support, broader counter- 
hegemonic projects. 



a framework of analysis that can explain urban ecological politics as a process of 

regulating the ecological harm caused by capitalist urbanization and thus suggests how 

power is articulated in these struggles. Urban environmentalists involve themselves in the 

processes of regulation --the political institutions and processes that produce urban 

policy-- that facilitate capitalist accumulation. Regime theory, in turn, allows one to 

specify the main actors involved in these politics and how their motives can lead to urban 

ecological struggle. Put together, the regime and regulation theories provide a framework 

to discuss the articulation of power involved in urban ecological politics. Specifically, 

struggles which succeed in sustaining increasingly diverse ecological relations and non- 

human entities can harm processes of regulation. Struggles which reduce environmental 

h a m  can help create new political and sociocultural institutions and practices (processes 

of regulation) which facilitate different forms of capital accumulation. In regime theory 

terms, this type of situation may be part of middle class progressive regimes which, 

according to Stoker (1 995:61), "seek environmental protection and control over growth 

and/or social gains from growth." In short, urban ecological politics can be thought of as 

the local processes whereby ecological harm that is caused by urban regimes attempting 

to reproduce capitalist urbanization is mediated." Thus, regulation and regime theories 

provide frameworks to illustrate that urban ecological political struggles can have an 

330ne might even contend that each city has a unique arrangement by which 
ecological harm is mediated and thus posit that each city has its own ecological mode of 
regulation or regime. 
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impact on broader political and economic forces outside the city limits. For the study of 

political science, the implication is that urban ecological politics affects politics in 

general. 



CHAPTER 7 

URBAN ECOLOGICAL POLITICS I1V THE TORONTO AREA 

This chapter switches focus away fiom a theoretical discussion of urban 

ecological politics to an examination of these politics within the Toronto area. My goal is 

to illustrate that many instances of urban ecological political struggle over the past twenty 

years are a response to ecological harm caused by urban infiastmcture and land use 

practices designed to facilitate the changing requirements of capitalist urbanization. My 

intention is to outline and explain these politics. I also want show the variable impact 

these struggles have had on the regulation of ecological harm and capital accumulation in 

Toronto. First, however, I want to illustrate how ecological relations and non-human 

entities can be implicated in the urban ecological politics of Toronto. 

7.1 Ecological Relations and Urban Ecological Politics 

The impact ecological relations and non-human entities have on people must be 

considered to better understand urban ecological politics. Accordingly, let me begin to 

outline some of the ecological relations and non-human entities that affect Toronto and its 

residents. Over millennia, ecological relations and myriad non-human entities helped 

.create the physical places and conditions to which urban residents and their activities 

have had to adapt. As a publication by the Toronto Field Naturalists reminds us: 

The present physical setting of Toronto is the result of slow movements of 
the earth's crust, forces of erosion, and changes in climate taking place 



during millions of years. Only during the past two centuries has man's [sic] 
impact on the site been significant (Toronto Field Naturalists 1976:4). 

The thousands of years of climatic, hydrological and geological forces created six 

watersheds and a total of 82 streams in the Greater Toronto Area, a11 of which have been 

altered by urbanization (Kanter 1 99O:g). 

Other ecological relations, forces and entities that have had an impact --and have 

changed the most-- are those associated with Lake Ontario. Since at least the last Ice Age, 

they have created and maintained a dynamic shoreline: 

The forces of wind, water, fiost, and ice sculpted the shore: fiost shifted 
the ground, cracked the rocks, and hastened erosion of river, stream, and 
lake banks. Wind gave the waves energy. The waves pounded relentlessly 
against the shores, dislodging rocks and soil. Sand eroded fi-om the shore 
was augmented by sediment discharged fiom the mouths of rivers and 
streams; this gritty material tumbled in the shallow nearshore waters and 
eroded the lake bottom and shore (Royal Commission 1992: 150). 

The shoreline created by these ecological forces was discovered in the 18th Century by 

Europeans to be a convenient place to exploit natural resources and to build a port that 

made up part of a larger transportation corridor for trade. Joining the ecological forces of 

wind, water frost, and ice, humans soon began modifying the shoreline starting with the 

removal of rocks from the beach that were used as ballast for ships and material for 

building walls (Royal Commission 1992: 15 1). Through the 19th and early 20th Century, 

the ecological relations that had modified the shoreline for millennia created challenges 

and obstacles as the Toronto shoreline was dramatically altered to accommodate harbour 



facilities' and, through infill, to facilitate other modes of transportation such as railways 

and cars.' This harbour infrastructure, partially shaped by ecological relations, facilitated 

much of the growth in area's economy (Merrens 1988). 

The lake and the ecological relations that support it also play other important roles 

that facilitate economic growth. First, the lake is the recipient of toxic effluent created by 

economic activity and human sewage (Royal Commission l992:99-113). Second, the 

lake provides water for human consumption and industry. For example, in 1994 Metro 

Toronto drew on average 8.4 million m3 of water fiom the lake each week (or about five 

fill Skydomes) and returned on average 8.68 million m3 per week of treated water to the 

lake (Metro Toronto 1 995a:5). 

As a result of over 200 years of pollution and massive shoreline transformations, 

ecological relations changed dramatically as habitats were destroyed and as pollutants 

entered the ecosystem. Notwithstanding these changes, the lake's effect on the area's 

micro-climate, moderating temperature shifts in summer and winter, has persisted. 

'For example, the Don River flowed into Ashbridges Bay, a large marsh. This marsh 
was eventually destroyed as it was filled with landfill in order to create usable land for 
harbour facilities. 

*In the late 19th Century, Front Street was just at the lake shore. Over the next few 
decades infill moved the shore south at least 500 rn. This created space to put railway 
lines and, in the 195Os, the Gardiner Expressway. 

3Kerr and Spelt (1 965:72-3) note that in the late 1800s pollution entering rivers --and 
eventually the lake-- posed a major health problem for Toronto residents. The pollution, 
most notably fiom cattle manure and distilleries, affected the quality of water near the 
intake pipes which supplied residents with drinking water. 
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Other ecological relations that affect the spaces of Metro Toronto and its human 

residents include the over 1,222 different species of plants, 40 species of mammals, 249 

species of birds, 1 1 species of reptiles, 1 1 species of amphibians, 64 fish species, 156 

species of moths and butterflies, and 180 other types of invertebrates such as spiders, 

molluscs, worms, flies and beetles that inhabit the Toronto area (Metro Toronto 

1995b: 17-19). 

In short, Toronto residents are enmeshed in a complex, changing set of ecological 

relations embodied in the physical environment, flora, fauna, and ~lirnate.~ They are most 

readily recognized when people enter the area's many ravines. It is in these often-called 

"natural areas" that many people go to appreciate the ecological relations of which they 

are a part, to relate to non-human urban entities, and to form their ideas about 'nature'. 

Residents are, of course, also enmeshed in complex ecological relations outside of 

ravines, although they may be less aware of them. For example, a visitor to the top of the 

CN Tower during the summer sees a blanket of green covering much of the highest 

density urban land in Canada. A product of thousands of mature trees, this blanket 

provides shade in the summer for Toronto residents, causes innumerable burst 

underground pipes thanks to tree roots, and releases countless leaves in the fall that 

residents must expend time and money on to remove. A summer tour through older parts 

%rady (1 995) provides a first-hand account of some of these processes. He showcases 
particular species, their relations with Toronto citizens, and how they shape urban spaces. 
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of the city highlights the large number of people also connected with ecological relations 

through the flower and vegetable gardens they plant in their front and back yards. And 

many people share their outdoor spaces with racoons, skunks and squirrels and their 

indoor spaces, usually reluctantly, with mice and cockroaches. Add to this the seasonal 

climate that brings severe weather events such as blizzards, thunderstorms, high heat and 

humidity and it becomes apparent how many ecological relations affect Torontonians in 

their daily activities, As noted in the last chapter, little research has been done about how 

urban residents perceive the ecological relations they encounter and how this affects their 

perceptions of nature (Wolch 1996). Nonetheless, for some, these encounters likely play a 

role in leading them to engage in political struggles aimed at stopping ecological 

degradation. 

In summary, then, ecological relations and their manifestation in non-human 

entities have played a vital role in shaping the lake, land and watershed that make up 

urban Toronto. As well, they are implicated in affecting people's perceptions of 'nature', 

in particular those engaged in urban environmental activism. As suggested above, most of 

these relations and entities have been fundamentally altered and degraded by capitalist 

urbanization, often manifest as urban infrastructure. 

7.2 Ecological Degradation in Toronto: Tracing its Cause 

Ecological degradation is not a recent phenomenon in Toronto. Significant 

amounts of pollution were entering the lake and affecting water quality in the late 1800s 



(Royal Conhission 1989d:21-2). Indeed, the marsh that formed Ashbridges Bay was so 

heavily polluted by the turn of the century that human health concerns prompted its 

eventual destruction and transformation into part of the Toronto harbour (Desfor 

(1 993: 179). Nonetheless, if it were possible to quantify ecological degradation, it has 

probably peaked sometime in the last 40 years. Perhaps the best report that gives some 

indication of the magnitude of the ecological degradation experienced in Toronto is the 

final report of the Royal Commission on the Future of the Toronto Waterfront entitled 

Pe~ema t ion  (1 This report sets out in summary form the state of the biophysical 

environment by looking at the land, water, air, and wildlife of the Toronto area. It also 

suggests what human activities are responsible for the degradation. Focusing on the soil 

quality of the land, the Royal Commission (1 992:25) notes: 

In some parts of the bioregion, soils are contaminated with heavy metals 
and organic chemicals, often the legacy of industrial activities, lakefilling, 
transportation or waste dumping. Although the extent of soil 
contamination from industrial activities throughout the region is not 
known, there is reason to believe that many former and existing industrial 
and refinery sites are contaminated as the result of poor handling of 
hazardous materials in the past, 

The water environment is similarly degraded. states: 

[in rivers and the lake] bottom sediments are contaminated, organisms 
living in them show bioaccumulation of toxic substances, fish of some 

'See also the 1995 Metropolitan Planning Department document entitled "State of the 
Environment Report: Metropolitan Toronto" which provides a much more technical and 
detailed account of the Toronto environment. This report is part of an emerging trend by 
municipal governments to engage in environmental monitoring and reporting. See 
Campbell and Maclaren (I  995). 



species have such high levels of contaminants they cannot be safely eaten 
by humans, aquatic life is stressed from pollution, and swimming beaches 
are fiequently closed during the summer (Royal Commission 1992:25). 

Inadequate sewage treatment facilities and wastes such as pesticides, fertilizers and heavy 

metals are cited as the causes of this degraded water quality (Royal Commission 

i992:25). Air quality is also in jeopardy. notes that levels of sulfur dioxide, 

particulates, carbon monoxide, and other metals have declined in the past few decades, 

while levels of nitrogen dioxide and volatile organic compounds have remained constant 

(Royal Commission 1992:26). The report correctly identifies that degraded air quality is 

caused by sources of pollution hundreds of kilometres away as well as "activities in the 

bioregion itself - particularly fiom automobiles, coal-fired generating stations, 

incinerators, and industry, as well as fiom furnaces heating homes, offices, and other 

structures" (Royal Commission l992:26). During hot summer days with little air flow, 

these pollution sources lead to dangerous smog levels that are known to harm residents 

with respiratory conditions. 

Wildlife has also been detrimentally affected. Many species such as the wolf, 

black bear, lynx, and elk no longer live in the bioregion while over 114 plants, reptiles, 

amphibians, mammals and fish are considered rare (Royal Commission l992:24). The 

causes of this, according to-nerh, are "loss, alteration, and fkagmentation of 

habitat; fishing and hunting; pollution of ecosystems by excess nutrients and persistent 

chemicals; and the introduction of non-native animal and plant species" (Royal 



Commission 1992:24). Indeed, Toronto has utterly transformed the spaces that were once 

home to myriad plants and animals: 

More than half the original wetlands in the bioregion have been drained 
for farms, bulldozed for housing or infilled to provide land for industry or 
transportation. Most of the remaining wetlands have been debased by 
upstream pollution or surrounding land uses, and are subject to intense 
pressure from increased urbanization (Royal Commission 1 992 :23-4). 

The Royal Commission report, in short, points directly to past and present 

economic activities and the urban spaces they produce as the major causes of ecological 

degradation. Specifically, it points to industrial activities, lakefilling, car-based 

transportation system, waste dumping, sewage treatment facilities, coal-fired generators, 

home furnaces and the destruction of wilderness spaces to accommodate urban 

development as the main causes of ecological degradation. As I will show below, these 

activities and spaces can be seen as fundamental aspects of Toronto's specific form of 

capitalist urbanization. Thus, Re~e- provides perhaps the most compelling 

evide'nce of the link between capitalist urbanization and ecological degradation. 

7.2 Toronto Economic and Spatial Restructuring and Ecological Degmdation 

To outline the link between capitalist urbanization and ecological degradation, let 

me return to the regulation approach. Regulation theorists posit that capitalist economies 

from the end of the Second World War up until about 1974 can best be described as 

Fordist and were defined by a regime of accumulation that "involve[d] a virtuous circle of 

growth based on mass production and mass consumption" (Jessop quoted in Painter 



1 995:278). The major feature of a Fordist city "is a profound transformation in 

transportation systems and the use of space" (Filion (1995:48). Production facilities 

moved out of the cities to new spaces which allowed the development of large assembly- 

kine facilities. Workers wanting to be closer to their jobs moved out to these new 

suburban locations and lived in new suburban housing. Car-based transportation systems 

were developed to allow people to get to their jobs and for businesses to move goods. Not 

only did this suburbanization of production facilitate mass production, it encouraged mass 

consumption by individuals: 

[A]n individual's decision to opt for low-density, fordist type of 
development triggers an extended chain of consumption. This 
consumption is driven by the purchase of goods that are needed to function 
within this urban and home environment. Of course, the car tops this list of 
goods which also includes household appliances, lawn care and domestic 
recreation equipment (Filion 1995 :48). 

To accommodate this "virtuous circle of growth based on mass production and mass 

consumption" local governments implemented infrastructure and planning models "that 

were consistent with fordist production and consumption" (Filion 1995:49). 

This concept of Fordist urbanization quite adequately describes the economic and 

spatial transformations that took place in the Toronto area, starting after World War Two. 

Having earlier been the "beneficiary of tariffs which encouraged the formation of an 

import substitution manufacturing zone in Ontario," including the Toronto waterfront, the 

Toronto area began changing dramatically as the Canadian Keynesian/Fordist 

compromise took effect after the war (Todd 1995: 192,194). The 1950s and 1960s were 



defined by intensive urban sprawl: the suburbanization of housing, the development of a 

car-based transportation system, new suburban shopping malls, and the suburbanization 

of industry within the Metropolitan Toronto area (Lemon 1985: 134-136, Caulfield 

1994:4 1-3). The new spatial requirements for Fordist manufacturing often led the way: 

In this golden age of manufacturing, the suburbanization of industry 
created a new industrial landscape, as more capital-intensive and space- 
consuming industries moved to the periphery. The pattern set in 1953 by 
Maclean-Hunter at 401 and Yonge and DM at Eglinton and Don Mills 
would be followed enthusiastically. In 1959 Metro planners noted the 
space-per-worker, the use of horizontal conveyers demanding one-storey 
buildings, truck-loading facilities and parking space and a desire for green 
space had increased greatly and was expected to 'continue to grow'to 1980 
(Lemon 1985: 136). 

The Don Mills suburb illustrates how the suburbanization of industry and housing 

intersect, in this case around the new IBM factory: "In 1952 the Don Mills Development 

Corporation began to build: by 1962,3,630 houses, 3,683 low-rise apartment units for a 

population of over 25,000, offices and 2.5 million square feet of floor space for 63 

industrial firms had been constructed" (Lemon 1985:134), New shopping centres were 

built to accommodate consumption, increasing the total number of centres in Metro fiom 

five in 1953 to 227 in 1966 (Lemon 1985136). 

All levels of the Canadian state were solidly in support of these new Fordist 

activities and urban spaces. The Federal Government looked to suburban development "as 

a vital Keynesian vehicle for national economic recovery in the wake of a depression and 

war" (Caulfield 1994:42). The Metropolitan Toronto Federation was created in 1953 by a 

provincial government committed to foster suburbanization (Magnusson 1983: 109-1 10). 
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A large amount of public money was spent building new infrastructure to accommodate 

urban sprawl. Over $1 55 million went into building new water mains, sewers, and 

expanding sewage treatment plants while another large sum of money was put into 

expressway construction, widening and resurfacing roads, and building bridges and 

underpasses to accommodate car and truck transportation (Lemon 1985: 138). New school 

construction also required huge amounts of money. The new Metro Toronto Govenunent 

was given responsibility for financing and organizing most of this infrastructure 

development and Fredrick Gardiner, the original Metro Chairman, became a key political 

force driving suburbanization, thanks in part to his close ties to the Provincial Tory 

Government (Magnusson 1983: 1 10). While the City of Toronto put up resistence to these 

changes, mostly due to its loss of power to the Metropolitan Council, suburban 

governments such as North York, Etobicoke and Scarborough had much to gain fiom 

supporting this development since it helped "strengthen the assessment base for these 

suburbs" (Lemon 1985: 138). 

In short, the two decades after the Second World War involved a fimdarnental 

alteration of the landscape of Metropolitan Toronto as wetlands, forests, meadows, 

agricultural lands, and small towns were transformed into new urban spaces organized to 

facilitate Fordist-style mass production and mass consumption. More specifically, 

industrial and commercial practices associated with Fordism and the urban infiastructure 

which facilitated these practices produced Fordist-style urbanization throughout Metro 

Toronto. The list of these Fordist practices and spaces largely overlaps with the economic 
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activities and spaces identified by the Royal Commission on the Future of the Toronto 

Waterf?ont (1 992) as having caused the ecological degradation in the Metro Toronto area. 

Accordingly, capitalist urbanization --in this case Fordist urbanization-- becomes a likely 

cause for much of ecological degradation in the Toronto area. 

The 1970s and 1980s saw a continuation of many aspects of this Fordist-style 

suburbanization and its attendant ecological degradation as land surrounding Metro 

Toronto --known colloquially as the 905 area-- underwent development. In the outer 

suburbs, jobs in manufacturing, transportation, storage, communication, wholesale and 

construction businesses increased by over 220,000 between 1 97 1 and 199 1 while Metro 

Toronto saw an increase of less than 50,000 and the City of Toronto saw a decrease of 

over 80,000 jobs in these sectors (Frisken et al. 1997:20). There was also another massive 

explosion of suburban housing development in the Greater Toronto Area as families 

moved to follow jobs to cheaper and more accessible locations. All of this led to a 

dramatic population increase in the GTA. Between 196 1 and 199 1 the population doubled 

from about 2.1 million to 4.2 million (Frisken l994b: 188, Infrastructure Working Group 

1992 : 1.6). Although the Metro population increased by 8.9% between 197 1 and 199 1, the 

other four regions of the GTA experienced an astounding 136% increase (Frisken 

1994: 188). 

New jobs and increasing population in the suburbs surrounding Metro Toronto led 

to green field development which transformed over 32,000 hectares of rural land into 

suburban housing, roadways and highways, manufacturing centres, business parks and 



other urban spaces (Infrastructure Working Group 1992: 1.6). This spatialization of 

businesses, housing and transportation networks, in turn, fbelled new types of economic 

activity and growth associated with suburbanization, spatialized in shopping malls and 

car-related outlets. Suburban cities in the new suburbs, such as Mississauga, and the old 

suburbs such as North York and Scarborough developed their own car-based downtown 

cores with high-rise ofice towers, in hopes of attracting some of the emerging jobs in the 

service economy. In short, new cities sprang up around small villages and in one-time 

farmers' fields. 

All of these new spaces were built to accommodate car-based transportation 

systems. Although new highway development was stopped in certain parts of Metro, 

thanks to the Spadina fight in the early 1970s, old highways were expanded and new ones 

built in other parts of Metro and the GTA to help residents commute throughout the 

GTA. Car ownership per capita increased fiom 0.3 in 1961 to 0.52 by 1986 

(Infrastructure Working Group 1 992: 1.6). 

Just as the suburban built environments in Metro were responsible for ecological 

degradation within Metro, those in the 905 area dramatically transformed and degraded 

existing eco-relations and non-human entities. Farmers fields, meadows, swamps and 

wilderness areas were destroyed as new dwellings were built by the booming construction 

and development sectors. Pollution from herbicide and pesticide use further degraded 

eco-relations in this suburban landscape as residents and businesses were convinced by 

lawn care companies to spray their lawns to ward off 'weeds'. Discharges from the 



burgeoning manufacturing industries entered ecosystems and degraded them. The 

dramatic increase in car use and roadway development introduced yet more pollution into 

the air, land and surrounding bodies of water further degrading existing ecological 

relations, while benefiting car manufacturers and related busine~ses.~ 

As more businesses and people moved into the suburbs, greater demand was also 

put on urban infrastructure services identified by the Royal Commission (1992) as 

causing ecological degradation. For example, between 196 1 and 1986, sanitary sewage 

volume in the GTA increased from 239 million gallons per day to 441 million gallons. 

The amount of solid waste increased fiom 1.58 million tonnes per year to 4.1 million 

tonnes (Infrastructure Working Group 1992: 1.6). Water and energy usage also increased. 

To what extent the suburbanization of the 905 area that took off in the 1970s 

reflects or is different fkom the suburbanization of the 1950s and 1960s is a matter of 

debate.' Nonetheless, both these old and new suburbs contain infrastructure and economic 

activities geared towards facilitating capital accumulation and are responsible for large 

amounts of ecological degradation. As well, both old and new suburbs were a product of 

an urban regime which brought together industrialists, developers, and government 

61tldeed, the GTA is second only to Detroit amongst North American cities "in its 
economic dependency on the automobile sector" (GTA Task Force 1996:50). 

'Keil and Graham (1998: 104) argue there are significant distinctions: "Forms of urban 
growth are being articulated in new ways with discourses on environment, nature and 
sustainability." 
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officials from all levels of government intent on facilitating private sector growth for the 

Toronto area. 

While the Metro suburbs and the 905 suburbs were transforming ecosystems, the 

City of Toronto went through its own spatial transformation beginning in the f 960s. As 

noted above, the City of Toronto faced massive deindustrialization as businesses moved 

into the surrounding suburbs. Old factory and warehouse sites and transportation 

corridors, especially along the waterfront, were vacated and left empty or eventually 

redeveloped. Concurrent with this deindustrialization of the downtown core was a 

dramatic increase in finance, insurance, real estate (FIRE) and service sector activity. In 

the City of Toronto, between 197 1 and 199 1, over 100,000 jobs were created in these 

sectors along with another 44,000 in government services, education, health and social 

services (Frisken et a1 1997:20). 

Spatially, the central business district of downtown Toronto was transformed as 

old office buildings were tom down and new high-rise ofice towers built to 

accommodate the increasing number of corporate headquarters and related financial 

service firms moving into the core.' New office construction between 1976 and 1989 

created over 1.8 million square metres of office space (City of Toronto 1990b:Table 2). 

Between 1966 and 1989, most of this new construction occurred within the central area 

'According to Todd (1 995: 198), 193 of the top 500 Canadian firms had head offices in 
Metro Toronto by 199 1. Looking at the GTA as a whole, 564 of North America's largest 
firms have headquarters in the GTA (GTA Task Force 199653). 



core (City of Toronto l99Ob: 12). In his description of what one sees while standing at the 

comer of Bay and King in the heart of the financial district, Holdsworth (1993:34) gives a 

sense of this new built environment: 

Here, in a 360-degree vista, is much of the management centre of Canada: 
all five of the big banks are in view - the Toronto-Dominion, the Bank of 
Montreal, the Canadian Imperial Bank of Commerce, the Bank of Nova 
Scotia, and the Royal Bank. All are associated with strikingly monumental 
building schemes of the last twenty-five years that have dramatically 
transformed Toronto's downtown. 

The transformation extended down to the waterfront where old factories, warehouses and 

transportation facilities were tom down. Just east of Y onge Street a new housing project, 

the St. Lawrence neighbourhood, was built with the help of the City of Toronto Reform 

Council interested in providing affordable housing. However, most of the redevelopment 

. was geared towards facilitating capital accumulation. Much of the rest of the derelict 

industrial land was either used for new condominium high-rises, or was set aside for 

future development as office, retail and housing space north and south of the Gardiner 

Expressway (Desfor, Goldrick and Merrens 1989). Indeed, the Railway Lands, directly 

north of the Gardiner between Yonge and Bathurst, were the focus of many ambitious 

development plans that have thus far only resulted in the building of the CN Tower, the 

Domed Stadium, and most recently the new Maple LeafdToronto Raptors stadium. 

In older working class neighbourhoods near the downtown core, the new affluent 

service sector workers employed in the recently built office towers steadily bought up 

working class homes, renovated them and 'gentrified' entire neighbourhoods (Caulfield 



1995, Rose 1996). The urban inhstructure required to facilitate these new service sector 

jobs and spaces was already largely in place and only needed the occasional update 

(Frisken et al. 1997:42-8). By 1978, the TTC had completed the University Subway line 

and spending for public transit initiatives dropped dramatically as governments came 

under increased fiscal  pressure^.^ 

What explains this massive spatial restructuring in the City of Toronto, especially 

its downtown core? The regulation approach posits that Fordism has been in crisis since 

at least 1974 when the virtuous circle of economic growth based on mass production and 

mass consumption seemed to come to an end. This crisis led to the development and 

increasing importance of new forms of accumulation defined by flexibility: flexible 

production systems, flexible labour processes, flexible spaces and flexible government 

regulation (Painter 1995). Painter (1 997: 125) notes: 

With the breakdown of fordism fiom the mid-1970s onward, the 
regulatory process has undergone significant restructuring. Commentators 
disagree about the impact of these changes, For some they herald an 
emergence [ofl a ftlly fledged postfordist mode of regulation constituted 
around customized production, niche (rather than mass) consumption, 
flexible wage bargaining, and financial deregulation and globalization. 
Others accept that a new mode of regulation is a possibility but argue 
either that its development to date is at best embroyonic. 

'Spending on rapid transit by the TTC by decade in 1985 dollars is as follows: 1950s 
$300 million; 1960s $800 million; 1970s $950 million; 1980s $280 million (TTC 199 1). ' 
In 1993 the NDP Provincial Govenvnent announced a $1.7 billion Rapid Transit 
Expansion program which was dramatically cut back when the Tories were elected in 
1995. 
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For the City of Toronto this translated into deindustrialization that began in the 1960s as 

manufacturers and then workers fled to the suburbs where they had the space to develop 

new, flexible manufacturing methods and build homes close to their workplaces. 

However, unlike many North American cities, this migration to the suburbs did not lead 

to inner city blight. The emergence of new forms of accumulation, specifically related to 

finance, real estate and service sectors, attracted businesses and residents to the 

downtown where new jobs were located. 

These new forms of accumulation and spaces were also driven by the emerging 

global economy that was pushing trade liberalization, increased international flows of 

commodities, the liberalization of financial markets, and increased global flow of 

financial capital (Gertler et al. 1995:lO-16). Toronto emerged as one of a small number of 

global cities that are important nodal points which facilitate finance-based accumulation 

by centralizing financial service firms and corporate headquarters (Friedmann and Wolff 

1982; Sassen 199 1 ; b o x  and Taylor 1 995; Todd 1995). In other words, a new 

accumulation strategy was emerging throughout the world that valorized capital through 

the production and consumption of financial services and downtown Toronto was 

becoming an important space to facilitate these new types of accumulation (Todd 1995). 

Combining the global cities and regulation approach, Todd (1 995: 197) argues: 

The shift to a post-Fordist economy and the strategic creation of a globally 
oriented urban space for financial services has decidedly tilted the balance 
of national economic development in new sectors such as specialized 
business services and flexible manufacturing in favour of the country's 
best contender for world city status (Todd 1995: 197). 



This happened as a deliberate result of governments and various local and national 

fractions of the capitalist class actively pursuing a development strategy to attract these 

firms to Toronto." 

While these emerging global economic trends explain part of the reason why 

Toronto's inner city remained vibrant, another important factor is the politics of the 1960s 

and 1 970s. By the late 1 960s a strong communi ty-based opposition had coalesced against 

the massive urban redevelopment pushed by the Metropolitan and City of Toronto levels 

of government in the 1960s (Goldrick 1978, Magnusson 1983, Caulfield 1994). A 

coalition of middle class conservative homeowners concerned with maintaining property 

values and low-income people pushing for affordable housing and social equity helped 

elect a Reform Council in 1972. The new Council changed zoning bylaws, increased 

citizen involvement in planning and supported urban planners no longer intent on 

wholesale urban renewal and thus slowed down and altered urban redevelopment 

throughout the 1970s. The demolition of old housing stock and the building of high rise 

buildings were replaced by the restoration of aging housing stock through gentrification. 

Height restrictions were put on new developments. An emphasis was put on public transit 

instead of car-based travel. Indeed, Toronto City Council encouraged the development of 

10~oldrick (1996) analyses how federal government policies regarding international 
banking centres contributed to this. Todd (1 996b) analyses the role played by one local 

. state body in facilitating economic restructuring in the City of Toronto. 
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regional sub-centres in North York and Scarborough to lessen demand on the downtown 

core. 

By the early 1980s, the political support for Reform councillors no longer 

translated into a majority of Council seats and the speed of redevelopment once again 

picked up. However, the Reformers had already made their mark on the urban landscape. 

The viability of gentrification, the benefits of maintaining diverse inner-city 

neighbourhoods, a successful financial sector and the uniqueness of a North American 

city with a viable, safe downtown made City Council wary of returning to the type of 

massive urban redevelopment that many had advocated in the 1960s. Ironically, then, 

thanks to an urban regime influenced by a strong anti-development bias fkom City 

Council during the 1 WOs, the urban regime of the 1980s pushed new development in 

Toronto by marketing those qualities that Toronto gained from a decade of anti- 

development policies. 

While Toronto may not have succumbed to the many social and economic ills 

found in most other North American big cities, it nonetheless still contributed to 

ecological degradation. The distinctive postfordist, global city practices and spaces that 

emerged out of the economic restructuring in the 1970s and 1980s mirror many of the 

economic practices and spaces identified by the Royal Commission (1992) as causing 

ecological degradation. 

h e r  city development may have displaced some greenfield development. 

However, it did not come without an environmental cost. Demolition and construction 
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produced huge amounts of rubble and construction waste that had to be disposed and the 

lake front became a prime site. The lake shore was once again transformed affecting near 

shore ecological relations.'' Water and electricity consumption levels increased, as did the 

per capita levels of waste, putting added strain on urban infrastructure services such as 

waste disposal, electricity, and water and sewage which were already causing ecological 

degradation. The operation of these services contributed to large amounts of pollution 

entering the lake, air and lands of the Toronto area. 

Another important impact on ecological relations came as a result of decisions 

made in downtown office towers housing the global financial and service sector 

businesses. While previous decisions from these downtown spaces had affected the 

hinterlands of Ontario and Canada, by the 1980s these decisions were having an impact 

throughout the globe. The emerging financial industry engaged in global financial 

transactions funnelled capital through mutual funds and investments in national stock 

markets into a host of new ventures aimed at exploiting natural resources in previously 

undeveloped areas and developing new economic ventures that displaced existing 

ecological relations. For example, investments in mineral extraction in southeast Asia 

destroyed fiagile ecosystems, agri-businesses in the Amazon contributed to rainforest 

destruction, and theme park development displaced wilderness area.'* 

"I discuss this in more detail in the next chapter. 

I2For a general overview of the negative environmental impact foreign investment 
from developed nations has made on developing nations, see French (1998). 



In summary, the Royal Commission on the Future of the Toronto identified 

ecological degradation as a result of economic and spatial practices such as greenfield 

development, suburbanized industrial activity and urban infrastructure services. Using a 

regulation approach, I have argued that these practices can be linked to capitalist 

urbanization. The regulation approach identifies specific combinations of economic, 

political and spatial practices that assist in capital accumulation. Fordist urbanization, 

which describes one such combination, is based on many of the economic and spatial 

practices identified by the Royal Commission as causing much of the ecological 

degradation in the Toronto area. In addition, the economic restructuring that began in the 

1970s --a response to the crisis of Fordism and the globalization of the economy- also 

produced economic and spatial practices in both the 905 area and the central core of 

Toronto which were also identified by the Royal Commission as causing ecological 

degradation.13 This supports the claims in previous chapters that the spatialization of 

capital in the late 20th century h m s  increasingly diverse ecological relations and non- 

human entities. It also provides a plausible explanation for the origins of a significant 

number of urban ecological political struggles in the Toronto area during the last twenty 

years. That is, it suggests that the harm caused by capitalist urbanization engendered 

"In an excellent case study of Los Angeles, FitzSimmons and Gottlieb (1 996) also 
examine the links between capitalist accumulationy the development of LA5 water, 
electrical, waste management and transportation infrastructure and ecological 
degradation. 



social opposition as people who cared to preserve increasingly diverse ecological 

relations fought back. 

7.3 Urban Ecological Political Struggles in Toronto 

Adequate accounts of urban ecological struggles in Toronto, let alone exhaustive 

ones, have yet to be written. Maclaren (1992) has begun compiling an important element 

of these accounts by recording the many relatively recent municipal environmental policy 

initiatives in Toronto. Harries-Jones (1 993), Malloy (1 996), Macdonald (1 99 I), Wilson 

(1996), and Hartmam (1 996) allude to or provide case studies of a few environmental 

campaigns that might have led to municipal policy reform.14 In this section, I will focus 

on the environmental movement in Toronto and chart many of the campaigns in which 

they were involved from the early 1980s onwards. My primary goal is to show that much 

of the environmental activism in Toronto over the last two decades can be explained as a 

response to environmental degradation associated with Toronto's capitalist urbanization. 

As well, I want to provide an initial assessment of the impact these campaigns had on the 

regulation of Toronto's economy. 

14Unforhmately, many struggles have never been documented. Much of this history 
exists in the personal files and memories of activists. A large amount of work needs to be 
done to collect these personal files, interview activists, and catalogue all this information 
in one place. In discussions with Toronto urban environmentalists in the last 8 years, I 
have come to the conclusion that creating and maintaining a historical record of their 
work is a low priority for activists, given all the campaign work that needs to be done and 
given that few finds are available for such a task. 



Characterizing Toronto environmentalism is no simple matter. One way to 

proceed is to compare it to Canadian environmentalism. Paehlke (1997) suggests there 

have been two waves of environmentalism in Canada. The first wave, which he dates 

fiom 1968 to 1976, focused mainly on the following issues: air and water pollution, the 

energy crisis, offshore oil drilling, oil spills, nuclear power, population, resource 

depletion, and urban neighbourhood preservation (Paehlke 1 99 7 :Z 8). Paehlke 

characterizes environmentalists of the first wave in the following manner: 

There was, in 1970 more frequently than now, even more of a sense that as 
an environmentalist one was thoroughly out of step with one's society. 
There was a sense that society was not viable and that its impending 
decline need not be mourned. Some aspects of the early movement were 
millennialist and some were even, at times, apolitical (Paehlke l997:258). 

Paehlke does not say much about the urban character of this wave of environmentalism, 

other than that not all environmentalists shared in the view that cities should be fled. He 

notes, in general, that mvironmentaIists were relatively unsuccessll in influencing 

decision-makers and could, at best, hope for end-of pipe approaches to the many pressing 

environmental problems. 

The second wave of environmentalism lasted fiom 1986 to 1994. This wave had 

more of a global focus and included issues such as climate warming, ozone depletion, old 

growth forests, fisheries, biodiversity, waste management, hazardous wastes, indoor air 

quality, urban planning, automobiles and land use (Paehlke 1997:258). This change in 

issue areas accompanied a dramatic change in the style of campaigning: 



Second-wave environmentalism is very different. Many environmental 
organizations have matured and professionalized (though the creation of 
newer, more radical ones has been ongoing as well.) ... During the second 
wave the movement as a whole connected more frequently and in more 
ways with the normal political processes of wider society (Paehlke 
l997:Zg). 

In short, this second wave involved a much more diverse and politically active set of 

activists. Ideologically, differences developed between deep ecologists and activists 

willing to work with decision-makers. Spatially, the environmental degradation of the city 

became an increasingly important focus of activism. 

This two-wave typology is, as Paehlke (1 997:257) acknowledges, impressionistic 

in nature and identifies "differences of degree, not kind." Nonetheless, it provides an 

interesting point of comparison to analyse urban environmentalism in Toronto. The first 

wave of environmentalism, as Paehlke suggests, did not have a significant urban 

component to it. Indeed, there was perhaps even an anti-urban bias to it. This, one can 

argue, might explain why so little has been written on environmental campaigns in 

Toronto during the 1970s and why there seems to be so few records and information 

about significant environmental campaigns in Toronto during the 1 970s.'' No doubt, 

''See Chapter 8 for a case study of one of the few documented campaigns around the 
planned development of the Leslie Street Spit. As well, the Spadina expressway fight 
mentioned in the introduction contained aspects of an environmental campaign. Goldrick 
(1978:30-3) fiames this political struggle as a middle class, liberal response to the 
excesses of capitalist urbanization. It arose not out of a fundamental concern for nature, 
but out of a community-based oppositional politics to urban re-development that emerged 
in the 1960s and eventually incorporated the rising public concern for environmental 
issues into its oppositional analysis (Nolan and Nolan 1970). Ln other words, there was a 
small environmental campaign within a much larger anti-development campaign. 
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there were urban environmentalists in Toronto engaged in political struggle but their 

activities remain largely unkn~wn. '~ 

By the early 1980s, however, campaigns by recognized environmental groups 

adopted much more of an urban focus, as did the campaigns of new community-based 

environmental groups. In the case of Pollution Probe, an Ontario-wide environmental 

group situated in Toronto, a common practice was to carve up the urban environment into 

three mediums --land, air and water- and organize campaigns to report on and highlight 

the pollution entering these various mediums. Focusing on air quality and polluted land, 

Pollution Probe released a host of reports in the 1980s dealing with the negative 

environmental impacts on air quality, urban health, and agricultural lands emanating fiom 

incinerators and private car use (Pollution Probe 1984, 1986). While these reports 

advocated policy changes at the provincial level, they specifically referred to Toronto and 

made recommendations that would have profound impacts on the urban spaces in 

Toronto. Pollution Probe also dealt with air quality issues through the rubric of energy 

conservation; decreased energy use meant fewer coal generators. They extolled the 

16The two main sources of material on environmentalist-led struggles are the Toronto 
Enviromqental Alliance (TEA) library and the Canadian Environmental Law Association 
(CELA) library. Neither of these libraries contain much infomation dated before the 
early 1980s. In the case of TEA this is because the organization was not founded until 
1988 at which point members started collecting mostly contemporary material. In the case 
of CELA, the library primarily contains documents with provincial and national foci. As 
well, their limited space means much of the 1970s material has probably been purged. 
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rnyriad environmental and economic benefits of installing energy saving devices such as 

low watt light bulbs, energy efficient appliances and home insulation." 

Water quality was another issue around which campaigns were organized. In 198 1 

and again in 1983 Pollution Probe produced reports showing the sad state of water quality 

in Toronto, and other areas in Ontario, and called on the Province to upgrade sewage 

treatment plants in Metro.18 Three years later another report examined how discharges 

from factories in urban areas into municipal sewers led to negative impacts on wildlife 

because of improper sewage treatment (Pollution Probe 1986b). These types of 

campaigns coincide somewhat with the issue areas in and approach of Paehlke's first 

wave of environmentalism in that they focus on pollution and resource depletion and they 

did not actively engage in existing political and economic institutions. The emphasis was 

on building public awareness about environmental degradation, a quality Paehlke 

(1997:259) attributes to the first wave of environmentalism. 

The 1 980s also saw the emergence of community-based struggles and Iocal 

environmental groups that fit another characteristic of first-wave environmentalism: 

urban neighbourhood preservation. One such struggle was the fight to stop air pollution 

caused by incineration in the Riverdale neighbourhood of the City of Toronto.lg In 1983 a 

"See various issues of Pollution Probe's Probe Post where they describe the 
renovations done to their headquarters, an old house they renamed Ecology House. 

'8Pollution Probe (1 98 1, 1983). See also Macdonald (1 99 1 : 1 12-1 3). 

''1 provide a more detailed history of this struggle in Hartrnann (1 996). 
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number of community members and groups in the Riverdale area formed the Citizens for 

a Safe Environment (CSE) in a response to a proposed incinerator development 

emanating fiom the City of Toronto.20 Over the next six years, the CSE developed a 

multi-faceted anti-incineration campaign. Within their c o m m ~ t y ,  they held monthly 

meetings (often weekly when important Council meetings were approaching) and had the 

support of hundreds of active volunteers. Community events were held highlighting the 

environmental and health problems with incineration. The CSE collected over 8,000 

signatures for a petition opposing incinerators. They produced a quarterly newsletter. At 

City Hall, the CSE gave deputations at committee and council meetings dealing with 

incineration and waste management issues. They also worked with larger environmental 

groups such as Pollution Probe and the Canadian Environmental Law Association to fight 

incineration throughout Ontario. 

From the start of its campaign, the CSE produced a simple and compelling 

message: incineration is dangerous to the environment and to human health; and, waste 

can be more effectively dealt with using the 3Rs hierarchy -- reduce, reuse and recycle. 

This contestation was ultimately successfiA and stopped the development of two solid 

waste incinerators in the city and shutting down an existing incinerator. Had this 

campaign not occurred, the old port area of Toronto's east end might now be the site of 

20The following information comes fiom a variety of sources that include City of 
Toronto (1 983, 1 988a, 1 988b, 1 989), Metropolitan Toronto (1 988), Citizens for a Safe 
Environment (1 988, 1989, 1990, 1991, n.d.) and Suttle (1 995). 



197 

three huge incinerators burning over 600,000 tomes of garbage a year and introducing 

new sources of pollution that would no doubt have transformed existing ecological 

re1 ations. 

There are, then, similarities between the environmental campaigns and groups in 

Toronto during the 1980s and Paehlkek first wave of environmentalism, in particular the 

focus on pollution, building public awareness about environmental problems and urban 

neighbourhood preservation. However, there are also many differences. Pollution Probe 

campaigns do not have obvious millennia1 characteristics about them nor were they 

necessarily anti-technological. Moreover, the CSE antbincineration struggle illustrates 

that some community groups were not cut off fiom the dominant political and economic 

order. Rather, the CSE used local political processes and local institutions to further its 

goals. In short, Toronto environmentalism in the 1980s was a mix of both first and second 

wave environmentalism. 

The impact this style of environmentalism had on political and sociocultural 

institutions and practices which helped define the processes of regulation of the Toronto 

economy is varied. If public awareness campaigns affected these processes of regulation, 

it was probably by exposing members of the urban regime such as policy-makers and 

powerbrokers to the emerging public interest in environmental degradation and the 



realization that some response would soon be ne~essary.~' In the case of the CSE 

incineration struggle, however, the campaign can be viewed as impeding regulation 

because it changed an aspect of Toronto's waste managem& policy. In comparison to 

reduction, reuse, recycling and even landfilling, incineration is the most efficient waste 

management strategy to sustain high levels of production and consumption. Unlike 

landfills, it dramatically reduces the volume of waste produced during the production and 

consumption of the goods and incineration spatially limits negative environmental 

impacts and the range of NIMBY-style public opposition. Unlike reduction and reuse 

initiatives, incineration depends on high levels of consumption that produces waste in 

order to maintain its use value. Incineration is also a potentially highly profitable business 

venture for the companies who construct and run the incinerators. In short, by stopping 

incinerators, the CSE campaign was responsible for impeding the further development of 

an urban infrastructure perfectly suited to help sustain capitalist urbanization. Indeed, the 

CSE helped bring about a debate on, and consideration of an alternative waste 

management policy, one that considered options such as reuse and reduction that would 

have been highly disruptive to capital accumulation. 

While the environmental activism in Toronto during the 1980s does not quite fit 

into either Paehlke's first-wave or second-wave typology, the activism in the latter part of 

2'See Adkin (1 998%-32) for an interpretation of public opinion surveys done in 
Canada during the 1980s that reflect a growing concern amongst the public around 
environmental matters. 



the decade and in the 1990s fits quite well. By 1990, many community-based 

environmental groups emerged such as It's Not Garbage, Environmentalists Plan 

Transportation, the Task Force to Bring Back the Don, and the Toronto 

Environmental Alliance (TEA). These local groups and other provincial and national 

groups focused specifically on urban issues such as waste management, urban land-use, 

transportation, air quality, urban pesticides use, and green community development. 

Unlike some of the environmentalism of the 1970s, the goal of these groups was not only 

to stay in the city but transform it into a livable, environmentally safe place. 

For example, groups such as Pollution Probe, It's Not Garbage, the Toronto 

Environmental Alliance, the Canadian Institute for Environmental Law and Policy, 

Citizens for a Safe Environment, and the Recycling Council of Ontario organized 

campaigns against existinwcal. waste management practices such as mega-landfills and 

incineration and promoted waste reduction, reuse and recycling (the 3Rs concept).22 

These campaigns coincided with and were often prompted by waste management policy 

processes instigated by various institutions of the local state." They called for sustainable 

waste management practices and urban spaces that would maintain human and 

22See, for example, the Canadian Institute for Environmental Law and Policy (1 989), 
Hartrnann and Coffey (1990); Metro Waste Reduction Task Force (n.d.); and the Toronto 
Environmental Alliance (1 994). 

2 3 ~ o r  example, Metropolitan Toronto ran the Solid Waste Environmental Assessment 
Plan (SWEAP), the Liberal Government in Ontario ran the Solid Waste Interim Steering 
Committee (SWISC) in the late 1980s, and the NDP Government ran the Interim Waste 
Authority (WA). 



environmental health and reduce natural resource depletion. The campaigns and struggles 

were partially successful as less environmentally damaging waste management practices 

such as recycling, household cornposting, and other forms of waste diversion became 

seen as legitimate and were adopted by local governments." 

Urban transportation policy became another issue area for urban environmentalists 

as they tried to 'green' the transportation system by restricting car use and promoting 

public transit and bicycle use. Local groups such as Environmentalists Plan 

Transportation, formed in 1989, the Better Transportation Coalition, formed in 1993, and 

the Toronto Environmental Alliance (TEA) engaged in struggles to maintain street cars 

and electric trolleys, to introduce bike lanes along Toronto roads, to push for high 

occupancy vehicle lanes, to car pool and to stop the development of Highway 407 

(running north of Metro)? They informed the public through pamphlets and leafleting. 

They held community protests, deputed in front of committees at the City and Metro 

levels and, in the case of TEA, worked with private sector companies to start up car 

24For example, waste diversion in Metro Toronto for waste picked up by 
municipalities went from 0% to 26% over 8 years (Metropolitan Toronto 1995a). Most of 
this is due to the Blue Box and home composting, two strategies heavily lobbied for by 
urban environmentalists. What sort of positive impact this had on ecological relations has 
never been studied in any detail. 

2SFor information on these groups and some of the campaigns they have engaged in, 
see: Environmentalist Plan Transportation (n.d., l992), Better Transportation Coalition 
(N.d., 1994), Toronto Environmental Alliance (1 W6), Mittlestaedt (1 W6), and Roberts 
(1993). See also Malloy (1 997:61-2) for his overview of Environmentalists Plan 
Transportation. 
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pooling initiatives. Pollution Probe and Greenpeace Canada provided important scientific 

and technical research, thanks to their larger membership and scope, to help substantiate 

the many negative impacts of car use and the advantages of public transit (Greenpeace 

199 1, Pollution Probe 199 1). 

Yet another urban infrastructure service, water and sewage systems, received 

attention from numerous urban environmentalists. In the early 1 h o s ,  the Sewage Caucus 

organized within the Toronto Environmental ~ l l i ance .*~  Its members were predominantly 

involved in discussions with Metropolitan Toronto Works Department officials over how 

to deal with sewage in the Metro area. OfEcials estimated a need for more sewage 

capacity and proposed expanding the number of sewage treatment plants in Metro. 

Activists, on the other hand, proposed water conservation methods and innovative sewage 

treatment approaches that relied on biological plants and their ecological relations to 

remove toxics fiom water instead of chemical dependent sewage treatment facilities. 

More recently, the Toronto chapter of the World Wildlife Fund (1997) lobbied Metro 

Toronto to make changes to sewer bylaws that would reduce the amount of toxic 

chemicals entering sewers. 

Another set of campaigns were organized around urban energy practices; 

specifically reducing the need for an energy infrastructure that created myriad types of 

pollution. They promoted energy conservation because of the numerous positive 

26The following information is based on Sullivan (1 997). 
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environmental effects resulting fiom reduced resource use such as less air pollution and 

less toxic waste. For example, the Urban Environment Centre (UEC), established in 

1993, created the Home Green-up Program. UEC staff would visit homes and do 

environmental audits and suggest energy saving strategies for home owners?' This 

eventually transformed into Greedaver, an organization funded by various levels of 

government and the private sector, which offers free environmental audits to Toronto 

residents. During these visits, residents are presented with a package of infomation 

outlining many of the environmental problems in Toronto and presented with options by 

which they can help correct these problems. 

One of the more esoteric initiatives falling under the energy conservation heading 

was an idea called Deep Lake Water Cooling (DLWC). Since the Toronto climate results 

in hot summers, factories, shops, and offices require cool air to make indoors bearable. 

Most of this cool air is provided by electricity generated by coal-fired generators in 

Mississauga, a major source of CO, emissions and urban smog. Backed by key figures in 

local government and the Canadian Urban Institute, the DLWC proposal aimed at 

reducing electricity used for cooling downtown buildings dwing the summer. It called for 

a public-private partnership to raise $600 million to place a huge two-kilometre tunnel 

into Lake Ontario? Cold water would be drawn in and fed into an under-water pipe 

"See Urban Environment Centre (1 993). 

28See Canadian Urban Institute (1 99 1). 



system linking downtown office towers. In place of air conditioners that required large 

amounts of energy and ozone-depleting CFCs, the cold water would be used to cool down 

buildings during the hot summer. To environmentalists, the idea was sold as 

environmentally fiiendly because it would reduce greenhouse gas emissions. To the 

corporate sector, it was sold as a sound business investment given that the eventual 

phase-out of CFCs would neces'sitate alternative cooling strategies for office tower 

owners. 

After the idea was made public, representatives of various levels of government, 

environmental activists and other concerned individuals were brought together to 

investigate the feasibility of the project.29 Afier two years of meetings, consultant reports 

and community outreach, support for the idea dissipated. Environmentalists pointed out 

that to make the project financially viable to investors meant that aggressive energy 

conservation measures would have to be sacrificed in order to guarantee a constant 

consumption of cool water necessary to pay off the investment. Investors, it appears, were 

wary that future energy conservation initiatives might undermine their investment by 

reducing the need for their product, cool water.30 

*'The author was a member of this working group and represented the Toronto 
Environmental Alliance. 

3?By 1997 the idea emerged once again, this time pushed politically by Metro 
Councillor Jack Layton, a long-time pro-environmental city politician who had been 
involved in the 1993 proposal. Having helped instigate a pilot energy conservation retrofit 
program for the City of Toronto for commercial and industrial buildings, Layton saw an 
opportunity to once again introduce the DLWC concept, this time on a much smaller 



With respect to land use issues, a group of activists initiated a campaign in 1990 

which attempted to promote environmentally sustainable practices for a proposed urban 

re-development project in the downtown core. At issue was a large 200 acre tract of land, 

known as the Railway Lands, just west of the central business district. This site had once 

been used to facilitate rail way transportation for Toronto-based manufacturers and had 

been the focus of redevelopment for decades (Desfor, Goldrick, Merrens 1989:496-8). A 

group of concerned citizens, including then City Councillor Jack Layton, released a 

document entitled "Greenlands: A Sustainable Development Plan for Toronto's 

Waterfkont Railway Lands" (Allen et al. 1990). Rather than providing a detailed plan for 

the Railway Lands, the document sets out 2 1 principles that could create an 

environmentally-sustainable urban space and it highlights some of the many technologies 

and practices currently in use that would facilitate such development. Essentially, the 

principles reflect three goals: reducing electricity use through the use of alternative energy 

sources; conserving water and instigating natural, biological sewage techniques; and 

dramatically reducing all forms of toxic and solid waste through aggressive waste 

reduction and diversion plans (Allen et a1 1 99O:4). Justification for these goals came fiom 

scale (City of Toronto 1998). This version, to be financed by the Toronto District Heating 
Corporation, a corporation owned by the City of Toronto, plans to utilize the cold water 
fiom a new water intake pipe that will extend into the lake off of Toronto Island. Before 
the water enters the municipal water system, it will pass through a heat exchanger which 
cools down water to be delivered to downtown office buildings. Environmentalists 
generally responded positively to the proposal, given that the scale was much smaller than 
the 1993 proposal and given that the City had shown a commitment to energy 
conservation for downtown ofice towers through its pilot program. 
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the authors' prognosis of current urban development: "Cities, as currently planned and 

built, are systematically destroying the liveability of the planet" (Allen et al. 1990~4). 

The document envisioned a set of economic practices and ecological relations 

based on promoting environmental goals. It was dramatically different fiom other 

proposals intent on maximizing development that would assist in capital ac~umulation.~' 

The "Greenlands" document suggests how different a neighbourhood designed around 

environmental principles would be fiom current urban spaces." Authors called on the 

City of Toronto to adopt the principles outlined in the report but nothing came of it. Also 

in the early 1990s land use issues and environmental concerns were brought together as 

various local environmentalists developed a "Green Growth" plan for the city as part of 

Toronto's Cityplan 91 planning process (City of Toronto (1990a: 105-1 9). In recent years, 

no major campaigns have focused on land use issues, partially due to the recession of the 

early 1 990s which dramatically reduced new development proposals. 

This sampling of campaigns over the Iast decade indicates some the common 

characteristics that Toronto urban environmentalism shares with what Paehlke identifies 

as the second-wave of environmentalism: frequent connections with the political process; 

an acceptance of environmental ideas within political and economic 'elites '; a multi- 

tooled approach by environmentalists; and the professionalization of many environmental 

"See Desfor et al(1989) for descriptions of some of the proposals made prior to 1989. 

32Chapter 8 on the Leslie Street Spit makes a similar point. 
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groups (Paehlke l997:259). Urban environmentalists were frequently involved as well as 

invited to participate in myriad political processes such as government consultation 

processes, multi-stakeholder committees, and public outreach. Indeed, urban 

environmentalists helped develop new political processes and institutions specifically 

designed to deal with urban environmental concerns. 

In September 1988, the City of Toronto Board of Health released a report entitled 

"Healthy Toronto 2000". This report called on treating "our natural ecosystems with 

respect, both for our own benefit and for the benefit of future generations" (City of 

Toronto 1988~: 1). In one section, the report outlines major pollution and waste 

management problems facing the city and how urban planning decisions and sustainable 

resource use are all linked to community heaIth (City of Toronto 1988~56-60). The 

report was developed with extensive community consultation and involved the input of 

several hundred community members and groups which included at least some urban 

environmentalists (City of Toronto 1988c:2 1). This report and the influence of urban 

environmentalists helped spawn the Healthy City Office which became an institutional 

site where urban environmentalists could introduce their ideas into the political process. 

Lobbied by environmentalists, the Toronto Atmospheric Fund (TAF) was created 

by the City of Toronto in 1992. TAF developed out of the "The Changing Atmosphere: 

Implications for Global Security" conference held in 1988 in Toronto. Amongst other 

things, this led the City of Toronto, in 1990, to commit to reducing carbon emissions 

(TAF 1996). Funded and managed by the City of Toronto, TAF's mandate is to help 
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promote local initiatives that will reduce air emissions that contribute to global climate 

change. TAF has provided funding to 13 community-based projects run mostly by 

locally-based environmental groups (Toronto Atmospheric Fund 1996). Indeed, TAF has 

become a significant 'site' of struggle as groups try to convince TAF to h d  their 

campaigns. As well, TAF is an influential player in urban ecological political struggles. It 

has allowed prominent urban environmentalists to .promote various environmental issues, 

through the lens of global climate change, throughout the city.)' 

Another political institution that actually developed out of a community-based 

group is the Task Force to Bring Back the Don. Formed in 1989, the Toronto City 

Council recognized the group a year later and gave it funding (Maclaren 1992: 165), thus 

turning into a quasi-state body. Eschewing a confrontational approach, the Task Force has 

developed a comprehensive vision that includes improving water quality, caring for 

nature and caring for community (Wilson 1996). It organized cleanup days involving 

local citizens and businesses and embarked on a public education that included upstream 

cormunities. 34 

Perhaps the most notable and influential connection made by urban 

environmentalists with the political process and dominant economic interests over the Iast 

ten years was through the Royal Commission on the Future of the Toronto Waterfront. 

 h he executive director of TAF is Lois Corbett who has also been the executive 
director of the Toronto Environmental Alliance since 1993. 

34See the Task Force to Bring Back (1 99 1) and Malloy (1 99757-9). 
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Set up in March 1988 by the Federal Government, the Royal Commission was headed by 

David Crombie, one time mayor of the City of Toronto during the Reform Council in the 

1970s and a Tory Cabinet Minister under Brian Mulroney. The original mandate of the 

Royal Commission was to make recommendations about what to do with federal agencies 

and lands operating on the waterfront in a way that also took into account environmental 

factors (Royal Commission 1989a:3). By late 1989, the Provincial Government called on 

the Commission to broaden its mandate geographically and include the waterfkont to the 

west and east of Metro Toronto as well as the watersheds to the north in any planning 

proposals (Royal Commission 1992:9-10). As well, environmental concerns became 

increasingly prominent. 

The Commission set up various working groups and held work shops and public 

hearings where environmental activists had numerous opportunities to impress their ideas 

upon the Commission. Well-known environmental activists such as Paul Muldoon from 

Pollution Probe, John Jackson fkom Great Lakes United, and Trevor Hancock became 

integrally involved in writing key reports. Academics concerned with ecological issues, 

such as Michael Hough, also played key roles. An important outcome of the myriad 

debates, discussions and presentations that were part of the Commission's work was a 

general agreement that future planning initiatives must adopt an ecosystem approach. 

Indeed, the ecosystem approach became the defining concept around which the final 

report was organized (Royal Commission 1992:xix-xxii). 
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In short, the Royal Commission was an important political process which allowed 

environmental activists to promote the idea that ecosystem health --understood broadly to 

include flora, fauna and natural habitats-- must be taken into account in any urban 

planning exercises in the region. The Commission also helped legitimize much of the 

environmental campaigning in the 1980s by confirming the huge damage being done to 

ecosystems in the Toronto region due to urban development and bad planning. 

In summary, Toronto urban environmentalism of the late 1980s and 1 990s 

exhibits many characteristics associated with the second wave of environmentalism. The 

close association between the many urban environmentalists and local political processes, 

manifest especially in the Royal Commission adopting an ecosystem approach, suggests 

that these campaigns may have had some influence on the regulatory processes involved 

in setting the city's regime of accumulation. Although most of the struggles over urban 

infrastructure and land use did not lead to dramatic changes --indeed one might argue 

very little has changed- the fact that environmental principles are now at least discussed, 

if not seriously considered, is notable. In other words, one could conclude that thanks to 

urban ecological campaigns, the regulation of the Toronto economy and its relations with 

nature now includes an acknowledgement by influential political and economic actors 

that are part of the urban regime that environmental degradation must be considered, at 

least discursively. 

How far the influence of urban ecological campaigns on regulatory process 

extends beyond discourse is another matter. Instances of urban ecological campaigns 
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actually impeding regulation are rare. As I noted above, the CSE anti-incineration battle 

is perhaps one such instance. Nonetheless, the discursive influence suggested above 

creates potential for more influence on the processes of regulation. Consider, for example, 

the many campaigns that have successfully pushed for new bike Ianes throughout the city. 

By themselves, these campaigns have no discernable negative impact on the regulatory 

processes that help sustain capitalist urbanization nor, for that matter, do they have 

discernable positive impacts on ecological relations. However, seen as part of a larger 

campaign aimed at changing the perceptions Toronto residents have about transportation 

systems, this larger, long-term campaign may one day be successful in dramatically 

reducing car use. This might have a significant impact on Greater Toronto's regime of 

accumulation that relies extensively on car-based economic activity by taking away 

spaces that allow people to use their products thus reducing demand for cars and related 

products.35 

What this illustrates, following Adkin (1 992: 140- I), is the potentially subversive 

character of ecological values; that is, values which prioritize ecological matters above 

accumulation interests. Adkin only identifies the subversion as discursive. Yet, the more 

prominent these ecological values become, the greater the chance that these values will 

inform and guide the actual development of urban space and thus possibly impede the 

"Reduced car use would also have a positive impact on increasingly diverse 
ecological relations, thanks to less pollution and more land being available for ecological 
relations to reproduce. 



spatial regulation of capital accumulation. This is one possible future impact of the last 20 

years of urban ecological politics in Toronto. Yet, as I suggested at the end of the last 

chapter, there is another possibility. 

From a regime theory perspective, the last 10 years of urban environmental 

politics has been a process of the environmental movement developing ever-closer ties 

with Toronto's urban regime? Evidence of this is the now constant presence of urban 

environmentalists on a host of municipally sponsored working groups dealing with 

infrastructure that feed into the policy-making process. The Royal Commission on the 

Future of Toronto's Watefiont is another example. As well as developing closer ties with 

the urban regime at the state level, many environmentalists have also accepted the 

accumulation goals of the prominent regime members such as the business community. 

No major environmental campaign over the last 10 years has been fiamed as anti- 

business, let alone anti-capitalist. Instead, attempts are made to connect with private 

sector businesses and to frame environmental arguments in terms of saving money." 

36Todd (1998:206) argues that the Toronto Board of Trade organizes the business 
coalition which includes large downtown firms, media outlets, law firms and "politicos" 
such as Paul Godfi-ey, former Chair of Metro Toronto and current publisher of the 
Toronto Sun. 

37A good example of this is the association between the Toronto Environmental 
Alliance and the Brewers Retail Association of Ontario. TEA has received funding from 
the Brewers for over four years to work on promoting refillable glass containers for pop 
to replace recyclable aluminum cans and plastic bottles. Breweries in Ontario still use 
refillable bottles for most of their beer and they run a private deposit-return system for all 
beer containers. They have a pecuniary interest in maintaining this arrangement and 
therefore want to stop the public subsidy to pop companies that, comes via the Blue Box 
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This is not to say that urban environmentalists have become regime members nor 

that they have given up their ecological values. One of the compromises 

environmentalists have had to make in order to gain entrance to state sponsored policy 

processes is, at minimum, not to challenge the underlying economic goal of facilitating 

capital accumulation. This is the conclusion I have come to after eight years as a 

participant observer. Indeed, most Toronto environmentalists accept the overall necessity 

of private sector economic growth and that environmental policy must be developed 

which does not counter this necessity. If this conclusion is accurate, then the last ten years 

of urban environmental politics in Toronto can also be characterized as developing 

alternative regulatory processes aimed at better mediating and making more politically 

acceptable the environmental harm caused by contemporary capitalist urbanization. 

7.4 Conclusion 

Whether recent urban environmental campaigns in Toronto have contributed to 

regulatory processes that sustain capital accumulation or whether they will eventually 

impede these processes is still to be determined. Both outcomes are possible a i~d depend 

on how the environmental movement uses the institutional access and public legitimacy it 

has developed over the past 10 years of campaigning. What is clear, though, is that the 

environmental activism in Toronto over the past 20 years can be easily explained as a 

system which socializes the cost of collecting and handling pop containers. 
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direct response to the ecological degradation caused by urban infixstructure and land-use 

practices in Toronto. As I argued earlier in the chapter, these practices are part of the 

spatial regulation of the Toronto economy and have facilitated the changing processes of 

capitalist urbanization over the past 40 years. In other words, a direct line can be drawn 

between the processes of capitalist urbanization and urban ecological politics in Toronto. 

To what extent these politics have affected capitalist urbanization remains to be seen. The 

next chapter provides a detailed case study which suggests one possible outcome. 



CHAPTER 8 

THE LESLIE STREET SPIT 

This chapter focuses on and provides an explanation for a specific instance of 

urban ecological political struggle in Toronto. By presenting, for the first time, a detailed 

analysis of the struggles associated with the Leslie Street Spit,' I intend to show that these 

instances of urban ecological politics can be explained as a response to the threat of 

ecological harm that accompanied a local state planning initiative to develop a park in a 

way that assists in facilitating capitalist urbanization. As well, I will illustrate how 

'Little scholarly literature has been written about these struggles, or the Spit as a 
whole. Accordingly, background information on the Spit came primarily fiom three 
sources. First, I relied on articles, clippings and files collected by Professor Gene Desfor. 
Second, I relied on documents that were part of the Master Plan and Environmental 
Assessment of the Leslie Street Spit, prepared by the Metropolitan Toronto and Region 
Conservation Area (MTRCA) between 1983 and 1992. These documents include copies 
of most public deputations and meetings held during the MTRCA planning process. My 
third source was the files of Professor Roy Merrens, a long time Spit activist. Some of 
these were personal files which he made available to me. Other files of his have been 
archived by the City of Toronto. Professor Merrens' files contain a large number of 
newspaper clippings, articles and local government reports that relate directly or 
indirectly to the Spit. They go back to the late 1960s. As well, the files contain documents 
from the Friends of the Spit (an umbrella group formed in 1978) including internal 
memos, press releases and submissions to various local state bodies. These files also 
contain the most complete set of newsletters fiom the Friends of the Spit available. 

As will become apparent shortly, the Toronto Harbour Commission (THC) plays 
an important role in the Spit, since it was the federal body which initially created the Spit. 
Professor Merrens, who was at one time a Commissioner with the THC, also has 
extensive files on the THC, many of which are archived with the City of Toronto. These 
files include newspaper clippings, THC memos, and various local government reports 
that had bearing on the THC. 

These three sources provide a huge amount of information on the Spit. Their 
usefulness is primarily in providing excellent background information. I only cite those 
documents immediately relevant to recounting and analysing the Spit struggles. 
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ecological relations can be considered as affecting these politics. Third, I argue that the 

Spit struggle has set the stage to negatively affect the regulatory processes which facilitate 

capital accumulation. 

8.1 Locating the Leslie Street Spit 

East of Toronto's downtown core and directly south of the never-quite-bustling 

port industrial district, a peninsula stretches five kilometres into Lake Ontario. Oficially 

known as Tommy Thompson Park, but called the Leslie Street Spit by most, this place is 

a study in contrasts. During summer weekends, Torontonians wind their way through 

some of the most polluted industrial lands in the country, stream past permanently 

moored lakers and arrive at the lakefront, at the bottom of Leslie Street, where they 

encounter the entrance to the Spit. Passing through a set of gates, visitors enter a car-free 

space and walk, jog, rollerblade or cycle along the northern part of the Spit, a landscape 

covered by trees, marshes, grassy areas that is fill of insects, mammals, and varied plant 

species. Some come for exercise, others for a leisurely stroll close to the water, and still 

others to experience the diverse flora and fauna, much of it found nowhere else in 

Ontario. Whatever their reasons, weekend visitors experience 'nature'on the edge of the 

heaviest populated urban agglomeration in Canada. 

On weekdays, workers immersed in a quite different set of relations, replace 

visitors. Security guards at the gated entrance to the Spit restrict access to dump trucks 

which proceed down a road that defines the spine of the Spit. The landscape drivers 



Map 7: The Leslie Street Spit 

Source: G. Desfor and R. Keil, Faculty of Environmental Studies, York University 
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experience on the southerly section of the Spit is a sharp contrast to the large wilderness 

areas on the northern side. Instead of trees or marshy areas, the land of their work space is 

made up of the crushed remnants of the built city: construction material, old broken 

concrete hydro posts, toilets, large pieces of asphalt, concrete slabs, metal and excavated 

earth. This 'land'is relatively new, some of it no more than a few months old. It is the 

product of workers dumping and levelling millions of tomes of supposedly 'clean'urban 

waste. 

The two worlds of the Spit, separated by time (days of the week) and space (the 

northern or southern parts), belie the common ancestry of the Spit. It was built by 

workers, starting in 1959, dumping urban waste and fill, as part of a new round of 

capitalist urbanization sweeping across Toronto, as we11 as material dredged from the 

mouth of the Don River to allow continued use of the waterways of the Port. There was 

never a plan for the Spit to be part wilderness space and part urban landfill site, situated at 

the centre of the largest urban agglomeration in Canada. Rather, the Toronto Harbour 

Commissioners (THC), the federal agency responsible for the Spit's construction, 

originally wanted the Spit to be nothing more than a narrow breakwater, making up part 

of a new Outer Harbour that would help Toronto become a larger and more capital 

intensive port (Merrens 1988). The transformation of a narrow breakwater into a 5- 

kilometre peninsula that is part wilderness space and part urban landfill is a complex tale, 

one where urban ecological political struggles played a central role. 



8.2 From Breakwater to Urban Landfill 

The Spit, originally called the Outer Headland, first came into existence in early 

1959 when a dump truck carrying construction rubble deposited its load into the lake at 

the foot of Leslie Street.2 This event took place because of the Toronto Harbour 

Commissioners (THC), a corporation established by the Government of Canada in 19 1 1 

to run the Port in Toronto. The THC wanted to build a breakwater out fiom Leslie Street 

as the first part of a new outer harbour, to be situated just to the east of the existing 

harbour facilities, and so allowed d~rnping.~ 

Developing new urban infrastructure was something the THC had being doing for 

decades. It was responsible for building the Port industrial district, a project that began in 

191 1 when plans to fill in the Ashbridges Bay marsh were adopted. Over the next few 

decades, the THC not only managed the Port of Toronto, it became the primary 

waterfront land developer and key player in the urban regime responsible for securing a 

combination of industrial activity and water-based transportation for the Toronto 

watefiont (Merrens 1988, Royal Commission l989d, Desfor 1993). 

*Over the next 32 years 4,280,000 other trucks would dump assorted construction 
waste, and along with dredged materials from the outer harbour area account for the 
25,000,000 m3 of fill that have produced the 140 hectare landmass now called the Spit 
(MTRCA Addendum, Table 4.1 ; Gemmil 1978:6). 

3The idea of an outer harbour was an old one that initially surfaced in the early 
19th Century and received spotty support throughout the first half of the 20th Century, 
usually by proponents who believed there was a need for (or wanted) more port facilitates 
(Merrens 1988:M). 



The rationale for the new harbour was the anticipated increased demand for port 

facilities that would follow the completion of the new St. Lawrence Seaway; the first 

dump truck to begin creating the Leslie Street Spit arrived in the same year as the Seaway 

was opened. In December 1960 the THC formalized its commitment to a new Outer 

Harbour and passed a policy that called for its construction, starting with a breakwater 

fiom fill already deposited at the foot of Leslie Street over the prior two years. The 

commitment to a new harbour, however, was only partial since no plan as to how to 

proceed with other aspects of harbour construction accompanied the December 1960 

policy. Nonetheless, breakwater construction proceeded thanks to the availability of fiee 

fill which allowed for its construction at a fraction of the cost of building a concrete 

breakwater (Gemmil 1978:6). Up to 1965, "[c]onstruction simply proceeded on a trial-by- 

error basis and was characterized by an ad hoc approach" (Merrens 1 988:99).4 

The source of this fiee landfill can be traced directly to the changing spatial 

requirements of capital and its impact, especially in the City of Toronto, as outlined in the 

last chapter. By the beginning of the 1960s "the post-Second World War suburbanization 

of industry" meant that industry along the waterfkont was moving to other locations or 

shutting down (Desfor 1993: 1 72). This Fordist-style urbanization called for suburban 

4The reason for the THC's reluctance in making a f m  commitment to a new 
Outer Harbour development seems peculiar given that the now open Seaway had led to 
increased shipping trafic and given the low cost of.breakwater construction thanks to the 
availability of fiee fill. Yet the fiee fill proved to be a double-edged sword that may 
explain the THC's reluctance. 



locations, easily accessible by car and truck; large waterfront infrastructure and the lands 

it was situated on became less important. Accompanying this changing spatial 

requirement of industrial capital was a push for urban renewal and development in much 

of the downtown core by the increasingly important finance and real estate development 

sectors. As Table 7.1 shows, by the late 1950s the number of buildings demolished per 

year in the City of Toronto was growing rapidly.' For example, from 1950 to 1958,5,944 

buildings were demolished. In the next nine years, 1959 and 1967, this demolition almost 

doubled to 10,593. This demolition was accompanied by lots of new construction. Over 

45,000 new housing units were built between 1962 and 1 97 1, compared to just under 

29,000 in the previous 10-year period (Table 7.3). Focusing on new office space 

development, one finds a steady increase every decade (Tables 7.2 and Figure 7.1). 

Indeed, available ofice space in the Toronto region quadrupled fiom slightly more than 2 

million square metres in 1966 to over 8 million square metres in 1985. New development 

of subway lines in both the City and Metropolitan Toronto also occurred in order to assist 

in the movement of workers to the new jobs in the redeveIoping downtown core. All of 

this demolition and construction created huge volumes of rubble and soil that had to be 

'The tables and figure do not reflect recent demolition and construction activity in 
Metro because this activity obviously had no bearing on the construction of the Spit in the 
1960s and early 1970s. 



Table 7.1: Summary of Buildings Demolished, Metro Toronto, 1950 - 1970 

*Includes frames, sheds, garages, and miscellaneous buildings 
Source: City of Toronto Department of Buildings (1 964, 197 1, 1976 ) 

, 

Warehouses 

2 

... 
3 

5 

6 

12 

30 

. 22 

12 

4 

18 

10 

7 

11 

15 

14 

38 

22 

21 

13 

18 

Tota 

3 8( 

361 

3 7( 

45: 

532 

74t 

1,11 I 

1,075 

907 

862 

914 

1,089 

1,019 

1,378 

1,007 

1,675 

1,47 1 

1,178 

1,223 

971 

778 

Offices 

3 

8 

4 

10 

4 

6 

16 

16 

22 

15 

16 

Stores 

35 

Year 

1950 

Other* 

46 

71 

40 

44 

57 

113 

110 

140 

115 

127 

146 

Dwellings 

294 

1951 

1952 

1953 

1954 

1955 

1956 

1957 

1958 

1959 

1960 

1961 

1962 

1963 

1964 

1965 

1966 

1967 

1968 

1969 

1970 

21 

22 

34 

18 

16 

21 

16 

33 

17 

27 

264 

278 

332 - 

' 426 

516 

905 

817 

726 

647 

650 

778 

698 

1 ,00 1 

756 

1,358 

1,153 

873 

832 

624 

502 

177 

205 

229 

207 

1 73 

212 

196 

241 

227 

205 

25 

45 

64 

39 

99 

50 

80 

32 

69 

84 

103 

87 

1 03 

'31 

114 

47 

71 

96 

90 

36 



Table 7i2 
New Ofice Space Built for Buildings over 20,000 sq.P 

in the Ci@ of Toronto, 1951-1974 

Source: City of Toronto Development Department (1975: 1) 

Table %3 
Demolitions and Completions of Housing Stock in the Ci@ of Toronto, 1952- 71 

Source: 
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di~posed.~ For the development industry and the urban renewal it was facilitating, the 

THC's breakwater construction meant free, close lakefill and landfill space for 

construction waste (Desfor and Merrens 1985:64)? 

By 1968, the THC had begun to acknowledge these new economic trends and 

attempted to incorporate them into a revised vision for the waterfront industrial lands and 

port facilities the THC controlled. It released A Bold concag, a failed plan for the entire 

downtown waterfront, a year after the Metropolitan Toronto Planning Board made public 

its plan for the entire wate~fkont.~ The plan called for massive redevelopment of land 

directly south of the central business district for commercial and residential use (Merrens 

1988: 101). Existing airport facilities on Toronto Island would be moved south on to new 

land created by fill. The Port industrial district to the east would be redeveloped to create 

a new outer harbour, with the emerging Spit acting as the breakwater and part of the new 

'For example, construction began in 1964 on the Toronto Dominion Centre. The 
site takes up 5.6 hectares of land which had to be cleared of all existing structures. In 
addition, a very deep hole had to be dug for at least part of the site to accommodate the 
foundation of a skyscraper and the numerous underground levels. The number of cubic 
metres of rubble and dirt excavated from just this one project was massive. See also 
Lemon (1 985: 1 26,144) for brief descriptions of some of the other large developments that 
took place in the 1960s. 

'Had dumping not been free, the costs for redevelopment would probably have 
been significantly higher as trucks would have had to drive further and pay a disposal fee. 

'Toronto Harbour ~ommissioners' (1 968). 

'This document was part of a complex set of planning processes involving the 
City of Toronto and Metro Toronto, begun in 1959. See Desfor, Goldrick and Merrens 
(1 989:489-90). 
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main entrance to the harbour. This plan can be seen as the THC's grand attempt at 

regdation by creating spaces that would facilitate old and new types of accumulation 

strategies; new harbours to facilitate shipping of manufactured goods and services and 

new housing and office space to facilitate the emerging financial economy. As such, the 

plan provided a continued rationale for building the "Outer Headland" and an outer 

harbour (Toronto Harbour Commission 1968:s). The plan, however, was never 

developed. 

The reasons for this were never made explicit. One probable reason is the fact that 

cargo tonnage being shipped through the port was "slipping sharply, and there were few 

grounds for believing that the trend could be reversed" (Gem.mil 1978: 12). This meant the 

original use for the Spit as a breakwater for a new port facility was no longer necessary. 

Local political forces are another probable cause for the defeat of the plan. Desfor 

(1993: 1 73) notes that "a well-organized and politically astute middle-class 

neighbourhood" was against moving the Island airport because this would lead to flight 

paths over the neighbourhood. Gemmil (1978: 13) also refers to local opposition, 

including official and public concern that the emerging headland was both unnecessary 

and environmentally damaging. Thus, by the early 1970s, the development of new spaces 

for commercial and financial activities allowed the Spit to be built while the 

accompanying deindustrialization within the downtown took away the rationale for its 

deveIopment as a breakwater. The Spit's only value was as an urban landfill site, on the 

edge of Canada's largest city. 



By 1972 the Spit had already provoked at least one urban ecological political 

struggle of sorts, when the Metropolitan Toronto Parks Commissioner expressed 

concerns over the negative environmental effects of the Spit (Gernmil 1978: 13). The next 

quarter century would see urban ecological political struggles become central in shaping 

this urban space, as different levels of government, citizen groups, and special interests 

fought over what to do with this material legacy of the dynamic capitalist urbanization 

process. 

8.3 The Spit as an Aquatic Park: 1972 to f 983 

Having mostly abandoned the idea of turning the Spit into a breakwater for a new 

harbour, the THC moved on to developing a new vision for the Spit. In a March 1972 

press release it announced plans for an "aquatic park," one-third the size of the Toronto 

Island parks.1° The THC immediately promoted this new use for the Spit by allowing the 

first public users, in the form of a cyclist group, access to the Spit that summer. 

This proposed change in use raised some interesting jurisdictional and ownership 

issues which led to new local state bodies becoming involved. As long as the Spit was 

considered part of the harbour, it apparently fell under the jurisdiction of the THC. 

'"Toronto Harbour Commissioners Press Release, March 27, 1972, quoted in 
Gernmil (1 978: 1 1). 



However, this proposed change in land use took away this certainty." According to 

Gemmil (I  978: 1 8), the Province of Onbrio believed it had ownership of the waterlots on 

which the breakwater had been built and thus intervened in August 1973. They appointed 

the Metropolitan Toronto Conservation Authority (MTRCA) as its agent to be 

responsible for the design and construction of the aquatic park. l2 

The City of Toronto began the planning process for the new Aquatic Park through 

its Central Waterfront Planning Committee, which set up an Aquatic Park Steering 

Committee, comprised of "representatives of government agencies and private interest 

groups, including the Harbour Commissioners, the Conservation Authority, boating 

organizations and a conservation group" (Gemmil 1978: 18). The committee held 

meetings through July 1974 and examined various planning strategies and park options." 

"Exact and detailed information regarding who held and now holds title to the 
Spit was not found. 

I2Established in 1957 by the Provincial Government, the Authority was developed 
to, amongst other things, coordinate flood control within the region's watershed. This 
need became apparent after Hurricane Hazel swept through the region in 1954, producing 
swollen rivers that killed six and caused between $25 million to $1 00 million in damage 
(Kennedy 1979: 134). The MTRCA had responsibility for much of the lands immediately 
swrounding the main rivers flowing through Metro Toronto and had developed much of 
this land into typical urban parks dominated by green grass and recreational facilities. 

I3Amongst other documents of interest emanating from the steering committee are 
two lists: one outlines proposed activities for the park including mostly water recreational 
activities, cycling and other land-based recreational activities; the other list outlines 
activities "not considered feasible for Aquatic Park." Some of these non-feasible uses 
include: "Nature areas: nature, study facilities, h i t  trees, berry bushes, etc ... wildlife 
refuge, man-made marsh, small wild animals and birds ....[ and] bird sanctuary" (Aquatic 
Park Steering Committee 1974). 



The MTRCA subsequently took over and hired consultants to manage the planning 

process and to produce a master plan for the park. This culminated in a document called 

c Park, released on March 9, 1976 (MTRCA 1976). 

While various institutions of the local state and local residents had engaged in this 

planning process, certain unexpected changes had occurred on the Spit which would have 

a profound effect on the people shaping the Spit's future. After land created by lake fill 

was no longer used as a dump site, it was left largely alone. Flora and fauna soon arrived 

and utilized this humanly-created landmass for their reproduction. Blokpoel and Haymes 

(1978:37), two biologists, write: 

In the beginning the spit was a barren expanse of sand and rock. However, 
plants soon began to colonize the area. Some of these plants, such as 
golden dock and sticky groundsel, can be found nowhere else in the area. 
By 1977 some poplars, cottonwoods and willows had reached heights up 
to ... 4.5 metres. 

Plants became residents of the Spit after seeds were carried there by the wind, birds (in 

guano) and landfill (in soil). Bird guano and soil also provided nutrients and helped 

vegetation proliferate. As Blokpoel and Haymes (1978:37) note, "the area soon began to 

attract migrating and wintering birds including owls, shorebirds, ducks, and songbirds." 

For example, in 1973 ten pairs of ring-billed gulls used the Spit as a nesting site. By 1977 

over 20,000 pairs of gulls were nesting, up fiom 10,000 the previous year (Blokpoel and 



Haymes 1978: 37),14 joining the other 195 species of birds and over 152 species of 

vegetation that were also residents of the Spit (Kavanagh 1989:228-9)." 

The ever-increasing diversity of flora and fauna meant that the Spit went through 

quite dramatic changes. The various micro-climates on the Spit facilitated certain species 

and impeded others, creating quite diverse habitat types over the years. For example, 

compacted rubble in a sheltered area provided good'nesting sites for some birds, and soon 

had plants growing out of it, thanks to the guano and organic mass resulting from nesting. 

Eventually this area became unsuitable for nesting but ideal for other types of plants and 

animals. Meadows would soon develop, followed by forested areas as the trees matured. l6 

Ecological relations other than those embodied in flora and fauna also affected the 

Spit. Through the processes of erosion and sedimentation, water, wind and waves shaped 

the rocks and debris first deposited by workers in 1959, and were thus partially 

responsible for the shape of the shoreline (Hough 1 W8:2). Thus, by time the -tic 

&irk W t e r  Plan was made public in 1976, the Spit had become a space shaped not just 

I4The biologists speculate the reasons for these large numbers of gulls can be 
traced to a lack of good nesting sites elsewhere and the presence of a good food supply 
including picnic wastes (Blokpoel and Haymes 1978:39-40). Both of these reasons 
suggest past and present social practices were possible factors in gulls using the Spit as a 
nesting site. 

"By 1996, 19 mammal species, 1 1 reptile species, 296 bird species and almost 
400 species of vegetation were found on the Spit (MTRCA 1992, 1996). 

1 6 ~ y  the early 1990s, seven distinct plant communities had developed on the Spit 
(MTRCA 1 992:44). 



230 

by the economic restructuring of the Toronto region but also by the ecological relations 

embodied in myriad non-human entities. 

The Plan, however, did not take these new ecological circumstances into 

consideration. Rather, it envisioned managed beaches, fishing piers, community sailing 

clubs, government docks, boat camping docks, camping facilities, water ski facilities, 

boat rentals and sails, and roads and parking lots allowing car access to almost every part 

of the Spit. Only the extreme southwestern tip of the park remained outside the reach of 

cars and was set aside for public beaches and a wilderness area. The cost for the multi- 

staged Plan was estimated at $22.5 million, a third of which was to come from the federal 

government and private sources. 

In the only academic work written on the early history of the Spit, Gemmil 

(1 978: 19-24) records some of the varied responses to the master Plan that indicate quite 

different views about what should happen on the Spit. Some objected to components of 

the Plan. For example the Labour Council of Metropolitan Toronto was against the 

privatization of land that would result fiom marina development while the Ontario 

Sailing Association objected to the wilderness area saying the land could be better 

utilized for recreational purposes. Others, such as the Toronto Field Naturalists and the 

Association for Women Electors in Toronto objected to the entire Plan and called for the 

headland to keep developing into a wilderness area. Various public agencies also 

expressed reservations with the plan. The City of Toronto's Central Waterfront Planning 

Committee appeared opposed to all but marina development and to the proposed 



extensive car access. The Metropolitan Toronto Commissioner of Parks and the Toronto 

Harbour Commissioners expressed no conceptual concerns with the Plan, although he 

wondered about the funding of the proposed Aquatic Park. The Commissioner wanted the 

title of lands going to the MTRCA for a "nominal sum" and the THC to pick up the costly 

expense of shore stabilization (Gernmil 1978:23). The THC, on the other hand, wanted 

compensation for the land. 

These divergent views about the future of the Spit were the first strong evidence 

that the Spit was now an object of political struggle. Disagreements amongst Spit users 

became even more tangible in 1977 when the THC granted the Ontario Sailing 

Association mooring rights along the north shore of the Spit but without car access for 

sailors (Gemmil 1 978:33).17 Spit users opposed to car access, marinas and to the Aquatic 

"Exactly why the OSA asked for these mooring rights is unclear. Few sailors 
actually took up the spaces made available that year. From another perspective, however, 
this move can be seen as establishing a beach-head of sorts for the sailing community on 
the Spit. Directly north of them, on land known as the North Shore of the Outer Harbour, 
were a number of sailing clubs that had sprang up in the early 1970s. These sailors 
effectively squatted on land owned by the THC that had been slated for non-recreational 
development. They eventually signed leases with the THC and were told they could move 
at some future date to permanent facilities on the Spit, once the Aquatic Park 
development had begun. The amount of confidence that the Ontario Sailing Association 
had that the Aquatic Park plan would proceed is not known. The public opposition to 
marinas on the Spit coupled with the high price tag of the development at a time when the 
economy was not doing well must have cast some doubt on the plan. By getting even 
temporary mooring rights on the Spit, the OSA at least ensured sailors had a presence on 
the Spit. It also gave them a place from which to fight for unlimited car access on the Spit 
for sailors, a battle they continued in the fall of 1977 with the THC and the City of 
Toronto's Central Waterfront Planning Committee (Friends of the Spit Newsletter #1, 
January 1978). 
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Park Master Plan in general finally came together on November 28, 1977. What brought 

them to this meeting was a common concern for the fate of the Spit, one that had 

developed over the past four years as the Spit became a place where Toronto residents 

could enjoy 'passive' recreational activities such as cycling and jogging and watch ever- 

growing numbers of plants and animals take up residence on the Spit. l8 

. The people at this evening meeting were firmly in favour of leaving the Spit as is, 

eventually becoming known as the 'Let it Be' approach. They decided to form a group 

called Friends of the Spit (FOS) dedicated to keeping the Spit undeveloped.19 A steering 

committee was struck; discussion began about what the objectives and rationale of the 

new group should be; outreach to like-minded groups was suggested; and possible 

lobbying efforts were outlined (Friends of the Spit January 14, 1 978). In January 1 978 the 

Friends released a one page document outlining their objective: 

To promote uses of the Spit that are minimally damaging to its 
development as a natural wildlife area. These include walking, jogging, 
cycling, and limited swimming and picnicking and wildlife observation. 
Restrictions should be placed on uses of the Spit during times of the year 
when wildlife requires minimal disturbance (e.g. nesting.) (FOS January 
1978). 

 on on Sedgwick (1980:40-8) claims the Friends of the Spit was sparked by an 
article written by Colin Vaughn in the Globe a n d  in February of that year. 
Sedgewick states Vaughan was critical of the MTRCA planning process, claiming it was 
essentially rehashing many of the ideas present in the THC's (1968) Bold Concept 
document of a decade earlier. 

'?I will also use FOS and the Friends when referring to Friends of the Spit. By the 
early 1980s the FOS had about 1,200 members. According to John Carley, FOS co-chair, 
this membership level has been maintained throughout the 1 980s and 1990s. 
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Accompanying this objective were four reasons for why this was important: fulfilling a 

psychological need city dwellers have of howing there is "within the urban area a place 

approximating a wild condition"; a place where joggers, cyclists, and naturalists can go to 

enjoy their activities "uninterrupted by private motorized vehicies" that cause pollution; a 

dissatisfaction amongst people with the MTRCA's philosophy towards developing 

recreational facilities; and, dissatisfaction with spending scarce public money on 

recreational facilities that lead to environmental damage (FOS January 1978)." 

As this untitled January 1978 Friends of the Spit document suggests, preserving 

the emerging wilderness spaces on the Spit was an important underlying reason for why 

peopIe were willing to engage in political struggle. As I noted in chapter 6, to understand 

why people care for specific ecological relations, one must consider the encounters 

people have with non-human entities and ecological relations. From a 1977 survey of Spit 

users, Gemmil (197857) notes that 58% of the visitors came to the Spit to engage in 

natural viewing or photography and 14% of viewers specifically came to the Spit to 

birdwatch (Gemmil 197854). In other words, a significant number of people came to the 

Spit to participate consciously in particular ecological relations with specific flora and 

fauna. 

How these relations were interpreted was, of course, heavily influenced by social 

and cultural factors. Nonetheless, something about the flora and fauna prompted 

2qhis position was updated in a submission to the MTRCA (FOS July 1986). 



particular socially-mediated interpretations. For members of the FOS and the Toronto 

Field Naturalists, in particular, it led to a desire to preserve these relations and to engage 

in struggle in order to make sure this goal was met. For others, it led in the opposite 

direction. For example, John Beasley, a commodore of one of the local sailing clubs, was 

quoted in an FOS publication as complaining that: 

[the Spit development had been delayed by a] lunatic fringe because some 
vagrant birds chose to make use of what we did not. As time passed and as 
the bird became more entrenched, the more adamant the bird watchers 
became in their defence of birdie rights. Their effective lobbying for the 
birds has resulted in the denial of use of the Spit for the enjoyment of . . 
people. (From S a i l ~ n ~  News June 5, 1985, quoted in Friends of the Spit 
Newsletter, July 1 WS)." 

Accordingly, one can say ecological relations on the Spit not only shaped the Spit 

physically but also the attitudes of Spit visitors. 

Thus, by the end of the 1970s the Spit and its non-human residents had become 

the objects of urban ecological political struggle partially because of the differential 

effects they had on various people. While the numerous public bodies including the City 

of Toronto, Metropolitan Toronto, the MTRCA, the THC, the Province and the federal 

Government fought over ownership and funding issues, many other groups debated future 

land use policy for the Spit. These citizens and private groups represented a wide range of 

2 ' ~  less extreme position was taken by the Ontario Sailing Association. In a 
response to the 1976 plan, they complained that "wildlife and bird populations are 
designated to utilize valuable land and inlets at the outer extremities ofthe Spit, which 
could well be utilized by people and their boating activities." (Quoted in Gemrnil 
lW8:2O). 
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interests including rate payers, joggers, naturalists, and boaters who all claimed to be Spit 

users. The issue that divided them into two camps was whether development should 

occur on the Spit. On one side was the MTRCA and much of the sailing community; they 

supported a plan to develop urban infrastructure on the Spit, such as harbour facilities, 

designed to assist in leisure-based accumulation. Such a development would effectively 

eliminate most of the increasingly diverse ecological relations and non-human entities 

engaged in transforming the Spit. On the other side were groups like. the Friends of the 

Spit who opposed this development. They wanted to leave the Spit essentially untouched 

and allow existing ecological relations to develop. 

In other words, a land use planning exercise had transformed into an intense 

political struggle. At the core of the struggle were the fbture of ecological relations on the 

Spit: whether to regulate ecological relations and space in ways that would further assist 

particular types of capital accumulation, or whether to allow these spaces to develop 

outside of direct commodity relations. The outcome, as I will show, affected how 

capitalist urbanization transformed the Toronto waterfront. 

8.4 The MTRCA Planning Process: 1983-1 989 

While political struggles over the future of the Spit continued and while more 

people visited the ever-growing wildlife on those parts of the Spit no longer used for 

dumping, the landmass of the Spit expanded in a south-easterly direction as trucks 

dumped construction waste and as barges deposited dredged materials. By 1983 over 123 



hectares of land had been created. The future of the Spit still remained uncertain since 

none of the development proposed in Aauatic P a  (MTRCA 1978) had occurred. In 

January of that year, the MTRCA "determined the need to initiate a new master planning 

exercise to replace the 1976 Master Plan" (MTRCA 1 989: 1 1). The reason for this new 

exercise was given as follows: 

In 1976, a master plan promoting extensive public recreation activities 
including boating was prepared and approved in principle by various 
govenunent agencies. However, due to unforeseen rapidly changing site 
conditions (through the natural succession of plant and wildlife species) 
the master plan no longer reflected the site characteristics and its users. 
(MTRCA 1989: Appendix A, 3.1) 

Exactly why changing site conditions should prompt a new planning process is not 

explained. One answer, however, emerges when one considers the increasing power of 

the Friends of the Spit. By the early 1980s, they had become an important group in 

promoting the natural features of the Spit. They organized walking tours and published 

pamphlets highlighting the ever-increasing flora and fauna present on the Spit. Along 

with other groups, they worked with the THC, the City of Toronto, and after 1985, the 

MTRCA, to develop the summer pr0grams.2~ They continued their vocal and powerful 

opposition to any Spit development, with wide-spread support in the community and lots 

22See Gernmil(1978:34) for a description of some of the conflicts in the 1970s 
that arose amongst various groups called on by the THC to help develop a summer 
program. 



of attention from the local press." The FOS had helped draw an increasing number of 

people to the Spit each summer, nurtured public interest in the ecological relations on the 

Spit, and focused opposition to any development that would destroy them. The public 

interest no doubt figured into the MTRCA's decision to instigate a new planning process 

for the Spit that took into account "changing site conditions. "24 

The planning process and accompanying environmental assessment that began in 

1983 continued until 1994 when the Master Plan was finally approved by the Provincial 

Government. During this time, the Spit was officially renamed the Tommy Thompson 

Park and many of the previous struggles were re-staged, with slightly up-dated dialogue 

and a few new players such as the Royal Commission on the Future of the Toronto 

Waterfiont. The 1983 planning process was guided by four specific goals. They were: 

*To conserve and manage the natural resources and environmentally 
significant area of the site; 

23A 1983 Toronto Star Poll suggested that the majority of respondents were in 
favour of keeping the Spit undeveloped (FOS Newsletter March 2 1, 1983). 

24Another reason for a new planning process was to allow for a space on the Spit 
to dump toxic dredged material from the Keating Channel in which the Don River flows. 
Floods had occurred along the Don River and the THC claimed they were caused by 
sediment build-up in the Keating Channel. Dredging the Channel would, according to the 
THC, alleviate this flooding problem. However, this dredged material had to be dumped. 
The THC proposed that embayments be built on the southern part of the Spit that would 
contain this toxic dredgeate (MTRCA 1989: Appendix A, 4.5). 

One can also point to two other possible reasons, beyond changing site conditions, 
for why a new planning process was instigated. First, the cost of the Aquatic Park 
development was an issue, one that the FOS used every opportunity to raise in public. 
Second, as Gemmil (1978) notes, there had been criticisms and strong opposition to the 
plan fkom almost every comer since its release. 



*To provide a unique, water-oriented open space which will assist in 
meeting regional needs; 
*To develop public awareness regarding the significance of the Lake 
Ontario waterfront and in particular, Tommy Thompson Park; 
*To develop a plan for Tommy Thompson Park which is cognizant of the 
policies and development proposals within the planning area (MTRCA 
1989: 10). 

The planning process was overseen by the Water and Related Management Advisory 

Board of the MTRCA. A special Aquatic Park Task force consisting of representatives 

from various 'levels of government and public agencies interested in the Spit was 

established to give advice to the Water Board (MTRCA 1989:Appendix A, 4.1,4.2). 

Based on this advice, the Water Board made recommendations, which were then sent to 

the MTRCA Board for final approval (MTRCA 1989:Appendix A, 3.1,4.1). 

The planning process was divided into five phases.25 The first phase,.which ran 

from May 1984 to the end of 1985, divided the Spit into broad planning zones and 

produced three possible planning options for these zones that supposedly reflected public 

input. They were: designating the entire Spit as a natural resource area; designating the 

entire Spit as a recreational area; and, dividing the Spit into three zones including natural 

resource, recreational, and long term development. The Water Board recommended the 

third option be pursued for subsequent planning phases. However, this decision was 

25hf~rmation on the planning process is based on MTRCA (1 989). 



overturned by the MTRCA Board which decided to also include the first option in 

subsequent planning phases.26 

Phase II, which ran for the first six months of 1986, produced a long list of 

possible uses for the Spit and an evaluation of how these uses fit with Options 1 and 3. 

The list was developed through another round of public consultation and once again 

reflected a division amongst users who just wanted a natural wilderness site and those 

who wanted recreational facilities on at least part of the Spit. In September 1986, Phase 

III began and involved generating alternative concept plans based on the two previous 

phases and choosing a plan which would become the preferred option. Public workshops 

were again held where people could literally sketch on to a map their visions of the Spit. 

Out of this came four concept alternatives, reflecting the various user groups. Alternative 

Concept A had no development whatsoever on the Spit. Vehicle access was limited to bus 

service and a park entrance with washrooms was at the foot of the Spit. Altemative 

Concept B had very minor development with an interpretive centre at the park entrance 

and an information shelter on the actual spit. Altemative Concept C moved the 

interpretive centre on to the Spit, included provisions for up to 400 boats, and allowed 

private car access and parking on to the Spit. Alternative Concept D increased both the 

26John Carley (1997), from the Friends of the Spit, attributes this decision to 
lobbying efforts of the FOS. 
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number of boating facilities and car parking spaces. Both Concepts C and D limited car 

use to less than half the Spit and allowed this larger half to remain unde~eloped.~' 

These concepts were next subjected to evaluation criteria that were strongly 

influenced by the specific goals set out in 1983 by the MTRCA. It was determined that 

Alternative Concept D most adequately satisfied these criteria. The public was given yet 

another opportunity to review this concept plan, and after the review the plan was 

modified to reduce the number of parking spaces on the Spit from 700 to 350. The 

recommendation to proceed with this plan was passed by the MTRCA Board in January 

1987. 

Phase IV began shortly after and involved preparing a specific master plan for the 

Spit. According to the MTRCA (1989: 140), this plan would be based on the revised 

Concept plan D and further input fiom advisory committees representing the various 

users of the Spit. Throughout 1987 the general ideas of Concept D were translated into 

site-specific designs2* In January 1988 the Master Plan was reviewed and passed by the 

27The cost estimates for the four concepts were reputedly $885,000, $4,475,000, 
$6,335,00, and $6,385,000 respectively. 

28For example, the Natural Resource Area was divided into several categories of 
protection and management. This was to result in helping establish nine community types 
including marshes, dry meadows, and various beach types. Plans were drawn up to add 
lakefill on the northern shore of the Spit to help accommodate the sailing clubs from the 
North Shore. Transportation comdors such as roads, bike paths, and pedestrian trails 
were designed as well as the location and size of parking lots. 
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MTRCA Water Board. In June 1989 Phase V began when the Master Plan and 

environmental assessment document was submitted to the Province for review. 

From the outset, the Friends of the Spit showed reservations about the planning 

process and the MTRCA. In June 1984 they argued that the MTRCA Task Force 

promoted development instead of conservation. There were also complaints about the 

public meetings, specifically the inadequate notice being given and inappropriate 

scheduling. At the end of Phase I, tbe Friends also claimed that the Task Force and the 

MTRCA gave disproportionate weight to the interests of boaters when the vast majority 

of public submissions were against development on the Spit (FOS Newsletter September 

1985). Again in a March 1987, the Friends portrayed the MTRCA as going against the 

wishes of the public who did not want development (FOS Newsletter March 1987). 

Although the Friends consistently criticized the planning process and its results, they 

were present at every public meeting and lost no opportunity to lobby other levels of 

government and public agencies whose policies might relate to the Spit.'g Throughout the 

six years of the planning process, the Friends kept hammering home their "Let it Be" 

message that opposed all forms of development and private car use on the Spit. They 

were joined by numerous other groups including the Toronto Field Naturalists, the 

Toronto and Area Council of Women, and the City of Toronto City Cycling Committee. 

'?For example, the Friends lobbied the City of Toronto Land Use Planning 
Committee when it was deciding how to zone the Spit for its Central Waterfkont Plan 
(FOS Newsletter July 1988). 



From their perspective, the 1989 master plan proposal represented the defeat of their 

efforts. 

The sailing community, on the other hand, showed general support for the 

planning process and the proposed development in the resulting master plan. For 

example, in a submission to the MTRCA regarding Phase I of the planning process, the 

Outer Harbour Sailing Federation (OHSF), a group representing the sailing community in 

the outer harbour, stated: 

The Outer Harbour Sailing Federation is pleased to see the 'Phase I 
Report'of the Tommy Thompson Park Master Plan published. Our 
members who have attended the Taskforce's presentations or who met 
Taskforce members in our informal events particularly appreciate the 
MTRCA's approach, as it reflects the intention to look into the issue fiom 
many sides and to do justice to many interest groups (Outer Harbour 
Sailing Federation t 985). 

Four years later the OHSF provided guarded praise for the proposed development. On one 

hand they were happy that they seemed to have found a permanent home. On the other 

hand, they complained that their new site was now to be on land yet to be created with 

landfill, instead of existing land just west of the proposed site, which they had been 

previously promised (Outer Harbour Sailing Federation 1 988). 

The Toronto Harbour Commissioners appeared to have little to say about the 

planning process and the resulting master plan? From 1983 onwards, the THC became 

3"There was no written documentation fiom the THC found in the MTRCA 
Master Plan submission, a document which contains the letters, briefs and other 
correspondence fiom numerous groups and government agencies addressed to the 
MTRCA. Desfor (1 997) notes that during this time the THC was providing engineering 



less involved in operations and planning of the Spit. The Ministry of Natural Resources 

was recognized as the owner of the Spit; the THC was just one of many government 

agencies represented on the MTRCA Task Force guiding the planning process; and, after 

1 984, the THC handed over responsibility for running the summer program on the Spit to 

the MTRCA. 

While having a smaller impact on the planning and running of the Spit, the THC 

still had significant influence over its changing physical shape. When ownership was 

finally determined to be in the hands of the Province, the THC made leasing 

arrangements with the Province to allow continued dumping on the southern part of the 

Spit where the embayments were being constructed (MTRCA 1989: Appendix A, 4.5). 

As well, the THC asked for and received approval to dredge the Keating Channel (into 

which the Don River empties, just north of where the Spit arches into the lake) and 

deposit the material in the embayments. This led to another 12.2 hectares of landmass 

being created between 1 983 and 1989. In 1984, the THC also announced its intention to 

build a new marina on a proposed fill site on the western foot of the peninsula.)' 

services to the MTRCA at many sites along the waterfront. 

3'The land created fiom dredged material and the marina development were hotly 
contested by many groups and individuals. Groups against development on the Spit 
understandably opposed this new marina since it would bring more traffic to the area. 
Many sailors also opposed the marina plan for this reason and for the fact that the new 
land for the marina would shrink the size of the Outer Harbour, thus reducing the water 
area available for sailing. The FOS, for their part, wrote a press release in June 1985 
calling for the dissolution of the THC since it was accountable to no one and engaged in 
unnecessary waterfront development (FOS June 6, 1985). 



The City of Toronto also had representation on the MTRCA Task Force through 

its Planning Department. Concurrent to its involvement with this planning process, the 

City was engaged in a comprehensive planning process for the central waterfront. This 

plan eventually passed by City Council in June 1988 and designated most of the Spit an 

environmentally sensitive area and only set aside a small portion of land for marina 

development (MTRCA l989:7 1-76). As the city planner responsible for this area of the 

city noted, this was considered an appropriate compromise that recognized the Spit as an 

important natural area, the presence of Aquatic Park Sailing Club and the possible 

relocation needs of some of the Outer Harbour sailing clubs (D'Abramo 1997)." In other 

words, not all the outer harbour sailing clubs could be accommodated under this new 

zoning, meaning the City plan was not entirely compatible with the MTRCA Master Plan. 

The Metropolitan Toronto Government, as another Taskforce Member, appeared to have 

no problems with the plan since it fit in with their official plan (MTRCA l989:67-70). 

By 1989 the plan to allow cars and marinas on to the Spit was in the final process 

of approval and had the support of local state institutions and many user groups. This was 

the culmination of a six-year urban ecological political struggle over the Spit that focused 

predominantly on a local state body, the MTRCA and its planning process. This struggle 

was prompted by concerned residents, most effectively organized by the FOS, opposing 

any new uses that would disrupt, destroy or change existing ecological relations. FOS 

'*Mr. D'Abramo is with the City of Toronto Planning Department and oversees 
planning aspects of the Spit. 
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members were constantly involved in the MTRCA planning process, making deputations 

to Toronto City Council hoping to use this forum to stop development and using public 

education to try to get more residents involved in opposing Spit development (MTRCA 

1989; FOS Newsletters, various issues). Just as with the Aquatic Park plan of 1976, the 

threat to ecological relations was fiom car use and planned urban infrastructure 

development that would transform much of the Spit into a space for accumulation 

through the consumption of leisure commodities. Throughout the six-year planning 

process, the FOS and their allies resisted every attempt to introduce car use, marinas and 

any other leisure amenities on the Spit, citing the transformation of the ecological 

relations and probable destruction and displacement of wildlife that would follow as a 

major reason for their resistance. Although the FOS and their allies appeared unable to 
1. 

stop all development on the Spit, their interventions were not completely in vain. Without 

their lobbying and campaigning, the MTRCA would probably never have developed a 

plan that set aside at least part of the Spit as an urban wilderness. 

8.5 Spit Politics From 1989 to the Present 

Just when it appeared that increasingly diverse ecological relations on part of the 

Spit were about to be harmed in the process of making a space amenable to development, 

larger political and economic circumstances once again changed, leading to the 

withdrawal of the 1989 Master Plan in 1992. On a local level, as part of its June 1 988 

Central Waterfiont Plan, the City of Toronto passed new zoning designations for the 



North Shore of the Outer Harbour; that is, the land the Outer Harbour Sailing clubs were 

leasing from the Toronto Harbour Commissioners. These lands, south of Unwin Avenue 

were designated for parkland, a designation that would allow the various boating, sailing 

and windsurfing clubs already on the north shore to remain. The THC did not protest this 

new designation, suggesting to some that they had no plans for this land and did not care 

if it became parkland (D'Abramo 1997).33 Then in June 1989, the Toronto Harbour 

Commissioners effectively gave control of the North Shore of the Outer Harbour to the 

City of Toronto. The THC leased to "the City 44 hectares of land south of Unwin 

Avenue, including Cheny Beach, for 99 years at $1 per year, [with the understanding 

that] the land [was] to be used for park purposes" (Royal Commission 1989a: 1 12). 

Shortly afterwards, the City Parks and Recreation Department announced that it would 

instigate a five year Master Plan for this new area. By the summer of 1989, there was 

evidence that the Outer Harbour clubs could stay on the North Shore. This dramatically 

reduced the perceived 'need' for marina development on the Spit. 

However, this by itself did not cause the MTRCA to withdraw its 1989 plan. As 

City of Toronto planner Joe D'Abramo (1 997) suggests, marina development on the Spit 

"It is possible that the THC may not have been interested in this land because of 
the high costs of servicing it and therefore were glad to get rid of it (Desfor 1997). John 
Carley, co-chair of the Friends of the Spit, interpreted the THC's silence differently. He 
bejieves that the THC considers itself outside the jurisdiction of municipal by-laws 
(Carley 1997). The THC's silence on the City's new zoning designations, in other words, 
was no guarantee that they were uninterested with the North Shore or against developing 
it at some future date. 



was also driven by MTRCA policy that aimed to have each of its waterfront parks 

accommodate a variety of uses, including boating and passive' recreatiod4 A Spit 

without a marina would have gone against general MTRCA policy. 

8.5.1 The Royal Commission on the Future of the Toronto Watefiont 

This adamant desire for a mixed use Spit on the part of the MTRCA soon 

dissipated as other circumstances changed. One such circumstance was the intervention 

of the Royal Commission on the Future of the Toronto Waterfiont, also known as the 

Crombie Commission, set up in March 1988 by the Government of Canada (a year the 

Government of Ontario also became a 'partner' of Royal Commission). As noted in the 

last chapter, the Royal Commission was headed by David Crombie, one time mayor of 

Toronto and Tory Cabinet Minister. The mandate of the Crombie Commission was to: 

'make recommendations regarding the future of the Toronto waterfront ' in 
concurrence with affected authorities to ensure federal lands and 
jurisdictions 'serve to enhance the physical, environmental, legislative and 
administrative context governing the use, enjoyment and development of 
the Toronto waterfront and related lands'and particularly, to examine the 
role and mandate of the Toronto Harbour Commissioners; the fbture of the 

34See MTRCA (1989:g). John Carley (1997) fiom Friends of the Spit makes a 
similar point. He suggests that the MTRCA would have gone ahead with the marina 
development even if the Outer Harbour clubs had remained on the North Shore. In other 
words, there might have been six marinas on the Spit along with six on the North Shore. 



Toronto Island Airport and related transportation services ...( Royal 
Commission 1 989a:3)35 

As Desfor (1993) notes, the Commission's genesis can be linked to a neo-conservative 

politica1 agenda being pursued by the Federal g~vemment.)~ It was struck to develop a 

new plan for waterfront redevelopment, including the Port Industrial District, that would 

facilitate new private sector investment: 

The Harbour Commission had a major role in the waterfront growth 
coalition and its apparent intransigence was seen as a stumbling block for 
getting on with the development job. Crombie and other senior 
commission staff set out to put together a new model of action and to do 
so they must have realized that it was necessary to get rid of - or 
significantly restructure - the Harbour Commission. (Desfor 1993: 1 75) 

In short, the Royal Commission can be seen as a new regulatory process or regime player, 

possibly replacing the THC, charged with putting together a redevelopment plan for the 
f - 

waterfkont. Crombie struck a series of working groups to examine various aspects of the 

waterfront and to help put together a new redevelopment pian. 

As noted in the last chapter, the Commission's approach to' redevelopment 

reflected a new interest in environmental matters. It helped promote the ecosystem 

approach and tied it to a belief that private sector development can take place in a way 

35Recall that the Federal Government had jurisdiction over all the land and 
institutions controlled by the Toronto Harbour Commission because the THC was a 
federal body. 

"%ee Clement (1997) for an excellent collection of essays that explore the 
Canadian version of neo-conservatism and the role played by provincial and federal 
governments in facilitating this agenda. 



that does not harm the environment --if properly planned and managed through an 

ecosystems approach (Royal Commission 1 992: 19-61). Accordingly, the Commission 

called for a green industrial strategy in the Port Industrial Area, beginning with cleaning 

up pollution in the surrounding soil and water (Royal Commission l992:408- 13). As 

Desfor (1 993: 1 79) notes, this "environmental clean-up process should be seen as part of a 

'mode of social regulation' for facilitating economic growth. As a result of this process, a 

higher market price for the Port lands will certainly be created." As well, the Royal 

Commission pushed the THC to hand over land in the Port Industrial Lands to the 

Toronto Economic Development Corporation (controlled by the City of Toronto) and 

pushed TEDCO to adopt a 'green' business strategy for the Port lands (Desfor 1993: 1 76- 

8).37 

As part of these new 'green'redevelopment plans, the Spit was to remain 

undeveloped. In a 1 989 interim report, the Commission noted: 

[Tlhe Royal Commission recommends that the Leslie Street Spit be 
recognized and protected as an urban wilderness park. In this context, 
'urban wilderness'is defined as an extensive area where natural processes 
dominate and where public access, without vehicles, provide low-key, 
low-cost, unorganized recreation and contacts with wildlife (Royal 
Commission 1989a: 160). 

37~his  'green'redevelopment strategy and the ecosystem approach can be seen as a 
local articulation of a global ecological modernization approach. This approach, or 
discourse, which emerged around 1980, acknowledges the dire ecologicai destruction 
caused by existing capitalist economic practices yet argues that properly managed 
capitalist economic growth can be ecologically-friendly (Haj er 1 996; Harvey 1 996:3 7 7- 
83). 
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This recommendation came fiom two working groups which called for the Leslie Street 

Spit to remain undeveloped.'* The working groups included known FOS ~upporters.)~ 

The urban wilderness position regarding the Spit also found its way into the 

Commission through the public consultation process in 1989. Groups such as the Friends 

of the Spit, the Toronto Field Naturalists, the Ontario Sailing Association, the Outer 

Harbour Sailing, and the MTRCA all made submissions to the Royal Commission (Royal 

Commission l989a:202). In other words, the Commission became yet another local state 

policy process around which the various actors in Spit struggle coalesced. The presence 

of FOS sympathizers on the Commission and the submission of "Let it Be" supporters 

apparently had a positive impact on Commissioner Crombie and his advisors since the 

Commission effectively endorsed the "Let it Be" position. 

However, in understanding why the Commission endorsed an anti-development 

position, one must also keep in mind the larger mandate and strategy of the Commission. 

A policy that kept the Spit undeveloped in no way conflicted with its primary mandate of 

facilitating new urban redevelopment by attracting private sector investment. Indeed the 

exact opposite could occur: the viability of a 'green' urban redevelopment scheme could 

38Royal Commission, Environment and Health Working Group (I 989b: 100) and 
Royal Commission, Jobs, Opportunities and Economic Growth Working Group 
(1 989c: 1 12). Only a minority of working group members in this latter working group 
supported the recommendation. 

39Roy Merrens sat on the Environment and Health Working Group and Gene 
Desfor sat on the Jobs, Opportunities and Economic Growth Working Group. 



be proven if rehabilitating the polluted Port lands to facilitate private sector investment 

could occur alongside a preserved urban wilderness area. 

One of the reasons the Commission could adopt such a position was due to the 

huge surplus of serviced land in the existing Port Industrial District that could 

accommodate all types of de~elopment.~ In other words, the Commission could oppose 

development of the Spit because there was absolutely no demand for more serviced land 

and thus no justification for the costs required to develop the Spit, as proposed by the 

MTRCA's 1989 plan. More importantly, keeping the Spit a wilderness area in no way 

precluded future development of the Spit should land availability around the Port area 

change. 

That the Royal Commission played a central role in the MTRCA's decision to 

change its Master Plan is acknowledged by many (Carley 1997, D'Abrarno 1997). 

However, John Carley, president of the Friends of the Spit, suggests the Royal 

Commission might never have been a factor in stopping Spit development had it not been 

for the FOS' lobbying efforts back in late 1985. He argues that the Friends'lobbying 

efforts at the end of Phase I led the MTRCA to proceed with a planning process that 

considered both an undeveloped and a developed Spit (Options 1 and 3).41 According to 

1997,371,600 m2 of land was available (Gombu 1997:A6). 

4'According to the MTRCA (1 989: 101 -2), the Water Board recommended at the 
end of Phase I that only Option 3 be examined in subsequent planning phases. However, 
on November 25, 1985, the MTRCA Authority ignored this recommendation and directed 
staff to consider both Options 1 and 3. The document acknowledges that this resolution 
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Carley, this lengthened the planning process by a year and delayed the MTRCA 

submission of its Master Plan to 1989. By then the Royal Commission had been struck 

and the opportunity existed for the Commission to stop development. 

Other factors which probably contributed to the MTRCA eventually withdrawing 

its 1989 Master Plan include changes in attitudes towards park management taking place 

within the MTRCA. Younger staff brought new ideas about park management, especially 

the merits of minimal intervention, to MTRCA decision makers (Carley 1997). The 

recession of the early 1990s also played a role. Demand for mooring spaces was reduced 

and all levels of government were probably wary about investing money into Spit 

development, especially when support for a low cost alternative was increasing. In short, 

a combination of local struggles and regime player such as the Crornbie Commission 

which articulated larger economic forces were probably responsible for the demise of the 

1989 Master Plan. 

In November 13, 199 1 a letter was sent from the Director of the Environmental 

Assessment Branch fiom the Ministry of the Environment to the MTRCA (Ontario 

Ministry of the Environment 199 1). The Director suggested that discussions between the 

THC and the City of Toronto over lands near the park (that would have a direct impact on 

the Spit) were delaying the environmental assessment process. Accordingly, the Director 

was made after consideration of "the comments of twenty-one delegations," one of which 
was the FOS. The December 1985 FOS Newsletter notes that only six of these twenty- 
one deputations supported Option 3. 
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stated, the Ministry would return the Master Plan and Environmental Assessment 

document. He noted: "At such time as the ongoing planning on adjacent lands is 

completed and any necessary modifications to the EA are made, we will be happy to 

accommodate a new submission in a timely fashion" (Ontario Ministry of the 

Environment 199 1). 

By December 1992, the MTRCA re-submitted a revised Master Plan and 

Environmental Assessment document. This plan essentially maintained the status quo on 

the Spit: the Aquatic Park Sailing Club could remain but would only have restricted car 

access for its members; no private vehicles would be allowed on the Spit during park 

hours; and minimal wildlife and habitat management would continue (MTRCA 1992). 

The only new development would be a small interpretive centre just south of the neck. 

The new plan would cost $3.3 million in 1992 dollars instead of the $4.86 million (in 

1989 dollars) projected for the 1989 plan (MTRCA 1992). 

Opposition to this plan was muted in comparison to the previous plan. The 

Friends wanted the MTRCA to get rid of the APSC and the interpretive centre and to 

ensure the entire Spit was undeveloped. The APSC wanted guaranteed car access for its 

members. And, the Outer Harbour Sailing clubs expressed concern that should the City of 

Toronto not follow through with their intentions of letting them stay on the North Shore, 

they no longer had the Spit to move on to. Moreover, the plan did not conflict with the 

land use plans of the area proposed by the City of Toronto and Metropolitan Toronto 

(MTRCA 1992). 
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In June 1994, the Province concluded the environmental assessment process and 

endorsed the Master Plan. Just as with the 1968 and 1976 planning processes, this 1 1 -year 

planning process brought little actual change to the Spit. Since 1994, budget cutbacks to 

the MTRCA have delayed implementation of the Master Plan. As of December 1996, the 

MTRCA has been engaged in inexpensive habitat management and small ecological 

restoration projects; the interpretive centre and the extensive bicycle paths and walkways 

have yet to be built (Jarvis 1996). Yet unlike the previous two master plans, this last plan 

finally endorsed the 'Let it Be' approach. Thus, after three planning processes spanning 

twenty-five years, all calling for development, it appears that the ideas of the Friends of 

the Spit and other supporters of a public urban wilderness prevailed. Through a 

confluence of local responses to capitalist restructuring and timely political struggle by 

groups like the FOS, a huge urban space remained able to sustain increasingly diverse 

ecological relations. 

8.6 Analysing the Spit Struggle 

In previous chapters I argued that ecological degradation resulting from capitalist 

urbanization prompts urban ecological politics. More specifically, local state institutions 

' pass policies which facilitate capital accumulation and harm existing ecological relations. 

These policies are questioned by people concerned with preserving existing ecological 

relations and political struggle ensues. Such an interpretation, when applied to the Spit 

struggles, frames these struggles as much more than fights between user groups such as 



naturalists and sailors. Sometime in the late l96Os, parts of the Spit no longer used to 

facilitate accumulation were colonized by various flora and fauna and, by the latter half of 

the l97Os, became crucial spaces for the development of complex ecological relations 

embodied in flora and fauna. By 1978, these ecological relations had transformed 

northern parts of the Spit into so-called wildemess areas. Frequent visitors to the Spit 

developed an attachment to these relations during their visits. 

This attachment prompted people to oppose the Aquatic Park proposal made in 

1976 by an institution of the local state!* As noted above, this plan would have destroyed 

many of these emerging ecological relations and the ability of people to enjoy them by 

transforming all of the Spit back into a space facilitating accumulation, in particular by 

creating infrastructure to facilitate consumption of leisure goods and services. From this 

perspective, then, the opposition to the Aquatic Park plan by the FOS and its allies and 

their desire to maintain the Spit as a wilderness space can be seen as a response to the 

ecologica1 harm prompted by plans for capitalist urbanization. 

The MTRCA plans of the 1980s prompted a second round of struggles as they 

proposed a new plan for urban infrastructure development that would facilitate capitalist 

urbanization. Once again, the plan required the destruction of ecological relations and 

non-human entities, albeit not at the same scale as the 1976 plan. And once again, urban 

environmentalists, because of their concern for wilderness, responded. 

42An anti-development sentiment amongst people was another powerful 
motivator. 
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The 1976 and 1989 plans and the opposition they garnered also illustrate the 

inability of the same space to sustain increasingly diverse ecological relations and urban 

redevelopment. As I noted in chapter 5, such an outcome can be conceived of as a 

manifestation of the sustainability contradiction. In the case of the Spit, the sustainability 

contradiction was manifest in two ways. First, and most obviously, the continuation of the 

Spit as an urban wilderness is dependent on the Spit not being used to facilitate or 

accommodate capital accumulation. Second, the material basis of the Spit is a product of 

capitalist urbanization and the destruction of ecological relations. The Spit was built by a 

local state institution (the THC) and key regime player helping in the local regulation of 

Fordist-style capitalist urbanization. Indeed, the Spit is made up of the rubble resulting 

from new buildings and spaces being created in the Toronto area to facilitate economic 

restructuring. In this way, the Spit was a space that facilitated accumulation by providing 

an urban infrastructure service in the form of a landfill. This new space, however, could 

not simultaneously support existing ecological relations. Spit construction had numerous 

detrimental effects on local ecological relations as it transformed the shoreline and 

introduced millions of tomes of material, some of it toxic, into the lake ecosystem (Royal 

Commission 1989a: 1 38):3 In short the Spit was spatial process causing ecological harm 

"Interestingly, the construction of the Spit appeared not to prompt responses from 
people concerned with the environment. I found no evidence of any campaigns against 
Outer Headland development prior to the early 1970s. One reason for this is that 
environmental awareness did not develop in Canada until the late 1960s (Macdonald 
199 1). 
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in aid of the economic restructuring in Toronto during the 1950s to 1 9 7 0 ~ . ~  Accordingly, 

one can conceive of the construction of the Spit as a manifestation of the sustainability 

contradiction. 

Applying the concept of the sustainability contradiction to the political struggles 

around the Spit produces some interesting insights. The struggles of the FOS and its allies 

were primarily geared towards stopping development and saving nature on the Spit and in 

the surrounding waters off the shore. This is made especially clear in all FOS newsletters 

and public correspondences. However, the sustainability contradiction raises another, 

probably unintentional, effect of these lobbying efforts. If the FOS and their allies were 

partially responsible for maintaining the Spit as a natural space, it can be said that they 

were also partially responsible for impeding the use of the Spit to accommodate urban 

infrastructure useful for capital accumulation. This, then, leads to a discussion of how the 

Spit struggle affected the regulatory processes that facilitate capital accumulation in 

Toronto. 

 h his spatial restructuring also affected ecological relations in areas beyond the 
Spit. The vast amounts of 'raw resources'required for building materials and machinery 
fie1 were produced by ecological relations and non-human entities situated in various 
places throughout the world. The mining and extraction of these materials, driven by 
capital accumulation, led to the transformation of existing ecological relations and 
displacement, if not the destruction, of numerous plants and animals. By disrupting and 
destroying these relations and non-human entities, the drive for accumulation destroyed 
the reproduction of future 'raw resources'that could facilitate future rounds of capitalist 
urbanization. 
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In regulation terms, one can conceive of the THC, the MTRCA, the City of 

Toronto, Metro Toronto and the Royal Commission as the main political institutions and 

processes involved in the regulation of the waterfiont. That is, these institutions and 

processes developed policies that attempted to create urban infrastructure and economic 

practices attractive to private capital. In regime theory terms, all but the MTRCA were 

key players in the urban regime, as noted in the last chapter. The MTRCA had the 

primary responsibility for developing the Spit. Accordingly, it became the main 'target' 

for opponents to Spit development although many other political institutions and 

processes were involved. In regulation terms, this opposition forced local state actors to 

deal with the fact that the same piece of land cannot support complex ecological relations 

and facilitate capitalist urbanization. Accordingly, one can argue the Spit struggle did 

have an impact on the processes of regulating waterfiont accumulation because these 

regulatory processes had to consider, at least discursively, ecological matters in their 

development plans. Moreover, if one applies the logic of sustainability contradiction to 

these struggles, then Spit struggles can be said to have impeded the regulation of part of 

the waterfront as a space for accumulation. 

Such a conclusion, however, seems spurious in light of the plans proposed by the 

Royal Commission on the Future of the Waterfiont. Above, I noted that as part of a green 

economic development plan, the Commission recommended maintaining the wilderness 

space of the Spit and it proposed a comprehensive spatial restructuring of the Port lands 

that would facilitate capitalist urbanization. As well, it called on a general clean up of the 
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Port lands by removing toxic substances fiom the soil and fiom the water. This suggests, 

then, that there is no contradiction between capital accumulation and sustaining existing 

ecological relations and that the concept of the sustainability contradiction is faulty. 

Rather, environmental improvements and wilderness spaces appear to be good for 

attracting capital accumulation. 

There are three responses to this interpretation. First, the sustainability 

contradiction describes a spatial contradiction; that is, the same space cannot sustain both 

capitalist urbanization and existing ecological relations. The Royal Commission policy 

towards the Spit in no way overcomes this spatial contradiction. Supporting wilderness 

space on the Spit means ensuring no development occurs on it. This is exactly what the 

Royal Commission states in its 1989 interim report when it argues that marina 

development should not occur on the Spit (Royal Commission 1989: 160) Second, there 

is little doubt that the clean up of the Port lands, should it occur, would decrease the 

environmental degradation that exists in this space. However, this clean up may not 

necessarily create spaces that facilitate increasingly diverse ecological relations. As well, 

while this clean up may attract private capital, it no way guarantees that subsequent 

processes of accumulation that may take place in the Port lands will not create new types 

of ecological degradation either in the Port lands or elsewhere. 

Third, the fact that the Spit is not being developed now in no way confirms that 

capitalist redevelopment helps sustain ecologically diverse spaces. As mentioned above, 

the plan to leave the Spit undeveloped can also be explained as a consequence of the huge 
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surplus of serviced land in the Port lands --a result of the massive economic restructuring 

which has so transformed the Toronto area over the last 40 years- and the costs of 

servicing land on the Spit. As long as there is enough surplus land to the north of the Spit, 

there is no profit in using the Spit either to facilitate or accommodate accumulation. In 

light of this, one must consider what the Royal Commission might have done had the 

availability of land in the Port lands been scare and land prices been high. The support by 

the Royal Commission for no development on the Spit does not prove compatibility 

between sustaining accumulation and ecological relations; rather, it proves the Royal 

Commission was sensitive to local land markets. 

Nonetheless, from a regulation perspective, the Spit struggle and its outcome were 

not incompatible with regulating the waterfront to facilitate capital accumulation. 

In the context of the plans for the Port lands, the Spit can be used as a powerful 

ideological tool to show how capital accumulation and ecological preservation can both 

be accommodated, even though this compatibility is highly suspect. Yet, as I suggested 

above, the Spit struggle can also be seen as having impeded the regulation of the 

watefiont by having set a precedent of sorts. A space that might some day be usefbl to 

capital accumulation --assuming the surplus of land in Port lands disappears- has been 

characterized as an urban wilderness that can only survive if no development occurs on it. 

Such a perception of the Spit may make it difficult to convince the future public to alter 

current land use on the Spit. This, in turn, would impede the spatialization of capital 

accumulation. 
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8.7 Conclusion 

The struggles associated with the Leslie Street Spit provide an excellent example 

of the content, complexity, causes and impact of urban ecological politics. What was at 

issue in all the social conflicts around the Spit is the type of economic and ecological 

relations that should continue in this urban space. Accordingly, the Spit struggles 

illustrate that urban ecological politics are primarily about regulating the urban-nature 

relationship. Exploring how this urban-nature relationship was shaped on the Spit --that 

is, by identifying the intricate social and ecological processes operating simultaneously at 

many spatial levels-- and what effect political struggle had on the outcome suggests that 

urban ecological politics is enmeshed in highly complex social and ecological processes. 

The Spit case study also illustrates how urban ecological politics can be explained 

as consequence of capitalist urbanization. Friends of the Spit organized to stop the 

ecological destruction that would have accompanied the proposed development plans; but 

these plans can also be seen as a process of regulating the waterfront to facilitate capital 

accumulation through leisure activities. In this way, one can argue that this urban 

ecological political struggle occurred because of capital accumulation. 

The Spit also illustrates the impact urban ecological politics can have. As I 

showed, struggles to stop development on the Spit have had at least some impact on 

political institutions that are responsible for regulating how the Toronto waterfiont is used 

to facilitate capital accumulation. At minimum, the struggle helped bring ideas about 

environmental sustainability into discussions of how the Spit should be redeveloped. As 



well, the fact that the Spit is now considered an urban wilderness space that can only 

survive without development has set a precedent of sorts. It has limited the spatial scope 

of waterfront redevelopment and shown that on the Spit redevelopment is incompatible 

with ecological sustainability. Although this only impedes the regulation of one small 

space along the waterfront, it could have a discernable negative impact in the fbture. 

Should the land market in the Port lands change because development reduces available 

land and drives up land prices, the Spit would become a lucrative sight for 

redevelopment. In such a situation, maintaining the Spit as a wilderness space would 

impede the regulation of the wateeont as a space for capital accumulation. 

The Spit struggle might also have an impact outside of Toronto. Urban - 

environmentalists in other cities fighting to create or sustain spaces amenable to diverse 

ecological relations can point to the Spit as a successful example of such a struggle. The 

Spit, then, has become a precedent; an urban space where, at least for now, ecological 

relations take precedence over spaces for accumulation. In sum, this suggests that urban 

ecological politics can have a considerable influence in the city limits and beyond. 



CHAPTER 9 

S U . R Y  

This dissertation has revolved around four central questions: what are urban 

ecological politics about? What causes these politics? What impact do they have on the 

city and the larger political economic forces that shape the city? How have urban 

ecological politics been manifest in one particular city, Toronto? In response to the first 

question I proposed that urban ecological politics is about the urban-nature relationship, 

specifically the regulation of this relationship. I then argued that capitalist urbanization 

leads to urban ecological political struggles. That is, facilitating the accumulation of 

private capital creates urban spaces and practices that cause environmental degradation. 

People who are concerned with nature respond to this degradation and political struggle 

ensues. 

This political struggle can have an impact on the shape of the city and on the 

broader political economic forces that produce capitalist urbanization because the process 

of regulating the urban-nature relationship also involves regulating the spatialization of 

capital accumulation. The degree and kind of impact vary and depend on the power 

relations between, and goals of the groups involved in a given struggle. Using the urban 

regulation approach and the concept of the sustainability contradiction, I argued that in 

certain instances, urban ecoIogica1 struggles can impede capitalist urbanization: when a 

space is allowed to sustain increasingly diverse ecological relations, it cannot 

simultaneously be used to facilitate capitalist urbanization. Urban environmental 
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struggles in Toronto rarely result in the creation of these ecological spaces and thus rarely 

impede capitalist urbanization. However, these exceptional outcomes suggest the 

potential transformative impact that urban ecological political struggles can have, 

especially if connected to counter-hegemonic projects. Much more frequently, though, 

these politics only mediate, through local political institutions and processes, the type and 

degree of environmental ham being done. In other words, urban ecological politics 

affects capitalist urbanization by altering the practices and spaces that sustain capital 

accumulation to make them less destructive to nature. 

Finally, I argued that many of the environmental campaigns instigated by urban 

environmentalists in Toronto in the past two decades can be traced to the environmental 

degradation caused by economic and spatial restructuring that has occurred since the 

1950s to better facilitate capital accumulation in the Toronto area. The Leslie Street Spit 

struggles, however, provide an ironic twist to this formulation. A product of the economic 

and spatial restructuring of Toronto, parts of the Spit became wilderness spaces as various 

flora and fauna settled there. It was the threat of developing the Spit and the ecological 

harm this wouId cause to the wilderness spaces which prompted protest and eventually 

led to the Spit being set aside as a space that would not facilitate capital accumulation. 

The Spit struggle is one of few campaigns in Toronto that may have actually impeded 

capital accumulation. Most others have moderated the negative impact of accumulation. 

In short, then, urban ecological politics in Toronto can be characterized as primarily 



regulating the urban-nature relationship by reducing the extent to which capitalist 

urbanization causes ecological ham. 

These arguments were largely developed as a response to the insights and 

shortcomings of existing urban literature that addresses the issues related to urban 

ecological politics. As the literature reviews in Chapters 2 and 3 indicated, most of the 

discussion about the urban-nature relationship and the politics of this relationship are 

situated outside of traditional urban politics writings. They are mostly found in planning 

literature which explores how ecological factors affect the urban form and critical 

urbanism which explores how the spatialization of capitalist relations helps shape the 

city. I identified three distinct approaches taken by urbanists interested in ecological 

matters. The first approach, ecological planning, says little about politics directly but 

argues that nature plays an important role in shaping the city. Reform eco-urbanism, on 

the other hand, does reveal details about urban ecological politics by specifying the issue 

areas, the government institutions and the market practices which are responsible for the 

environmental degradation that leads to political struggle. However, neither refonn eco- 

urbanism or ecological planning offers a critical analysis of how social relations, 

specificalIy capitalist relations, are implicated in environmental degradation and urban 

ecological politics. 

This separates these two approaches from critical eco-urbanism. Indeed, the whole 

thrust of critical eco-urbanism is to understand the urban-nature relationship and its 

regulation in relation to the spatialization of capital accumulation. I argued this approach 
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was most promising in specifLing the content of the urban-nature relationship in a manner 

that would allow an analysis of the causes and impact of urban ecological politics. 

In short, the literature review suggested that urban ecological politics is about the 

regulation of the urban-nature relationship and suggested some of the important processes 

that shape this relationship. However, the review also indicated that none of the three 

approaches had adequately specified the content of this relationship. Ecological planners 

suggest how nature affects the urban but say little about social processes. Reform eco- 

urbanists describe how government policies and market behaviour affect nature --but not 

fiom a critical perspective-- and they say little about how nature affects these social 

processes. Critical eco-urbanists acknowledge the impact nature has on social processes 

but largely leave this untheorized as they focus on how the spatialization of capital affects 

nature and prompts struggle. 

In order to develop a better understanding of the urban-nature relationship, 

Chapter 4 reviewed critical scholars engaged in discussions of the society-nature 

relationship. This review outlined various approaches to conceptualize nature and its role 

in the society-nature relationship and the problems associated with these approaches. I 

then introduced David Harvey's relational approach as the most useful way of specifying 

the urban-nature relationship. By thinking about reality as a product of relations --that is, 

things are constituted by the relations of which they are a part and, in turn, reproduce 

these relations-- theoretical space is opened up to consider how both ecological relations 

and social relations shape reality. From this vantage point, the urban-nature relationship 
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can be conceived of not as a relationship between two ontologically different objects but 

as the sum of ecological and social relations as they are manifest in human and non- 

human entities who produce urban space. The relational approach also introduced the 

concept of contradiction which suggests that the relations some entities reproduce may 

harm or be in contradiction with the relations other entities reproduce. 

This relational approach allowed me in Chapter 5 to further develop the 

theoretical position advanced by critical eco-urbanists that capitalist urbanization causes 

ecological harm and leads to urban ecological politics. I began by exploring the link 

between capital accumulation, its spatialization and ecological relations in order to 

illustrate how ecological ham resuits. Expanding the work already done by critical eco- 

urbanists on the nature-capital relationship, I argued ecological relations and non-human 

entities are central to the circulation of capital and, thus, to its spatialization. In the 

process of exploring these complex relations, I developed an important contradiction, 

suggested by eco-Marxists, between the sustainability of capitalist social relations and the 

sustainability of increasingly diverse ecological relations. I argued ecological relations 

and non-human entities cannot reproduce in spaces amenable to capital accumulation. 

Hence, ecological degradation is an outcome of capitalist urbanization. Concrete fonns of 

the sustainability contradiction include resource extraction sites, factories, consumption 

sites, and urban infrastructure such as transportation systems and waste management 

systems. All these spaces are designed to facilitate accumulation and are shaped by 
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economic and political practices that harm the reproduction of increasingly diverse 

ecological relations. 

It is this ecological h a m  caused by capitalist urbanization that prompts urban 

ecological struggle. Using the urban regulation and urban regime approaches, Chapter 6 

illustrated this connection. The regulation approach allows one to portray urban 

ecological politics as a process of regulating the ecological harm produced by capitalist 

urbanization. More specifically, the ecological harm to which urban environmentalists 

respond emanates from the political and sociocultural institutions and practices that help 

secure capital accumulation. Regime theory allows one to specify the main actors 

involved in these struggles, how their motives lead to instances of these politics and what 

impact these politics have on urban governance. 

In other words, this chapter suggested urban ecological politics embodies complex 

power relations which help regulate the opposition to the ecological harm caused by the 

built environment in such a way that it helps reproduce capital accumulation and its 

spatialization. This is a more detailed way of saying that urban ecological politics regulate 

the urban-nature relationship. 

This phrasing also suggests that these politics have ax1 impact that extends beyond 

the city limits. But this impact, as the sustainability contradiction concept suggests, is not 

always beneficial to the reproduction of capital accumulation. When urban 

environmentalists are successful in creating spaces that sustain increasingly diverse 
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ecological relations, the successful regulation of capital accumulation is disrupted since 

these ecological spaces can no longer be used to facilitate accumulation. 

Chapters 7 and 8 utilized the theoretical fhmework developed in the previous 

chapters to examine and explain instances of urban ecological politics in Toronto. 

Chapter 7 began with an overview of the role ecological relations and non-human entities 

played in affecting the residents and spaces of Toronto. Next, I argued how the many 

instances of ecological degradation in the Toronto area can be traced to capitalist 

urbanization. Using the regulation approach, I noted how Toronto has undergone a 

dramatic spatial transformation over the past 40 years, manifest through urban 

infrastructure development and changing land-use practices. Not only did these new 

spaces and practices accommodate Fordist-style accumulation --and later post-Fordist 

accumulation-- they caused extensive ecological degradation. In short, as the 

sustainability contradiction suggests, urban spaces used for accumulation cannot 

simultaneously promote increasingly diverse ecological relations. 

I then illustrated the many environmental campaigns of the last 20 years in the 

Toronto area. They were all responding to instances of ecologicaI degradation caused by 

urban infrastructure development and land-use practices aimed at facilitating the changing 

forces of capitalist urbanization. In other words, a direct line can be drawn between the 

processes of capitalist urbanization and specific instances of urban ecological political 

struggles. 
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The impact of these struggles or campaigns varied. Rarely, did they impede the 

regulatory processes which facilitated capital accumulation. Indeed, the campaigns were 

never consciously anti-capitalist. Rather, the campaigns helped develop alternative 

regulatory processes aimed at better mediating and making more politically acceptable the 

environmental harm caused by contemporary capitalist urbanization. Accordingly, urban 

ecological politics in Toronto cannot be characterized as counter-hegemonic. 

Nonetheless, Chapter 8 provided a case study of an urban ecological struggle 

which, although not consciously anti-capitalist, did impede the processes that facilitate 

capitalist urbanization. The struggles focused on the Leslie Street Spit, a fascinating 

landmass that is the product of both the spatial restructuring of capital accumulation and 

myriad ecological relations. Most of the material basis of the Spit is urban rubble, 

construction waste, and dredged material from the Keating Channel which has, over the 

years, been further shaped by emerging wildlife on the Spit as well as waves and weather. 

The Spit, then, iIlustrates how both ecological and social relations shape urban space. 

For over 25 years, community members campaigned and were ultimately 

successful in stopping proposed plans for developing the Spit into a park'primarily 

designed for the consumption of recreational goods and services; a space, in other words, 

that would have facilitated capital accumulation. The Leslie Street Spit struggles 

illustrated how the preservation --or creation-- of ecological spaces impedes the 

regulatory processes that facilitate capital accumulation by removing spaces that are or 

might some day be useful for accumulation. In short, these struggles illustrated the 



sustainability contradiction: the same space cannot simultaneously sustain capital 

accumulation and increasingly diverse ecological relations. Of course, although 

community members may have been successful in preserving the wilderness space on the 

Spit for now (and thus impeded capitalist urbanization), the continued status of the Spit 

as a wilderness space is never guaranteed. As with at1 urban space, the social and 

ecological processes that shape the Spit are always dynamic. This means that future urban 

ecological struggles might again be crucial in maintaining or reshaping this particular 

urban space. 

9.1 Future Directions for Research 

As I noted in the introductory chapter, this dissertation is largely exploratory 

because so little has been written on urban ecological politics. My goal has been to reveal 

some of the content, causes and impacts of these politics and provide a guide for future 

scholars to develop a filler understanding of these politics. For example, other causes of 

urban ecological struggle such as competing cultural perceptions of nature need to be 

filly explored. Such an exploration would be enhanced by analysing these culturally- 

based struggles and perceptions in relation to the larger political economic processes - 

engaged in capitalist urbanization. As well, I have suggested that the role played by 

ecoiogical relations in shaping people's attitudes towards nature, especially people who 

become involved in political struggle, needs further elaboration to better understand how 

non-social relations shape these politics. 
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In the case of urban ecological politics in Toronto, a more traditional political 

science approach that examines specific actors, local state institutions and specific 

political processes would reveal much about the character of these politics, especially 

their role in regulating capitalist urbanization, and track the changes that were suggested 

in my review in Chapter 7. For example, a detailed study of the changing relationship 

between the environmental community and Toronto's urban regime would tell us much 

about the direction and impact of urban ecological politics in the city. 

While much work still needs to be done by political scientists to better understand 

these instances of urban politics, this dissertation also suggests other urban scholars need 

to consider urban ecological political struggles in their explorations of the urban fonn, 

especially in the role it plays in articulating societal power relations. The argument that 

urban ecological politics is involved in shaping the processes of regulation that normalize 

a society's regime of accumulation has fbndamental implications for understanding social 

processes at local and global levels. Reinforcing the ideas of urban regulation scholars 

that consider how urban areas and local struggles are becoming increasingly important to 

regulating the global economy, this dissertation also suggests that the local regulation of 

the urban-nature relationship needs to be examined and integrated into a discussion of 

how local politics can have a global impact. For instance, it means that to understand 

global economic forces and their spatialization in Toronto, struggles over spaces such as 

the Leslie Street Spit need to be considered alongside struggles that locate international 

regulatory regimes which facilitate flows of capital in Toronto. 



For the study of cities, this dissertation has suggested that to understand the 

processes of city formation we cannot ignore the impact of ecological relations, manifest 

as living creatures, weather, and waves. In some ways, this position is no different than 

the one advanced by ecological planners. Where it differs, though, is in incorporating a 

critical understanding of social processes into an understanding of the urban-nature 

relationship. Finally, Harvey (1 996:429) predicts "that the integration of the urbanization 

question into the environmental-ecological question is a sine qua non for the twenty-first 

century." However, he continues, "we have as yet only scraped the surface of how to 

achieve that integration." This dissertation, I hope, has contributed to this process of 

integration by developing an approach that considers the political, economic and 

ecological factors of urbanization. By focusing on how these factors are articulated 

through urban ecological political struggles in one city, I have also shown how this 

integration is already proceeding through the daily struggles of urban environmentalists in 

Toron to. 
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