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Abstract

This article which covers thirty
years of central-area change in the
City of Kitchener, Ontario focuses on
the initial impetus that led to the
preparation of large-scale plans, on
the down-scaling and partial
implementation of those plans, and
on the current decision-making
environment that allows for more
public participation than existed in
the past. The local political scene
was dominated by a well-organized
coalition of interest groups
promoting urban renewal in the
central business district, yet this
coalition was unable to achieve its
objectives. The situation is attributed
to suburbanization and related
shifts in political and economic
power at the municipal level; the
vulnerability of municipal
administrations to senior
governments’ priority changes;
tensions within the coalition itself;
and the growing empowerment of
other local groups unsympatbetic to
the coalition’s goals. Generally, the
empbhasis is on limitations to the
capacity of locally-powerful actors
to implement large-scale and
long-term policies in a consistent
Jashbion.

Local Power and Its Limits:

Three Decades of Attempts to Revitalize Kitchener’s CBD

Pierre Filion and Trudi E. Bunting

Introduction

This article is concerned with the limits of
local power. Local power refers here to
the political and economic influence of
actors who operate at the municipal level
(influential interest groups and local gov-
ernment) and their ability to successfully
pursue self-defined projects. The focus
here is on the incapacity of a coalition
including powerful interest groups and
the municipal government to reach its
goals despite the preponderant influence
it enjoys locally. More specifically, the
article revolves around a case study of
central business district (CBD) renewal
attempts in Kitchener, Ontario. It investi-
gates some factors responsible for the
decline of Kitchener’'s CBD, as well as
the strategies adopted by the local
actors to reverse this trend. Much of the
discussion concentrates on explanations
for the relative lack of success for these
strategies. The study spans thirty years—
from 1960 to 1990. The length of this
period makes it possible to follow the
change in the Kitchener central area
from the formulation of ambitious plans
arising from high interest in urban
renewal in the early 1960s to later down-
scaling. This down-scaling was a result
of sharp decreases in federal govern-
ment funding and the impact on the plan-
ning process of resident mobilization and
public participation.

Kitchener is located ninety kilometres west
of Toronto on Highway 401, the main
Ontario east-west link. Over the period of
this case study Kitchener was a rapidly
growing middle-sized manufacturing cen-
tre. In 1961 it posted a population of
74,485 within a metropolitan region of
176,754 residents.’ By 1991 the respective
populations of the city and metropolitan
region had reached 168,282 and
356,421.2 The metropolitan region includes
four downtown areas, all of which have sus-
tained vigorous competition from suburban
shopping malls since the 1960s. This city

was selected because its growth has
been accompanied by sprawling devel-
opment as well as by a serious decline in
CBD retail activity. As a result this central
sector has been the object of many revi-
talization proposals and initiatives. In fact
CBD revitalization has dominated the
municipal agenda over much of the last
three decades. Kitchener reflects the
Canadian situation regarding urban
sprawl and public-sector interventions in
central areas. However, the decline of
retail activity in its CBD has been sharper
than that in most Canadian census metro-
politan areas.

We begin with a discussion of explanations
developed to account for the limits of local
power, followed by a narration of thirty
years of change in the Kitchener central
area and a discussion of major trends that
have marked the study period. We also
highlight the difficulty of carrying out sub-
stantial long-term projects that conform nei-
ther to routine delivery of mandated
services nor to the provision of infrastruc-
tures in anticipation of prevailing market
trends. In this sense, the perspective
adopted here sides with a body of litera-
ture that endeavours to identify constraints
on local government autonomy.

Constrained Localities

The first type of constraint raised in this
literature concerns the fiscal strategies
municipal governments are forced to
adopt to maintain or achieve financial
health. Peterson shows the limited fiscal
options available to municipalities.3 In his
view, to preserve or expand their fiscal
base in a context of intense inter-
municipal competition, local govern-
ments must offer attractive conditions to
investors while guarding against overtax-
ing. These circumstances constrain
municipalities’ intervention possibilities,
particularly regarding redistributive mea-
sures.
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Résumé

Cet article décrit les changements
qui ont affecté, sur une période de
trente ans, le centre-ville de
Kitchener en Ontario. Cette
description met Uaccent sur les
motifs qui ont mené a la préparation
d’ambitieux plans de rénovation
urbaine, les circonstances qui
sous-tendent une réduction de leur
envergure et une réalisation
partielle de leurs recommandations,
et le contexte politique récent qui
accorde une plus grande place a la
participation des citoyens que dans
le passé. L’article contraste d’'une
part la domination de l'aréne
politique locale par une solide
coalition de groupes d’intérét
locaux, et d’autre part, Uincapacité
de cette coalition d’atteindre ses
objectifs ayant trait au renouveau
urbain du centre-ville. L’article a
recours aux facteurs suivants pour
expliquer cette situation: le
développement de la péripbérie
urbaine et les transformations
économiques et politiques qu’il a
suscité; la vulnérabilité des
municiplaités a l'endroit des
changements de priorités de
niveaux supérieurs de
gouvernement; U'existence de
mésententes au sein de la coalition;
et le pouvoir grandissant de groupes
de citoyens opposés aux objectifs de
cette coalition. Somme toute, larticle
tente d’expliquer les difficultés que
rencontrent les acteurs qui dominent
la scéne politique locale lorsqu’ ils
tentent de réaliser des politiques de
grande envergure.

Local Power and Its Limits

Another category of constraints pro-
ceeds from the position of the municipal
level at the bottom of the governmental
hierarchy. This accounts for
municipalities’ narrow sphere of responsi-
bilities, dependence on senior govern-
ment funding and susceptibility to
administrative and institutional rear-
rangements prescribed by higher levels
of government.

King and Gurr achieve a synthesis by
acknowledging the existence of both
internal and external constraints.® From
their perspective, internal constraints per-
tain to the finite amount of tax revenues
that can be raised locally and to the pres-
ence of local interest groups and political
organizations with the power to veto
municipal initiatives.® External con-
straints, on the other hand, refer to consti-
tutional dependence on senior levels of
government.

Our perspective, like that of King and
Gurr, includes political and economic as
well as internal and external constraints.
These are grouped in three categories.

1. Dependence mostly on locally-
raised revenues forces munici-
palities to tailor service provision
and infrastructure development to
existing fiscal capacity and antici-
pated market trends. Departure from
market dictates when providing infra-
structures can translate into invest-
ment costs that cannot be recouped
by proportional property tax revenue
increases. The municipal level is,
therefore, subject to the same fiscal
dependence on private develop-
ment as the capitalist state. But this
dependence is felt more acutely by
municipalities than by senior levels
of government. This is due to
sharper competition for fiscally
lucrative investments between
municipalities than between provin-
ces and nations (largely because of

politically fragmented metropolitan
regions), a narrower taxation field,
and a more restricted borrowing
capacity.7

2. Dependence on higher levels of
government for mandate definition
and resources places municipalities
at the mercy of provincial and fed-
eral government priority changes.
This inferior status explains the need
for municipalities to enter into agree-
ments with senior governments to
secure their sanction and financial
contribution, that are vital to most sig-
nificant locally-defined projects.

3. The last category of constraints con-
cerns the local ability to define a
sphere of autonomy that is distinct
from the routine operations of a muni-
cipal government. This ability hinges
on the creativity and initiative
required to formulate alternative pro-
jects, as well as the power of local
coalitions to inhibit political opposi-
tion to such projects and prevent the
emergence of competing demands
for municipal intervention. In the
case of long-term projects, a further
condition is the durability of such
coalitions.

The article’s case study illustrates how
the three foregoing factors can limit
municipal autonomy—hence the use of
the term “constraint”—by depicting their
contribution to the demise of a large-
scale municipal urban renewal initiative.
These same factors can be seen as
enabling resources when they contrib-
ute to municipalities’ success in meeting
large-scale and long-term objectives
(such as urban renewal in Hamilton,
Ontario). As we shall see in the case
study, however, it remains notoriously dif-
ficult for actors operating at the local
level to maintain sustained control over
these factors.
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Urban Change in Central Kitchener loo Record, the local daily newspaper. ning Department over the study period.8
The account relies also on municipal This methodology allows us to identify

The historical account that follows is planning documents, council minutes pressure groups supporting and oppos-

based on a content analysis, covering a and interviews with five planners who ing core renewal as well as their respec-

thirty-year period, of the Kitchener-Water- played critical roles in the Kitchener Plan- tive strategies. It also allows the

reconstruction of actions taken by the

municipal administration, and in particu-

lar its Planning Department. The narrative
l VICTORIA ST 4‘ is organized in three subsections that

correspond to the three decades consid-
ered in the study.

1960s: High Expectations and Ambitious
Plans

Two events in the early 1960s kindled
interest in the renewal of Kitchener's
CBD. First, CBD merchants, the Cham-
ber of Commerce and the Kitchener Plan-
ning Board (a committee of citizens and
elected representatives who advised city
council on planning matters) became pre-
occupied with the growing threat of com-
petition from suburban shopping centres
for core retail activity. These groups
urged immediate municipal action to
improve core access, parking and
appearance before shoppers became
accustomed to suburban shOpping.9 The
second event was the establishment of
the Kitchener Planning Department that
began to formulate and promote urban
renewal models. In July 1962 its the
newly-appointed Planning Director in a
speech to a local social club criticized
the run-down appearance of the CBD
and the apathy of its merchants.'® He
then proposed launching an urban
renewal program. Throughout the follow-
New City Hall Site ing decade the Director played a pivotal
(chosenin 1988) role in devising renewal models, promot-
ing the renewal idea, and building a coali-

New Transit Terminal

King City Mall tion of local interests around this project.
0 Oxlea Development . _ .
L | ( relabelled Market Square ) The first concrete action Iegdmg to urban
METRES Concentration of Retail renewal was the formation in January
I\ P N : Facades on King Street 1963 of a forty-member Urban Renewal
Committee headed by the general man-
Figure 1: Kitchener’s Core Area. ager of a downtown trust company and

composed largely of local business
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people, most of them CBD merchants.
Two subcommittees were struck: one to
raise money for the planning phase,
mostly from CBD businesses; the other
to formulate plans. Between 1963 and
1965, a series of planning dociments
dealing with the core area were pre-
pared. A background economic report
identified renewal as the only way to
maintain the CBD'’s retail share of the
metropolitan region at 55% over a twenty-
year period, which meant substantial
retail growth given the high anticipated
metropolitan economic expansion.11

In January 1965, the Planning Depart-
ment and the Urban Renewal Committee
presented a series of urban renewal pro-
posals consisting of the conversion of
streets into pedestrian malls, and the con-
struction of low-rise buildings in the core—
mostly for retail purposes—to be
surrounded by high-rise office and apart-
ment buildings designed to house poten-
tial clients for retail establishments.'? In
fact, high-density housing had been permit-
ted around the CBD since 1964. The
model was that of a campus-style core,
modelled on the 1956 Forth Worth down-
town plan, whose concept had been
repeated in many renewal proposals
throughout North America.' The Planning
Director played a major role in adapting
U.S. planning models to the Kitchener con-
text. He had experienced the conse-
quences of core-area decline and became
acquainted with renewal models while a
graduate student at a large mid-western
university in the late 1950s." The plan
called for a major rebuilding effort, with the
municipal government playing a catalytic
role by expropriating sections of the CBD
and making the land available to private
developers.

Although the municipal government initi-
ated the urban renewal scheme, plan-
ning and implementation depended on
funding being made available through
the federal urban renewal program. This

Local Power and Its Limits

program provided for a 50% federal gov-
ernment contribution, to be matched by
25% contributions from the province and
the municipality. Federal approval of the
Kitchener urban renewal proposal was
delayed by a federal requirement for
more rapid completion of the program
(five to seven years) than that proposed
by the city administration (over twenty
years). The city hesitated to meet this
requirement because it had prior commit-
ments to other expenditures that were
needed to support the rapid expansion
of the city. The largest item on the list
was the municipal contribution to an
expressway destined to cross the metro-
politan region.

Revised plans, completed in December
1967, called for a first phase consisting
of improvements to municipal services
and the acquisition and clearance of run-
down sectors within an 81 acre area
along King Street, the main commercial
street. The cost in public funds was to be
$16.3 million, with a federal contribution
of more than $8 million (figures are
quoted in current dollars throughout the
text). According to federal requirements,
the first phase, part of a six-phase
scheme spread out over a twenty-year
period, was to be carried out within a
seven year period. The whole scheme
would cover a 450-acre area and require
approximately $80 million in federal, pro-
vincial and municipal funds. However, as
the Kitchener program was about to be
approved in November 1968, the federal
government froze its contribution to all
new urban renewal projects pending the
publication of a Housing Task Force
report. This Task Force had been set
up to devise a new federal approach to
urban renewal in the wake of wide-
spread opposition to such projects in
Toronto and Vancouver. In accordance
with the report’s recommendation, the
federal government decided to stop
supporting traditional forms of urban
renewal, that is, renewal that entailed a

widespread replacement of the existing
built environment.®

After the announcement of the November
1968 freeze, the municipal administration
decided to lobby the federal government
for a financial contribution. The local
member of Parliament was assigned the
task of pressing Kitchener’s case in
Ottawa. Moreover, the Mayor and Coun-
cil members went to Ottawa to meet the
minister responsible for the Canada Mort-
gage and Housing Corporation. This min-
ister, who was in charge of urban
renewal, later visited Kitchener to dis-
Cuss possibilities.17 The city of Kitchener
had virtually unanimous local endorse-
ment of its renewal proposals. There
were no opposition movements such as
those that had beset renewal in Toronto
and Vancouver and given rise to the Fed-
eral Task Force.'® In 1969, the federal
government bent to local pressures and
made $1.2 million available for urban
renewal in Kitchener.

From 1966 to 1968, King Street’s CBD
portion was pedestrianised during the
summer months. This policy had evolved
from a two-week trial in 1966 into two
summer-long periods during which street
furnishing were adapted and activity pro-
grams set up. The concept was hailed as
the first step toward the implementation
of the 1965 renewal proposals. Merchants
were originally supportive,19 but their
attitude changed as groups of youth con-
gregated on King Street Mall and clients
complained about traffic and parking pro-
blems. Poor sales figures over the sum-
mer months were also a source of
disenchantment. In February 1969, CBD
business people voted against the pe-
destrianisation of King Street over the
coming summer.?’ Meanwhile, in the fall
of 1968, the municipal administration had
created a King Street mini-mall by nar-
rowing the street surface from four to
two lanes and widening the sidewalks.
Under pressure from CBD merchants
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who opposed this measure because of
the loss of curbside parking spaces,
Council decided in March 1969 to do
away with the mini-mall.?" The Planning
Director deplored this decision, since it
meant the loss of the only tangible sym-
bol of the CBD urban renewal endeav-
our.??

It is noteworthy that throughout the
1960s, urban renewal as a concept
enjoyed broad and active local support
in Kitchener. This support came from
the Chamber of Commerce, the Down-
town Business Association and local
media, as well as planners and most
council members. A loose CBD
renewal coalition persisted throughout
the thirty-year study period. These inter-
est groups’ support for a renewal initia-
tive in Kitchener’s CBD remained
strong over the 1960s despite occa-
sional disagreements over the nature of
the instruments needed to achieve
renewal. All-out opposition came
largely from a small taxpayers’ associa-
tion. However, apart from road
improvements and additional parking
space, few concrete changes took
place as a result of renewal initiatives.
In fact, at the end of the decade the
CBD was in a worse state than ten
years earlier because of both declining
economic activity caused by the com-
petition from new suburban shopping
centres, and building decay resulting
from limited upkeep in the anticipation
of urban renewal programs.

1970s: Readjustment and Implementation

In January 1970, city council approved a
$4.3 million urban renewal plan backed
by a $1.2 million federal contribution, a
$1.4 provincial contribution, and $1.7 mil-
lion from the city. These funds were to be
used to purchase land for a ring road, to
replace underground services along
King Street in the CBD, and to purchase
a deteriorated block to the east of the

Local Power and Its Limits

city hall building. The city intended to
demolish the block’s structures and sell
the land to a developer willing to under-
take a major project. Proceeds from this
sale were to be used to create a rolling
fund with which to purchase other run-
down CBD properties. However, the
available money proved to be insufficient
for the purchase of the designated block
because of higher-than-expected under-
ground services costs and inflating prop-
erty values.

In June 1971, city council approved the
$1 million sale of the city hall site and of
adjacent municipal properties that includ-
ed a small square and a farmers’ market.
The purchaser, a development company
called Oxlea proposed a $15 million proj-
ect consisting of an enclosed shopping
mall, an office tower, and a multilevel
parking garage that would also accom-
modate the farmers’ market. The project
hinged on a $2.5 million municipal contri-
bution to the garage and market, the rela-
tively low cost of the land being sold,

and the relocation of the city hall in the
development company's office tower for
a fifteen-year period.

The deal between the city and the devel-
oper resulted from the work of an Urban
Renewal Subcommittee formed after the
announcement of federal cutbacks in
1969, to induce private development on
the city hall site. The seven-member com-
mittee was composed of local politicians,
planners, and business people. Interest-
ingly, the president of Oxlea was a friend
of the Chairman of the Urban Renewal
Committee, and this friendship was instru-
mental in closing the deal.?® The work of
the subcommittee and negotiations with
the developer were kept confidential until
the announcement of the project in June
1971. The city administration’s justifica-
tion for this secrecy was that it was
demanded by the development com-
pany which wanted to pick up options on

privately owned land surrounding the
municipal site.

The city administration was eager to see
the project take place because Eaton’s,
the core’s largest department store, had
threatened to move to a suburban mall in
the absence of a major downtown rede-
velopment project.24 The city also antici-
pated that this private development
would trigger the redevelopment of the
CBD by inducing other private projects.
Another potential benefit of the Oxlea
project was that the municipal land sale
would at last allow the purchase of the
dilapidated block to the east of city hall.
Finally, the city administration stressed
that the tax revenues generated by the
project would more than compensate for
the required outlay of municipal funds.

The Oxlea project became the target of a
major opposition movement—the
Citizen’s Committee for a Better County
Core CCFBCC—that included the sole
opponent on council as well as university
professors and students. The arguments
levelled against the project made much
of the loss of urban heritage, the sweet-
heart deal offered by the city administra-
tion to the developer, and the secrecy of
the planning process. Members of this
movement convinced the Ontario Muni-
cipal Board—a provincial government
agency mandated to adjudicate on plan-
ning disputes—to impose a referendum.
The period leading to the referendum
was rife with public meetings and
debates, publicity in the media, and door-
to-door distribution of leaflets.

The pro-Oxlea project camp was made
up of the rest of council, municipal plan-
ners, local business people and their
associations (in particular the Downtown
Business Association and the Chamber
of Commerce), local media, and the local
labour federation.?® The pro-project
camp had access to many more financial
and human resources (e.g., boy scouts
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for the door-to-door distribution of its liter-
ature) than its opponents, and grouped
together much of the local elite, including
well-known local personalities. In Decem-
ber 1971, 57.6% of those who voted in
the referendum expressed support for
the project.26 We can only speculate on
the reasons why over forty percent voted
against the project. Concerns for heri-
tage, the secrecy of the bargaining pro-
cess with the development company, the
perception of a preferential treatment
being offered to Oxlea and distress over
the size of required municipal expendi-
tures were no doubt reasons for oppos-
ing the scheme. Changes of values
within the community associated with the
growth of the two universities located
within the metropolitan region may also
have been factors of opposition. In any
event, the universities were ready suppli-
ers of experts willing to challenge stands
taken by municipal officials.

The Oxlea project went ahead, but antici-
pated spin-off effects on downtown
renewal did not take place. When the
time came to expropriate the dilapidated
block east of the former city hall, the
municipal administration realized that
inflation had raised its cost to $2.5 mil-
lion—far more than the $1 million avail-
able from the sale of city hall land. The
Oxlea project had also failed to stimulate
retail activity in surrounding sectors.?’ Cli-
ents attracted to the shopping mall
tended not to patronize shops located
elsewhere in the CBD. Nevertheless, sev-
eral important private projects material-
ized from 1976 onward, including two
large office buildings (one 150,000, the
other 300,000 square feet), and a new
$30 million shopping centre—the King
Centre—developed by Marathon Realty
on King Street, at the opposite end of the
CBD from the Oxlea development.

The urban renewal coalition lost much of
its dynamism with the 1973 departure of
Kitchener’s first Planning Director. He

Local Power and Its Limits

had helped formulate renewal concepts
and demonstrated considerable political
skill in building and maintaining the coali-
tion. He was replaced by a younger plan-
ner who failed to show comparable
enthusiasm for large urban renewal pro-
jects. This new director was committed
instead to neighbourhood conservation
and participatory planning.

During the 1970s neighbourhood associ-
ations began to surface in residential sec-
tors that were experiencing both
redevelopment and speculation. Favour-
able zoning and an influx of “empty nest-
ers” and young singles with a taste for
central area living enticed developers
into building apartments and later condo-
miniums in central neighbourhoods.
Long-time residents were particularly per-
turbed by the shade and traffic caused
by high-rise buildings and the deteriora-
tion of existing structures that resulted
from land speculation. A critical step in
the empowerment of neighbourhood
associations took place in 1978 when a
ward system replaced the at-large elec-
toral process. The change was piloted

by a mayor who, as an alderman, had
close links with neighbourhood organiza-
tions and other types of citizens organiza-
tions. He had been the only opponent on
council to the Oxlea project. The new
electoral process made it easier to elect
council members who were identified
with neighbourhood interests.

1980s: Ongoing Renewal Attempts and
Compromises

Between 1984 and 1986, two proposals
were drafted for a downtown transit termi-
nal to bring more workers and potential
shoppers to the CBD. The first proposal,
which had been the key feature of a 1981
consultant’s report,28 was to create a tran-
sit mall along the length of the CBD portion
of King Street. This development was
turned down after Council investigated a
similar scheme in Ottawa, which had

proved to be unsuccessful. Also, mer-
chants expressed concerns that they
would lose car-using customers. The sec-
ond proposal, redeveloping a King Street
block with a private developer, was scut-
tled by excessive land purchase costs
and a lack of private sector interest. The
municipal administration finally settled on
building a modest terminal one block
south of King Street.

As were the two previous decades, the
1980s was a period of declining retail
activity in the CBD. In 1988 a locally-
owned King Street department store
closed; in 1989 the King Centre, with
much of its space vacant only nine years
after its opening, was downgraded to bar-
gain-mall status. To counter this decline,
the Kitchener Downtown Improvement
Area Board (set up in 1977 to represent
all downtown businesses) asked in 1981
for a two-year freeze on retail develop-
ment in the metropolitan region.29 The
city denied the request, but did show its
support for the CBD by using provincial
funding programs to provide new turn-of-
the-century style street furniture.

In 1988, in the most expensive municipal
revitalization effort yet, a new city hall
was built on a King Street block in the
western section of the CBD, in order to
bolster this depressed sector’s retail
activity. The cost of the project ($ 65 mil-
lion) and its economic development pur-
pose triggered opposition from the
regional labour federation, individual citi-
zens, and an important minority on coun-
cil. Furthermore, tenants residing on the
block to be expropriated for the project
expressed concern about compensation
and relocation in an extremely tight rental
market. In the end, to comply with provin-
cial regulations protecting existing rental
stock, city council opted to open a line of
credit at the Kitchener Housing Corpora-
tion, a municipal nonprofit housing
agency, and to supplement provincial
funding for a convert-to-rent program.
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Figure 2: An artist’s rendition of the possible appearance of a redeveloped Kitchener downtown. This sketch was included in the 1965
urban renewal plan entitled The Plan...Downtown Kitchener.

Significantly, none of that money was tar-
geted directly at displaced tenants in the
new city hall block.>

During the decade, a secondary plan
plan was devised to review planning reg-
ulations in each Kitchener
neighbourhood and encourage resident
participation. This plan raised the opposi-

tion of speculators and developers.31

Significantly, this process was devised
by the new generation of municipal plan-
ners hired by the second Planning Direc-
tor. These planners had been influenced
by an ascending participatory ideology
within the profession and by the emer-
gence in Toronto in the late 1960s and
early 1970s of a form of neighbourhood

planning that relied extensively on
residents’ participation.32 Kitchener plan-
ners were also responding to
neighbourhood associations’ demand for
more control over local development.
With the newly introduced ward system,
these associations had achieved signifi-
cant political clout.

10 Urban History Review / Revue d’bistoire urbaine Vol. XXII, No. 1 (October, 1993)




For residents, secondary plans became
a means for safeguarding the low-den-
sity, low-rise character of central
neighbourhoods. The first plan, prepared
for the Civic Centre Neighbourhood north
of the CBD and approved by Council in
1980, called for preservation of the resi-
dential character of the area and placed
severe restrictions on redevelopment by
limiting sectors where high densities
were permitted.33 But speculators and
developers, who contemplated erecting
high-rise buildings, lodged an appeal at
the Ontario Municipal Board against zon-
ing bylaw amendments derived from the
plan’s recommendations. They argued
that they were unfairly penalized by the
proposed down-zoning, since they had
originally been attracted to central
neighbourhoods by the previous pro-
development policy.

The Board ruled that the municipality
must plan in a way that addressed these
objections.34 In November 1983, after pri-
vate consultation with developers and
speculators, the municipal administration
revised its plan. The amended plan pro-
tected some low density areas while
allowing elevated densities in others—
that is, those where developers and
speculators owned land. This forced
compromise defined the form of second-
ary plans prepared for the other central
neighbourhoods, which were adopted
over the remainder of the decade. Partici-
pation in core planning was also broad-
ened in 1987 by adding a delegate from
churches and nonprofit organizations to
the Downtown Revitalization Committee.
These organizations had sought a seat
on the committee to represent the inter-
ests of CBD low-income residents.

Interpreting Kitchener Renewal
Attempts

Though the CBD renewal coalition
enjoyed nearly unanimous local support
over the early part of the period, this

Local Power and Its Limits

coalition had difficulty achieving its goals
as evidenced by the drastic downscaling
of the original CBD renewal plan and by
CBD retail activity’s continuing decline.
We must thus identify the power base
that allowed the coalition to keep the
issue high on the municipal agenda
throughout the study period, as well as
the problems the coalition faced in its
attempts to achieve a renewal of the
CBD.

The Renewal Coalition’s Power Base

Much of the CBD renewal coalition’s influ-
ence on the local political scene came
from its close ties to the city’s major com-
mercial interests. As a result, the coali-
tion was well positioned to make a case
for municipal government involvement in
renewal initiatives. A recurring argument
in favour of such efforts was that public
funds were needed to induce private
investment and that over time invest-
ments would more than compensate for
the initial municipal outlay by swelling the
property and commercial tax base. Busi-
ness organizations enjoyed predominant
power in Kitchener's pre-1978 at-large
electoral system. These organizations,
staunch supporters of CBD renewal,
were among the few pressure groups
whose size and resources made it possi-
ble to influence enough voters across the
city to affect the outcome of municipal
elections. The memory of the downtown
merchants’ opposition to a 1956 attempt
to ban parking on King Street, which con-
tributed to the defeat of half the Council
members at the following election,
loomed over local politicians for much of
the following decade.®®

The coalition's vote gathering capacity
was further enhanced by local media’s
favourable attitude toward renewal. Its
support was particularly useful over the
period leading to the referendum regard-
ing the sale of the city hall site; which
authorized the Oxlea development. The

coalition could therefore claim the ability
to deliver two essential resources from a
local government’s point of view:
increased fiscal revenues associated
with economic development, and more
immediately, electoral support.

The coalition’s capacity to apply sustained
pressure on the local government was also
the result of the existence of an umbrella
organization, the Urban Renewal Commit-
tee, that coordinated the initiatives of vari-
ous groups and agencies, such as
business organizations and the municipal
administration, supporting renewal. Finally,
the coalition enjoyed the ability to build
organizational structures, draft proposals,
argue cases convincingly, interact at a per-
sonal level with influential individuals out-
side the community, and use the prestige
of its members to bolster its positions. For
example, the first Planning Director was
particularly skilled in conveying the need
for renewal initiatives and suggesting
required actions. During his directorship
the Planning Department produced or com-
missioned background studies to support
the case for wide-scale interventions as
well as a detailed plan of the renewed CBD
that helped to coalesce support for the ini-
tiative. Financial contribution for this plan-
ning exercise came from the Downtown
Business Association. The local member of
Parliament was asked to put personal pres-
sure on the relevant minister when the fed-
eral government decided to freeze and
later rescind its urban renewal support.
Similarly, the President of the Urban
Renewal Committee relied on his friend-
ship with a developer to interest him in the
redevelopment of the city hall site. Also, the
coalition counted on assistance from mem-
bers of the local political and economic
elite during the highly controversial debate
over the Oxlea development.

Impediments to Renewal Initiatives

Despite its local influence, the renewal
coalition was compelled to down-scale
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its renewal initiatives from a comprehens-
ive scheme to site-specific interventions
and was unable to prevent the retail activ-
ity decline of the CBD. The coalition’s lim-
ited success was due primarily to
suburbanization and related shifts in polit-
ical and economic power at the munici-
pal level; the vulnerability of municipal
administrations to senior governments’
priority changes; tensions within the coali-
tion itself; and the growing empowerment
of local groups that were not sympathetic
to the coalition’s goals.

The greatest obstacle to CBD interests
was the extensive suburbanization of the
Kitchener metropolitan region after World
War II. The city’s primary retail sector
shifted from the CBD to Fairview Park
Mall which opened in 1965 and was later
expanded to over 600,000 square feet of
gross leasable area. This mall is located
some five kilometres south of the core
and is, unlike the CBD, within easy reach
of an expressway. In 1961 CBD metropol-
itan region retail share stood at 59.7%.
Despite the occasional implementation of
measures to maintain or increase this
retail activity, its market share fell to
26.3% in 1971 and 11.6% in 1990. Over
the same nineteen-year period, Fairview
Park Mall's share increased from 11% to
45.8% %

Over time, suburbanization also helped to
diminish the coalition’s capacity to influ-
ence local government interventions. This
is because fiscal dependence of the
municipalities represents an incentive for
them to support and promote urban devel-
opment in locations where it is not likely to
occur. Therefore, the Kitchener administra-
tion directed much of its capital expendi-
ture throughout the period toward the
periphery, often at the expense of its own
renewal initiatives in the core. After the
1973 annexation of large tracts of land by
Kitchener, the Planning Department activi-
ties shifted toward preparation of commu-
nity plans for these new sectors.®’ As well,
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Council turned down a 1981 request
from CBD merchants to freeze new retail
development across the metropolitan
region. The municipal decision can be
attributed not only to the anticipation of a
successful Ontario Municipal Board
appeal by developers opposing such a
freeze, but also to an interest in the fiscal
and economic rewards associated with
new retail developments. Throughout the
period the municipal administration was
in a contradictory position in that it sup-
ported both CBD renewal and the all-out
suburban retail development that was
the foremost underlying cause of CBD
decline.

Suburbanization also diminished the
impact of CBD-related demands on the
municipal administration. This is partly
due to the ongoing reduction in this
sector's weight within the total municipal
tax base. In the early 1960s pressure
groups stressed the dire consequences
that a decline in CBD assessment values
would have on municipal finances. As
the CBD's share of the total municipal
assessment base fell appreciably, this
argument lost much of its strength. Also
organizations lobbying for CBD renewal
increasingly had to contend with pres-
sure groups defending the interests of
other, newer parts of the city.

Another factor impeding CBD renewal
was the municipalities’ vulnerability to pri-
ority changes in senior government
which stymied the deployment of a con-
sistent renewal strategy in Kitchener. The
case study suggests that this vulnerabil-
ity was greater for medium- than for large-
sized cities. In freezing and later
abandoning its urban renewal program,
the federal government was responding
to protests in two large cities, Toronto
and Vancouver. Meanwhile medium-
sized cities had little influence on this
sector of federal policy making. Local
interests failed to pressure the federal
government into reconsidering its deci-

sion to cut financial support for the Kitch-
ener CBD renewal program. The best
Kitchener could obtain was a mere $1.2
million federal concession.

The coalition was also confronted with
inner tensions stemming from disagree-
ments over how to achieve CBD renewal.
These tensions, which led to a lack of
consistency in renewal measures, were
largely the outcome of clashes between
planners and merchants. These groups
were pulled apart by stark differences in
the constraints and rewards inherent in
their respective work environment. Kitch-
ener planners tended to play the role of
handmaidens to dominant urban devel-
opment and redevelopment models of
the time. This is not surprising, since
planners’ professional status derives
largely from having an up-to-date knowl-
edge of these models,*® as well as the
ability to implement programmes that
are consistent with them. Moreover,
planners adopted a long-term perspec-
tive on CBD renewal by defining inter-
ventions as steps toward the
actualization of a general concept. For
example, in the mid- and late 1960s,
planners branded King Street
pedestrianisation experiments as early
measures toward the implementation of
the general CBD renewal concept as
defined in the 1965 plan.

By contrast, merchants’ interest in
renewal was largely driven by the short-
term impact on sales levels of different
types of interventions. Their perspective
became obvious in 1967 when they
opposed pedestrianisation schemes
because of the adverse business con-
sequences associated with parking
and traffic problems, and with the pres-
ence of “long-haired youth hanging
around” on the street. A similar situation
arose in 1984, when the municipal admin-
istration proposed closing King Street to
private circulation and transforming it into
a transit mall. Again merchants opposed
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Figure 3: A 1993 view of King Street at the beart of Kitchener’s CBD. Notice the “old style” street furniture dating from the 1980s,
the leasing sign on the building of a department store which closed in the late 1980s, and the new city ball under construction

in the background.

the idea for fear of losing car-driving
customers.

A final factor that prevented the coalition
from reaching its goals was the political
empowerment of residents, which loos-
ened business organizations’ hold on
municipal power. This empowerment
resulted from the setting up of
neighbourhood associations, the adop-
tion of a ward system that gave weight

on Council to these associations’ inter-
ests, and the opening of the planning pro-

cess to residents’ participation. The

effect was to limit redevelopment possibil-
ities in central neighbourhoods, thus cur-
tailing the anticipated synergy between
high-density housing and office develop-
ments and the CBD retail function.

It is important to stress, however, that the
trend toward residents’ empowerment
did not extend to all social categories.
Neighbourhood organizations consisted
mostly of homeowners, particularly edu-
cated homeowners predisposed toward

political action by knowledge of the pro-
cess and confidence in their ability to
exert political pressure.39 In central
neighbourhoods such homeowners were
often newcomers. Meanwhile the 700 res-
idents of the CBD, who were nearly all
tenants, remained unorganized and thus
unable to influence municipal deci-
sions. *C It is noteworthy that CBD resi-
dents were those worst affected by
municipal and private redevelopment ini-
tiatives. Throughout the period CBD resi-
dents were displaced, with little or no
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compensation, to make way for new
developments or parking lots. Moreover,
social measures targeted at low-income
residents, which were formulated in a
1987 draft plan, failed to be approved by
Council and were thus absent from the
final version.*’

Variations in financial capacity and politi-
cal support accounted for the difficulties
encountered in pursuing long-term strate
gies in a consistent fashion. The rapid
succession of plans and interventions
throughout the period can be accounted
for by the combination of factors hinder-
ing CBD renewal possibilities with ongo-
ing pressures for renewal efforts. These
pressures originated from the CBD
renewal coalition, which maintained
throughout the period a significant even
if declining level of influence. Over the
period, the municipal administration
would launch interventions in response
to the coalition’s pressures. Long-term
interventions would run into difficulties
and be interrupted. Subjected to further
pressures, the municipal administration
would then initiate other interventions of a
short- or long-term nature. These inter-
ventions, particularly long-term ones,
would again face problems and be
halted, which would provoke further
requests for municipal intervention.

Restrictions to Local Autonomy

We now return to the three categories of
constraints identified at the opening of
this article. Each contributed to erode the
ability of the urban renewal coalition to
proceed with its original objectives.

1. Fiscal and Market Trend Depen-
dence. Over time, the need to show
fiscal return on municipal investment
served as an inducement to target
the brunt of municipal resources
toward suburban areas.

Local Power and Its Limits

2. Subordination to Senior Levels of
Government. Municipal objectives
had to be revised in response to
changes in federal funding, Ontario
Municipal Board decisions, and pro-
vincially-prescribed modifications to
the municipal planning process.

3. Local Political and Organizational
Dynamics. By contributing to the
dislocation of the urban renewal
coalition and reducing the power of
its members, local organizational
and political circumstances under-
mined the possibility of carrying out
Kitchener’s urban renewal projects.
There were clashes between profes-
sional and occupational categories
within the coalition and a decline in
the influence of some of its promi-
nent members. This decline was a
result of the economic marginaliza-
tion of the core. Another local factor
eroding the coalition’s
effectiveness was the institution of a
ward system. This system contrib-
uted to an increase in
neighbourhood associations’ influ-
ence in municipal political life, at the
expense of the traditional local elites
who piloted the urban renewal coali-
tion. Moreover, the departure of the
first Planning Director deprived the
urban renewal coalition of its fore-
most political strategist and source
of ideas.

From 1973 on, Kitchener based its poli-
cies on a reduced availability of senior
government resources, suburban-orien-
ted development trends, and the height-
ened influence of neighbourhood
groups. The arrival of new planning per-
sonnel committed to participatory plan-
ning hastened this adaptation. As the
study period progressed, core interven-
tions increasingly consisted of efforts

to protect downtown neighbourhoods
and of CBD improvements driven by
provincial infrastructure and beautifica-

tion programs. However, the scope of
these improvements remained modest
due to limited provincial funding. Kitche-
ner thus had to place limits on its down-
town land development policies. This led
to the abandonment of the initial objec-
tive of carrying out a thorough redevelop-
ment of the core.

Conclusion

This article has explored the discrepancy
between the presence of a powerful local
coalition promoting CBD renewal, and its
inability to either deploy a long-term strat-
egy or prevent the decline of CBD retail
activity through more modest measures.
While some of the case study’s observa-
tions are specific to the Kitchener CBD
renewal case, others can be extended to
the more general question of local

power. The multi-polar nature of the Kitch-
ener metropolitan region and its overall
low density account for a level of CBD
deterioration that was atypical in the
Canadian context. Accordingly, difficul-
ties in achieving core revitalization
because of the magnitude of the sub-
urbanization process were specific to
Kitchener. Similarly, the sequence and
timing of events and their consequence
on renewal initiatives were also unique to
Kitchener. It is such factors that were
responsible for the city’s inability to take
advantage of the federal urban renewal
program. The foremost example was the
municipal administration’s submission of
revised renewal plans too soon before
the announcement of the federal funding
freeze.

On the more general matter of local
power, there are several impediments to
the ability of municipal administrations
and local coalitions to pursue self-
defined and long-term policies: i) fiscal
dependence on, and therefore accommo-
dation of, prevailing market trends; ii)
subordination to higher levels of govern-
ment; and iii) local political and organiza-
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tional dynamics. These three factors com-

bined to hamper Kitchener's original
urban renewal plans and contribute to
their drastic down-scaling and reorienta-
tion. These same constraints can poten-
tially affect all municipal projects that do
not conform to a routine delivery of man-
dated services or a support of dominant
market trends. Because it is difficult for
localities to control these three catego-
ries of constraints, municipalities will
often fail in the pursuit of such projects.
Thus these constraints can be perceived
as serious impediments to local auton-
omy.
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