Figure 9. Steps for securing public art from Toronto Urban Design, Percent for Public Art Program
Guidelines (2010). Image courtesy of Toronto City Planning, Urban Design.

On-site contributions produce work directly connected to the development.
Developers must produce a public art plan that outlines their vision for public art
and the method by which public art will be commissioned. While there are some
requirements — for instance, juries must have a majority of members with
professional art experience — developers retain considerable leeway in selecting
artists and juries, and are encouraged to be on the jury themselves. Public art
plans must be approved by the City’s Public Art Commission, which is a panel of
citizen volunteers providing peer review and advice. Since 2002, the on-site
program has generated about 110 works.
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2

Figure 10. Public Studio, We Are All Animals, 2015. Image courtesy of Public Studio.

Off-site contributions may be directed to the City’s Public Art Reserve Fund.
These funds may be pooled towards use on city-owned lands in the political ward
in which the development is located. Artist selection is run by Cultural Services,
and tends to follow somewhat more formal guidelines for transparent open call
competitions.
Detailed information about the total financial contributions to public art were not
available at the time of this report, nor is it possible at this point to reliably
estimate the economic impacts of public art.
While fairly complex even on paper, the neat flow chart (Figure 9) masks a
highly involved, labor-intensive process of negotiation. Local city councillors play
a key role. Councillors who are active public art enthusiasts can encourage a
developer to use Section 37 funds for public art, to engage artists early in the
design process, and to formulate a public art plan that permits wide-ranging

2

With Lili Huston-Herterich, Program Design by Josh Schonblum with the assistance of Yifat Shaik,
Brandy Yang, Christopher Jadoo, and OCAD Digital Futures Initiative students. Three-piece
permanent Toronto public art installation, commissioned by Daniels Corporation (In partnership with
WJ Properties).
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forms and media. They can also pool multiple projects and funding sources
together in creative ways.
Together with dedicated city staff and creative business entrepreneurs, this can
yield notable results. For example:
•

Waterfront Toronto has made public art central to its vision, in accordance
with city planning requirements, by aggregating funds from multiple nearby
developments and deploying them to heighten the impact on the district as
a whole. Though in general current policies make this kind of
concentration difficult, it was possible for Waterfront Toronto because so
much development was happening simultaneously in one area.

•

In its High Park condominiums development, Daniels Corporation
commissioned Elle Flanders and Tamira Sawatzky of Public Studio to
create a piece of public artwork. Along with a group of OCAD University
students, they produced We Are All Animals, a multimedia work that
combines screen-based art and digitally modeled carved stone sculpture.

•

Westbank Corporation contributed more than was required under the
Percent for Public Art program towards Zhang Huan’s iconic Rising at the
Shangri-La Hotel (Figure 11).

3

Figure 11. Zhang Huan, Rising, 2010–2012. Image courtesy of Westbank.

3

Stainless steel, 865 x 780 x 189 inches (2198 x 1980 x 480 cm). Permanent sculpture at the
Shangri-La Hotel, Toronto.

36

•

Early incorporation of artists into a pedestrian bridge linking Concord
CityPlace to Front Street West allowed Chilean artist Francisco Gazitua to
create Puente de Luz, which Adam Vaughan describes as, “Actually an
experience, which a lot of people don’t get in galleries … When you walk
through that bridge, the artist has created an environment that actually
changes the way you feel about the city.”

•

In Toronto’s East End “The Beaches” neighbourhood, multiple
organizations have collaborated to produce the seasonal public art
exhibition Winter Stations, which integrates intriguing designs into
lifeguard stations and draws visitors to Toronto’s lakeshore during the cold
winter months. Sponsors span the City, the local BIA, developers, local
civic associations, and more.

•

The Toronto Art Foundation has worked with City of Toronto’s Parks,
Forestry and Recreation division to create a robust Arts in the Parks
program that crosses all media, including performance art.

•

The Bentway project has placed a premium on public art and could
represent a new amalgam of private/public funding for major works (The
Bentway, 2016; Bozikovic, 2017), drawing on an approach similar to New
York City’s Friends of the High Line.

By the same token, when councillors and developers happen to be less
personally committed to or experienced with public art, or have other priorities,
the results tend to be correspondingly meager. Much of the process, in other
words, depends not on regularized formal procedures but on the vagaries of the
unique talents and interests of individual people and communities.
Off-site contributions are also complex. Developers choose to make an off-site
contribution for various reasons. For instance, they may not have a suitable site
on their property, but city lands nearby may be available; they may also simply
wish to avoid the onerous process of producing and implementing a public art
plan.
Off-site contributions occur relatively infrequently. Since 2002, only about 20
works have been funded in this way. This indicates that the major policy tool
under current planning guidelines for pooling resources and heightening impact
is not utilized to its fullest potential. Some of our interview respondents
suggested that city officials do not actively encourage off-site contributions, and
even discourage them. Hence, one of our recommendations is for the City to take
a more proactive stance in promoting off-site contributions in order to maximize
the value added by public art, even under the limitations imposed by current
interpretations of the Ontario Planning Act.
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Figure 12. City involvement in public art.

Whatever the reason, some portion of off-site contributions — funds collected
through Section 37 and managed by the Public Art Office in Cultural Services —
are simply never spent. The precise amount and reasons vary, but in large
measure have to do with “red tape.” While formally city officials are free to pool
the money and use it on public lands in the local ward, re-designating funds for
new purposes is in fact difficult. Moreover, the requirement to use funds with the
local ward creates its own challenges, especially since it prohibits funds
generated from various parts of the City from being directed to a place where
professionals might deem it to have the most impact.
The City continues to encourage its own agencies to contribute one per cent of
budgets from their own capital projects towards public art. But again, this is a
complex process. It is not compulsory; hence, there is no across-the-board
mandate. In some cases, an agency may contact staff in the Public Art Office,
who can use their experience and expertise to manage the process. In others, an
agency may commission public art independently, or they may not commission
public art at all.
Here again, much depends on personal relationships, experience, and individual
initiative, rather than regular, predictable, formal procedures. Since 2002, the
most significant addition to the City’s policy portfolio has been the
StreetARToronto Program, founded in 2012. Housed in Transportation Services,
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this initiative works with local communities to create murals and street art. It also
funds artists to paint traffic control boxes. Nearly 320 works have been produced
through the program, about 45 per cent of all public art in Toronto documented in
The Artful City’s database.
While the City is the central actor in the Toronto public art ecosystem, it is not
alone. Since amalgamation, major festivals such as Nuit Blanche and Luminato
have brought temporary and diverse forms of public art to a large public, and
smaller festivals such as The Art of the Danforth have used public art to animate
neighbourhoods outside the core. Non-profit foundations such as Evergreen
Brick Works seek to couple public art, ecological awareness, and sustainability.
Public art is central to Waterfront Toronto’s vision. Metrolinx has an ambitious
new plan for integrating public art into its infrastructure projects, and Toronto’s
universities continue to host and collect public art.

Figure 13: The Toronto public art ecosystem.
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4

Figure 14. Brendan Fernandes, Night Shift, 2013. Photo credit: Toni Hafkenscheid.

These various efforts complement and enhance the City’s major programs, but
Toronto lacks the sort of large and dynamic philanthropic foundations found in
cities such as Chicago or New York. Here, the City remains the central player
most capable of intervening in public space to deepen and enliven the urban
experience — or not.

Consequences of Toronto’s public art policy
Toronto’s current public art policy regime has been in effect since 2002 and has
remained largely unchanged. With over 15 years since its implementation, we
are in a better position to observe and evaluate some of the policy regime’s
consequences, intended or not.

4

Performance, duration 13 hours. Original costumes by Vanessa Fischer; original score by
Thomas Ian Campbell.
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“A Heyday for Public Art.” The first and most apparent consequence of the
post-amalgamation policy framework is that it has been able to turn Toronto’s
ongoing construction boom into a substantial number of public artworks. As The
Artful City puts it, “The city is in its hey-day for public art, despite a rich history of
civic support and government legacy projects of Canada’s 1967 centennial. In
fact, 64% of works commissioned in the last 50 years appeared after 2005,”
(Biggar & Altman, 2017).

Figure 15. Overall trends in public art in Toronto, 1965–2015. Each dot shows the number of
public artworks generated by all programs in that year. The line (a LOESS curve) seeks to
capture the best fitting trend through the points. In this case, it captures the uptick in public art
following the classification of public art as a Section 37 benefit, and then more dramatically with
the introduction of the StreetARToronto program. Data for figure sourced from The Artful City
project.
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The impact of the StreetARToronto Program is particularly striking, as it injected
hundreds of small but highly visible colorful murals and paintings throughout the
city. Much of the dramatic uptick in recent work comes from this program. Even
so, taken as a whole, the other main city initiatives have generally expanded over
time.

Figure 16. Trends in public artworks produced in Toronto outside of StreetARToronto. Image by
authors. Data sourced from The Artful City project.

Stagnating city collection. Yet while the construction boom has quite visibly
kept the Percent for Public Art program growing through Section 37 contributions,
other consequences of the policy framework have become more apparent over
time.
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In the years running up to amalgamation, the City itself was commissioning more
works. But without a strong and mandatory commitment to public art as part of
the capital budget, city commissioning has stagnated (see the declining olive line
in Figure 17 below).
The TTC (represented by the red line in Figure 17) has been the most active city
agency, especially with its series of works along the St. Clair streetcar line
appearing in 2011. The City has, however, commissioned increasing numbers of
works funded through the developer Percent for Art Program, as more
developers have over time opted for the off-site option (see the purple line in
Figure 17). Still, the absolute number remains small, and has not reached preamalgamation levels of City-initiated commissions.

Figure 17. Trends in public art in Toronto by major program. This figure shows how in recent
years Transit and the (on-site) developer Percent for Public Art Program have been the major
sources of public art in Toronto. At the same time, it shows how the City’s collection has
stagnated since the introduction of public art as a Section 37 benefit. Data sourced from The
Artful City project.

Concentration near development. The bulk of major new public artworks are
generated through the Percent for Public Art program. Because this program (as
currently practiced) generally requires works to be on or near new developments,
the vast majority of the work generated in the past decades has been
concentrated in development areas. Without a corresponding City commitment to
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public art in other parts of the city, large swathes of Toronto are now comparative
“public art deserts.”
For this reason, our major recommendations include making public art
contributions mandatory for all of the City’s capital projects, as well as pursuing
new funding sources, such as a portion of any new hotel tax or vacant property
tax. These funds could be pooled into a general public art trust fund and spent
anywhere in the city (to compensate for the tendency of development to cluster),
and with a view to where a project could have the greatest impact.

Figure 18. Concentration of public art in Toronto. Image courtesy of the City of Toronto, Urban
Design Percent for Public Art Program.
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These “public art deserts” also tend to be located in parts of the city where large
portions of Toronto’s immigrant and visible minority communities have settled.
Thus the concentration of public art near development generates, as a byproduct,
serious disparities in access to public art across Toronto’s diverse multicultural
neighbourhoods. Even so, development is moving outside of the downtown core,
heralding opportunities for public art across Toronto even within the current
framework’s limitations. This is an opportunity for community engagement in
public art and the commissioning of a more diverse group of artists.
Private ownership of public art. Toronto’s approach to public art generates
privately owned public artworks in large and increasing numbers. This is an
impressive record. While there are differing views on the merits of this situation,
contemporary Toronto stands out from other cities and its own past in this regard.
By approximately 2010, Toronto was regularly generating more privately owned
than publicly owned works for the first time in its history.

Figure 19. Trends in private vs. public ownership of public art in Toronto. This figure shows a
steady increase in private ownership since the implementation of public art as a Section 37
benefit. Data sourced from The Artful City project.
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Public art in private/public space. Toronto’s building boom has primarily been
a condominium boom. In contrast to large commercial and civic projects of the
past, condominiums generally lack large plazas or similar publicly accessible
areas. Yet, because the Percent for Public Art program, as interpreted, generally
produces on-site, permanent sculptures, much of the new public art is very
constrained. Privately owned spaces, moreover, are not always available to the
public at all times, though they are at least meant to be “visually” accessible
(such as rooftop lighting).

5

Figure 20. Eldon Garnet, Artifacts of Memory, 2016. Photo credit: Eldon Garnet.

5

Brushed stainless steel, 20’ x 20’ x 34’, Toronto.
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In our interview, Terry Nicholson (former director of Arts and Culture in the City)
highlighted the problem inherent to this move from corporate buildings to
condominium development. As he noted, while corporate buildings, with their
open plazas and public realms, did serve as effective hosts for public art,
condominium corporations provide few places that are accessible as public areas.
Maintenance. Maintenance is always a core challenge for public art policy. It is
exacerbated due to the complex ownership arrangements in Toronto, and
because the maintenance budget and plan itself is often a matter for negotiation
in the formulation of a development’s public art plan. Moreover, because so
much public art ends up as the property of a condominium, maintenance
becomes part of the condominium board’s mandate. While developers may
transfer maintenance funds to the condominium as part of their public art
obligation, this is not the primary interest or area of expertise for many boards, a
situation that creates challenges for conservation. Accordingly, one of our
recommendations is to mandate clear guidelines for maintenance and
conservation accountability, including requiring accountable parties to contract
with accredited conservators and report regularly to the City of Toronto.

6

Figure 21. Douglas Coupland, Red Canoe, 2010. Photo credit: Paul Orenstei

6

Canoe Landing Park, Toronto.
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Gender inequity.7 Overall, Toronto has commissioned more public artwork from
men than women. However, in most of the City’s major programs, the gap has
been relatively small, and has narrowed over time.
On-site commissions are the exception. Those commissions in which developers
exert greater control over the selection process have seen a growing divergence,
with men receiving the bulk of new commissions as the program expanded. By
contrast, off-site contributions — those in which the City manages the selection
process — have produced relative gender parity, as has the TTC.
To be sure, individual developers may run fair and open competitions, but the net
effect of their increased control over the selection process has been to widen,
rather than narrow, the gender gap. Exactly why this gap has opened is not clear
and deserves further study; for example, it may reflect the views or assumptions
of public art consultants who are relied upon to provide a short list of artists
rather than the views of developers or architects.

7

We have not yet been able to compile information about ethnicity. Preliminary analysis of artists’
nationalities suggests that Canadian artists have benefited greatly from Toronto’s public art
policies. Our information about artist nationality is currently not complete, so this point must be
considered provisional.
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Figure 22: Trends in public artist gender, by program. This figure shows that most programs
over time have achieved approximate gender parity, with the exception of the (on-site) developer
Percent for Public Art program. In this program, the gender gap has widened. Data sourced from
The Artful City project.

Public art policy stasis amidst urban dynamism
Toronto’s public art policies have remained largely unchanged since they were
formulated in the early 2000s. Yet Toronto itself has grown and changed
profoundly since then. These changes create new demands that public art policy
must meet, and the same changes make it possible to achieve policy goals that
might not have been feasible in the past.
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Major trends with strong relevance for public art policy include:
More robust and diverse arts sector. The number and range of artists and arts
organizations in Toronto has dramatically increased since 2000, far outpacing
overall job and business growth. For example, from 1999–2008, the number of
dance companies, theatre presenters, fine arts schools, and musical groups
more than doubled.8 Toronto is now an established global cultural centre with a
deep pool of local and regional talent. Toronto and the GTA’s artistic community
can support experimentation with a wide variety of media and forms, and its
global reputation can attract leading international artists.
Denser urban environment in which more people spend more time in the
public sphere. In the past decades, Toronto’s density has steadily increased (20
per cent from 1986 to 2011), and the proportion of the population living in singlefamily dwellings has steadily decreased (from 35 per cent in 1986 to 27 per cent
in 2011).9 These are large changes. More people live in close proximity to one
another, with less private space. More people live in “vertical communities” — in
condominiums, rather than in adjacent housing. The public realm becomes
correspondingly more important. In the past, it may have been possible to think
of a lively and engaging public realm as a luxury. Today it is a necessity, and
policy should treat it as such.
More cosmopolitan. Toronto has become far more cosmopolitan. NonEuropean immigration has produced vibrant ethnic enclaves in a broadly
multicultural city. Non-Christian faiths and nontraditional religiosity have grown.
Diverse young people have continued to cluster in dynamic neighbourhoods.
Toronto houses the largest Indigenous urban population of any city in Canada.
The ethnocultural diversity of Toronto’s artists, including Indigenous artists, has
changed considerably. They represent some of the leading voices on the world
stage. Yet most public art remains rooted in the monumentalist tradition of
European high modernism, and it appears that many of the artists commissioned
for significant projects are schooled in a Western contemporary art tradition.
More politically divided. Since amalgamation, Toronto has become a sharply
divided city, politically speaking. The single strongest division is between a more
politically progressive core (the former City of Toronto) and the more
conservative (former) suburbs. Current public art policies tend to feed into this
divide by concentrating public art in one part of the city (the core); other areas
may often feel left out and resentful. Public art policy needs to ensure that public
art is experienced as a collective good accessible to all residents that supports
their communities and the city as a whole.
8

These numbers come from Statistics Canada’s survey of organizations, Canadian Business
Patterns, which only includes more formal organizations. Growth in informal organizations is
probably larger.
9
Data sourced from Statistics Canada.
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Ongoing development boom. Toronto’s construction boom continues. While
the Percent for Public Art program has generally grown in line with development,
it has not yielded any multiplier effects in which more development dollars spark
even more public art. Moreover, while overall development in Toronto has seen a
fairly predictable year-over-year linear increase, there is a great deal of volatility
in the number of works produced each year.
More active and sophisticated cultural policy regime with a track record of
success. If generally Toronto’s public art policies have been in stasis, its overall
cultural planning and policy agenda has become stronger, more active, and more
sophisticated. Successive culture plans have defined a sweeping yet realistic
agenda for integrating culture into more aspects of city governance and day-today urban experience. Major policy achievements have been realized, such as
striving towards the goal of $25 per capita arts and culture funding, a billboard
tax for arts and culture, the completion of major cultural construction projects,
and the creation of new Local Arts Services Organizations (LASOs).

Figure 23: Public art and the building boom. This figure shows two simultaneous trends: the
number of public artworks produced through the Percent for Public Art program and the total
building permit value in the City of Toronto. While the latter has grown in a steady linear fashion,
the former has been more sporadic and volatile. Data sourced from Statistics Canada. Image by
authors.
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Moreover, since amalgamation there are now more individuals in the City and
community who have advanced public art expertise. At the same time, Toronto
can draw on a growing base of expertise from around Canada. For example,
since its founding in 2002, the Creative City Network of Canada has brought
together municipal cultural workers in an ongoing dialogue of cultural policies and
programs. Public art has always been a vital part of this dialogue and is one of
the reasons that the field has grown in sophistication across the country. This
creates huge potential for Toronto, but also highlights the need for coordinated
action.
The Culture Plan for the Creative City (adopted by the City Council in 2003)
formally recommended the development of a public art master plan. While this
has not yet materialized, the City is now in a strong position to follow this
recommendation. It now has a tradition of confident cultural policy-making and is
ready to extend that tradition to the domain of public art; hence our
recommendation to revisit that long-standing commitment and finally put it into
practice.
At the same time, while public art is sometimes cited in planning documents from
other city agencies, rarely is that citation accompanied by clear guidelines for
integrating public art as a powerful force for transforming the public realm.
Sometimes planning documents even implicitly pit important priorities (such as
affordable housing) against public art. A more robust integration of public art into
the planning process would recognize that affordable housing and public art
should not be counterpoised but rather be intertwined. Affordable housing
demands excellent, community-engaged public art.
To facilitate this, our recommendations include integrating public art into all urban
design guidelines.
********
Toronto is in a strong position to revise its public art policies to meet these
challenges. In the new Toronto, an attractive, animated, and aesthetically
intriguing urban environment is mandatory, not optional. A growing arts
community and an effective tradition of cultural policy-making have placed the
arts and culture closer to the centre of public consciousness. Public art is
increasingly viewed not as a controversial expenditure, but as a crucial public
good.
Within this context, artists can act as urban problem solvers (Bringham-Hall,
2016). The Indigenous group Ogimaa Mikana has renamed Toronto streets back
to their original First Nations names (CBC, 2016). This coincides with the
Indigenous notion that humans are custodians of all spaces, and that humans
are not owners of the land. International projects serve as models. For example,
Rick Lowe’s Project Row Houses are works of urban sculpture that have created
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thriving neighbourhoods in Houston, Watts, and Birmingham. Chicago artist
Theaster Gates founded and directs the Rebuild Foundation, a non-profit
organization focused on culturally driven redevelopment and affordable space
initiatives in under-resourced communities. Closer to home, The Public Access
Curatorial Collective and Dr. Janine Marchessault have undertaken projects such
as the Houses on Pengarth (HOP) in Lawrence Heights that engage local
communities in relation to soon-to-be demolished homes, and both York
University and OCAD University host programs for socially engaged art.
In these and other ways, public art can respond to new urban challenges by
encouraging citizen engagement, inclusion, and social transformation. Our
recommendations accordingly include measures to broaden the geographic
scope of public art throughout Toronto’s many diverse communities and to create
specific funds geared towards supporting Indigenous works, screen-based and
media works, and works of shorter duration.
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Chapter 4: Toronto Public Art Policy in the Context of
the International Municipal Public Art Policy Field
This chapter places Toronto’s public art policies in the context of the international
municipal public art policy field. The central point of the chapter is that while
Toronto was in the past at the leading edge of an international wave of public art
policy-making, the field has continued to evolve, and Toronto has in many ways
fallen behind.

Figure 24. Cities adopting per cent for art ordinances. Image by authors.

Early policies were generally developed with a view to establish public art as a
legitimate public policy target. This is now broadly accepted, and most policies in
major cities start from the expectation that public art is a vital public good, and
they seek to deepen and broaden its character and reach. By contrast, Toronto’s
official framework is relatively conservative and narrow.
However, other cities’ policies can offer inspiration, ideas, and potential models
to adopt. They demonstrate that what might seem difficult here is feasible
elsewhere, and that with the appropriate commitment, it could be possible here
as well.

Comparing Toronto’s official public art policy to other cities’
In the following sections, we compare Toronto’s official public art policies to those
of other cities along a number of different dimensions. We highlight key
differences and feature examples and models from elsewhere that we believe
might provide especially useful lessons for Toronto. (We do not discuss Montreal
in this section, since we give it special attention in Chapter 7).
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The definition of public art. In the past decades, the field has generally moved
towards a more expansive and experimental definition of public art. Indeed, as
the Dublin City Council notes in its Policies and Strategies for Managing Public
Art, “Since 1997… the understanding of public art has broadened to include all
art forms and artistic disciplines.” Yet Toronto’s official definitions of public art
remain closer to 1997 than 2017; they are relatively cautious and traditionalist.
Comparing Toronto’s definitions to those of other cities makes this clear. While
some of this conservativism may be attributed to the limitations imposed by the
Ontario Planning Act, that is not the whole story. Ottawa and Mississauga offer
particularly telling contrasts. Those cities are subject to the same provincial
policies as Toronto, yet stake out much more ambitious definitions of public art.
Our recommendations thus include a new definition of public art for the City of
Toronto, one that brings together key elements from many cities’ definitions and
highlights the diverse forms, media, durations, and goals that public art can
include.

10

•

Toronto: “Typically, public artists produce site-specific sculptures and
prominent installations that add character and distinction to a development
and the surrounding neighbourhood,” (Toronto Urban Design, 2010).10

•

Ottawa: “Public Art Commissions may take the form of a standalone or
architecturally integrated artwork, temporary or ephemeral artwork,
digital artwork and other visual art forms. The Public Art Program
recognizes that public art is a constantly evolving visual expression,”
(City of Ottawa, 2017).

•

Mississauga: “Public art is publicly accessible to all citizens and can be in
any medium/media, take on any shape, form or scale. Public art can be
permanent or temporary. Public art can include, but is not limited to,
community art, mural art, installation, digital, hoarding, sculpture
and street art,” (City of Mississauga Culture Division, 2016).

•

San Diego: “Once known mostly as monuments, public art now embraces
works that range from monumental works in many permanent and
familiar materials to those less expected, both in terms of permanency,
placement, and interaction,” (City of San Diego, 2004).

•

San Antonio: “[Public art] encompasses a wide range of media, from
permanent sculptures and murals, to temporary art installations and art
performances. It also embraces new media technologies such as digital
art, video, sound and light-based work, as well as other emerging art
practices and genres,” (City of San Antonio, 2015).

Emphasis (in bold) added by the authors, for this and all other quotations.
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•

Perth: “Art interventions may include temporary and ephemeral artworks
such as, but not limited to: murals, short term sculptural and
installation works, performance and conceptual works, experimental
works exploring new mediums and approaches, and short term works
using light, sound or new technologies. Art interventions may also take the
form of public art events such as, but not limited to: artist talks,
symposiums, festivals and curated programs of performance art and
installations,” (City of Perth, 2009).

The value of public art. Many cities stress how public art supports values
crucial to contemporary, democratic, pluralistic urbanism. They highlight the ways
that public art supports a broader agenda and therefore deserves support from
city leaders and cities. Key values include: creativity, local and global identity,
equity, accessibility, visibility, diversity, inclusion, memorability, animation, buzz,
vitality, environmental sustainability, and more.
For example, The San Francisco Arts Commission Strategic Plan 2014–2019
highlights more socially inclined values that emphasize accessibility and
community engagement:

We value:
• Cultural equity and access to high quality arts experience for all
• The arts as a vehicle for positive social change and prosperity
• Artists as integral to making San Francisco a city where people want to
live, work and play
• The arts as critical to a healthy democracy and innovative government
• Responsiveness to community needs
• Collaboration and partnerships
• Accountability and data-driven decision-making
(San Francisco Arts Commission, 2014)

These values shape the mandate given to public art programs and the goals
associated with it. Toronto official policy tends to stress beauty, innovation,
tourism, economic growth, monumentality, memorability, and sense of place.
There is relatively little mention of equity, multiculturalism, community
engagement, diversity, sustainability, animating public space, or of public art
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acting as a means to sustain and retain local artists through commissions and
recognition.11
Neglecting these core values distances public art from Toronto’s broader mission.
Our recommendations are designed to make these values more central to the
definition and practice of public art in Toronto through proposing a wider
definition, new funds to encourage diversity among artists and works, and a
range of community engagement programs.
The media of public art. As the increasingly broad definitions of public art
indicate, there has been a general movement away from sculpture as the
predominant medium for public art. Many cities now embrace multiple and mixed
media as well as events and festivals. By contrast, Toronto’s formal public art
policies tend to highlight a relatively narrow range of media. This makes it difficult
to tap into Toronto’s considerable talent pool of artists experimenting across
many media and forms of exhibition and performance. Our recommendations are
designed to remedy this by proposing funds to encourage work in new media and
by redefining public art to include diverse forms.

Figure 25. Media included in official definitions of public art. This figure categorizes public art
programs by the media they included in their definitions of public art. The categories are arranged
from the narrowest to the broadest. While Toronto adopted the narrowest definition, the largest
group of cities is in the one that allows various media. Image by authors.

11

Calgary provides an example of a strong commitment to local artists: “Helping local artists take
their art to the world. We are aware of Calgarians’ strong desire to use a significant portion of our
public art budgets to support local artists and tradespeople. We will work to help build capacity
through mentorships, programs, education and smaller projects to allow artists with varying
degrees of experience and backgrounds to create public art. This will enable them to compete on
larger scale projects or on an international level,” (City of Calgary, 2015).
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The lifespan of public art. Just as the media of public art have expanded in
many cities, so too have conceptions about the duration of public art. The vast
majority of cities formally encourage permanent, temporary, and seasonal art.
Toronto’s official policies, however, tend to feature permanency and to downplay
ephemeral, seasonal, and temporary public art. Our recommendations would
bring Toronto more in line with international practice by creating mechanisms for
producing works of varying durations.
The funding of public art. Some cities include public art in their annual budgets.
This is the case in Brisbane and Melbourne (City of Perth, 2009). However, the
most common model for funding public art remains some version of a per cent for
public art” policy.
Yet “per cent for public art” can mean many things. The norm is for the
percentage to be mandatory for a city’s own projects. In many cases, the
percentage is greater than one per cent. In nearly all cases, the percentage is
applied according to a clear and regular schedule. Often these funds are
aggregated into a public art budget managed by a single city agency — generally
an arts and culture department — which may target projects anywhere in the city.
Likewise, it has become common to mandate a percentage of private
development budgets for public art. There are several models for this, but the
most common is, again, to require a fixed proportion according to clear
guidelines. While many programs do connect public art to the development
funding it, many also have a system in place to direct portions of funds to a
pooled public art trust fund designed to serve other areas.
Toronto’s system of case-by-case negotiations, voluntary compliance, and wardbased restrictions is nearly unheard of elsewhere. This is why we strongly
recommend that Toronto should prioritize mandating public art contributions, both
for its own projects and for private development projects that meet clearly defined
criteria. While implementing the former is straightforward, the latter will require
more creative thinking about potential additional policy mechanisms outside of
Section 37. Possibilities include working to have public art recognized as an
eligible development charge by the province.
While moving towards a mandate for public art may go against the grain of
current Toronto policies, the fact that so many major global cities have done so
indicates that it is possible across diverse legal and planning environments. It
can happen in Toronto if we choose to make it so. Consider some examples of
how other cities fund public art out of their own budgets:
•

San Diego: “A discretionary City Council appropriation consisting of 2% of
selected eligible Capital Improvement Project budgets for public art,” (City
of San Diego, 2004).
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•

Brisbane: “All Capital Works Briefing Documents and Urban Design
projects are developed taking into consideration the inclusion of public art.
The percentage allocations should be commensurate with the public
profile of the site and/or project. This generally averages out between 2.5
and 5%...Temporary Program — $250,000 for 6 projects (Funded by City
Planning),” (Excerpted from a study by the City of Perth, 2009).

•

Dallas: “All appropriations for city capital improvement projects, whether
financed with city bond proceeds or city monies from any other source,
shall include an amount equal to 1.5% of the total capital improvement
project appropriation, or an amount equal to 0.75% of the total
appropriation for a project that is exclusively or street, storm drainage,
utility, or sidewalk improvements,” (City of Dallas).

•

Melbourne: “The program budget is on average $250,000, which funds
the temporary commissions (six commissions at $30,000 each + program
management + sundries (advertising, documentation)). Further to this, 1%
of Council’s overall Capital Works Budget, approximately $400,000, goes
towards funding major commissions (one every 18/24 months),”
(Excerpted from a study by the City of Perth, 2009).

Several cities require public art in private construction projects that meet certain
conditions. While their policy environments differ from Toronto’s, they again
indicate that when a city commits to mandating public art, it can find a way to do
so. Vancouver, for example, requires public art contributions at a fixed rate for all
“rezonings greater in aggregate than 100,000 square feet and to projects where
a substantive public benefit is sought.”12
The administration of public art. Most major cities house public art in a single
office (usually the Arts and Culture department, although a handful use their
Planning/Design departments). This creates a more concerted and simpler
process. Some cities have arm’s-length organizations that administer public art
outside the official city bureaucracy. In Philadelphia, a pioneer in implementing a
Percent for Art ordinance in 1959, public art is administrated by the
Redevelopment Authority.

12

In San Francisco, “Section 429 of the Planning Code requires specific projects to provide public
artwork on private property equal to 1% of project costs,” (San Francisco Planning Department,
2014). And in Philadelphia, “The Percent for Art clause is included in most Redevelopment
Agreements and requires the selected Redeveloper to dedicate an amount equal to not less than
one-percent of the total construction cost budget for work(s) of fine art. The clause shall be
contained for all projects with a construction budget of $100,000 or more,” (The Philadelphia
Redevelopment Authority, 2015).

59

Here, Toronto is again is an outlier. It administers public art primarily through the
complex relationship between Urban Planning and Culture, as described above.
As we saw in Chapter 3, this creates inefficiencies and high transaction costs.
For example, funds directed from one office to the other are sometimes never
spent. Our recommendations therefore include the creation of a single Public Art
Office that spans the Urban Planning and Culture departments.

Figure 26. Types of public art administrative agencies. This figure presents the number of
cities in our sample by the type of administrative agency. In most cities, the Arts/Culture
department runs the program. The figure highlights Toronto's unique and complex administrative
situation: it is the only city in which Planning and Culture split administration of the program.
Image by authors.

Maintenance
Maintenance is one of the core challenges faced by public art policy. Wherever
they are located, artworks are affected by the elements: light, temperature,
humidity, accidents, vandalism, and more. Toronto generally includes a
maintenance budget and plan in a project’s public art plan. However, while there
are typical recommended practices suggested by city staff, these are not part of
a comprehensive policy.
By contrast, many cities recommend or have developed a strategic plan for
maintenance that offer alternative models for Toronto to consider.
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Public Art NEXT! San Jose’s New Public Art Master Plan (2007) recommends
that conservation efforts be central to the city’s policies. It suggests provisions to:

•

•
•

Support the findings and recommendations in the condition
assessment of the collection and a strategic plan for conservation,
restoration and maintenance recently commissioned by the Public
Art Program.
Provide adequate financial and staff resources to implement the
findings and recommendations in the assessment and strategic
plan.
The Public Art Program has commissioned a team of art
conservators to inspect the collection, evaluate maintenance
needs and develop a conservation plan for the public art collection.
Their recommendations should form the basis for increasing
annual General Fund allocations to maintain the collection.
(Bressi et al., 2007)

Other conservation and maintenance policies include regular surveys of the
current collection; predictable and regular maintenance contributions; clearly
delimited standards of maintenance responsibility; partnerships to encourage
civic and neighbourhood groups to “adopt an artwork” that they commit to
maintain; and fostering collaboration between artists, cultural professionals,
engineers, and conservators.
These examples indicate some of the challenges in developing a clear and
comprehensive maintenance policy. Yet they also offer models Toronto could
draw from when it develops its broader public art master plan.

Expanding public art presence
Many cities face the challenge of expanding the presence of public art beyond
individual sites and throughout their many neighbourhoods and communities.
They have pursued several policy avenues for meeting this challenge, some of
which we summarize here.
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Districts
One powerful approach to heightening the impact of public art beyond an
individual building or site is to plan public art for entire districts. Over the years,
many cities have recognized the need both for a comprehensive public art plan
and for local districts to cultivate approaches and styles distinctive to that area. In
numerous cases, they produce separate plans for different parts of the city, such
as the downtown, a ravine system, the airport, and more. These are often
developed with additional local partners.
Siting public art in districts and planning the cultural ecosystem is used to tackle
challenges related to urban identity, equity in dispersion of resources, walkability,
and more. The City of Toronto has recently begun to develop some local area
plans, including Public Art Strategy, West Don Lands, Toronto (Anholt, 2009);
Lower Don Trail Access: Environment + Art Master Plan (2013); and the
upcoming Scarborough Centre Public Art Master Plan.
Examples from other cities point towards models for carrying that important work
much further. They inform our recommendations to more aggressively utilize
existing policy tools for pooling public art contributions collected through Section
37; to create dialogue across projects; to establish a centralized Public Art Trust
Fund from City capital projects and new public and private funding sources,
capable of targeting any part of the city; to build a district-oriented approach into
a new Public Art Master Plan while simultaneously fast-tracking new local area
public art plans; and to partner with Toronto’s existing LASOs to build a strong
public art presence in all parts of the city.
City centre and downtown
Cities often designate the downtown area as a distinct zone for intensive public
art development. Given its central position, they typically encourage major
spectacles to attract tourists and residents from across the city. This downtown
district strategy is often used as a tool to generate a coherent physical identity for
the sprawling city. Many recognize its capacity to knit the rest of the city together,
to create the feeling that the city offers ongoing exciting events, and to
demarcate boundaries that give meaning to the movement through urban space.

62

The city of Sydney uses districts to foster the notion that the city is an organically
interconnected whole, on the metaphor of the human body:

City Centre Urban Structure:
George Street = Spine
East-West connectors = Ribs
Important intersections = Vertebrae
Squares = Rooms/Heart and other organs
Lanes and Streets off George Street = Circulatory system
… Public art picks up where road closures and infrastructure
improvements leave off and is an important part of any plan for urban
renewal. Public art offers legibility. A single brief put to teams of artists
and architects could reinforce the spatial identity of the city.
(City of Sydney, 2013)

San Jose’s Office of Cultural Affairs and the city’s Redevelopment Agency
articulate a series of “frames” that reflect the different functions public art could
offer to the downtown area, creating a sense of pace, functioning as navigation
between city sites, building a sense of urban dynamism, and improving
walkability by upgrading streetscapes (City of San Jose, 2007).
Toronto has first-hand experience of the power of major temporary pieces to
galvanize and bring together many people, with Ai Weiwei’s Forever Bicycles and
Craig Samborski’s Mama Duck offering examples. Our recommendations include
expanding these sorts of large-scale temporary exhibitions and earmarking a
portion of funds generated by a new City hotel tax towards them, as these kinds
of events can have immediate benefits for the hospitality industry.
Expanding public art beyond the core: parks, waterways, neighbourhood
districts
Toronto is not alone in experiencing a strong pull of public art towards its
downtown. Yet other cities have not stood by and let this happen as if it were
beyond their control.
For example, in Boston’s Strategic Plan for Arts and Culture (2015), the
concentration of cultural activity in the downtown area is perceived as a severe
problem that results from racism and widening income disparities. These other
cities provide models for how Toronto can seek to push back against the
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deepening of its “public art deserts” proactively, without only waiting for
spreading development to somehow take care of the problem on its own.
Utilizing the park system is one key strategy. Toronto’s Arts in the Parks program
already brings free, family-friendly arts events and activities, providing a strong
foundation for a deeper incorporation of public art. For example, in New York
City, parks are recognized as a resource with underutilized potential, which could
assist in promoting cultural equity and serving deprived areas:

Virtually any park in New York City can host a public artwork, and nearly
one in ten parks has done so. Our Artist’s Guide to NYC Parks Public Art
Sites highlights two dozen parks that show promise and potential as
community art hubs. These parks are in highly visible and well-trafficked
locations, but exist in neighborhoods that have been underserved by
cultural programming.
(City of New York Parks and Recreation, 2016)

Waterways provide another strategic opportunity for dispersing public art outside
the urban core. To enhance public engagement with its waterways,
Houston/Harris County's Cultural Arts Council established a set of maps plotting
the natural systems, the infrastructure, the neighbourhoods, and the gathering
places.
Boston offers models of strategic initiatives designed to create a more equitable
distribution of public art across the city. For example, its 2015 plan calls for the
creation of three “arts innovation districts” outside of the city centre. It also adopts
an overall approach to neighbourhood districts that involves public-private
cooperation and the creation of works and the promotion of arts and culture.13
Accordingly, our recommendations include creating strong arts districts in
Toronto, partnering with local arts and community organizations, and artist-in-thecommunity residence programs.

13

“Tactic 4.2.2 City-led Short-term: Promote the development of public art and performance
opportunities in neighborhood settings, and explore sustainable options for public and private
financing of public art, through partnerships with Boston Main Streets, community development
corporations, and other community organizations and City departments. Tactic 4.2.3 Citycatalyzed Short-term to Long-term: Support the creation and promotion of arts and cultural
districts and creative development opportunities within and across Boston’s neighborhoods by
partnering with neighborhood, community development, and other civic organizations,” (City of
Boston, 2015).
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Facilities and infrastructure commissions
One of the most direct ways cities can expand the presence of public art
throughout their neighbourhoods is to utilize their own facilities as public art hubs.
In Ottawa, the public art program provides opportunities for local artists to display
new and retrospective exhibitions in public galleries, including a gallery in the city
hall (City of Ottawa). Calgary’s Public Art Program developed a separate public
art plan for four new recreation facilities (City of Calgary, 2013).
Toronto has numerous possibilities in this regard, such as libraries, fire and
police stations, community centres, city councillor offices, courthouses, and other
civic buildings.
Vancouver provides a valuable model for the incorporation of art into civic
infrastructure, preserving historical sites, enhancing new buildings, and
encouraging large-scale district projects.14
Our recommendations include proposals geared towards more deeply integrating
public art into all infrastructure projects in Toronto: mandating a public art
contribution in all City capital projects; including public art in Heritage Canada
and Ontario infrastructure projects in the city of Toronto; and embedding artists in
City agencies to facilitate the inclusion of public art in City projects from their
inception.

Community engagement
While Toronto has very little by way of community engagement in the public art
process, various cities provide models for how to do so. They stress the
contribution of public art to their diverse communities and neighbourhoods and
highlight the importance of community engagement in the process of selecting
and producing public art.

14

“1. When the city builds new public facilities — such as new parks and recreation buildings,
pump houses, and police, fire and library construction projects — there should be a firm
commitment to incorporating public art from the earliest stages of design.
2. The Public Art Program should commission art projects that are retrofit into existing civic
facilities, particularly as way of letting communities identify places and projects that could be
important to them, but only under the most appropriate circumstances.
3. For agencies with vast reconstruction programs (primarily the Waterworks, Sewers and
Streets), the Public Art Program should consider collaborating on ‘Departmental’ or ‘Citywide
System’ plans,” (Program Review and Design Framework for PA, Vancouver, 2008).
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Common strategies for public engagement include:
•

Local district planning. Some cities have developed strategies for
involving local citizens in the public art planning process (City of San Jose,
2007).

•

Embedding artists in communities. One powerful strategy for engaging
communities in public art is to embed artists in communities as
collaborative partners, with Chicago providing a valuable model (City of
Chicago, 2012).

•

Education and environmental programs. In several cities, community
engagement is not only part of the planning and acquisition process, but is
one of the outcomes meant to result from public art. For example, in
Philadelphia, public art projects that exceed $50,000 must dedicate five
per cent of the budget to educational programming (The Philadelphia
Redevelopment Authority, 2015).

•

Online materials. Many cities have developed online databases and selfguided walking tours, sometimes in collaboration with local media
companies and universities. Still, in general, cities are not using smartphone based apps, social media, interactive maps, augmented reality, and
other new opportunities for outreach to their fullest potential, if at all. This
is an area where Toronto has an opportunity to innovate.

•

Compelling work. Perhaps the deepest and most important form of
community engagement with public art comes from the public actively
interacting with artworks and making them their own. A prominent case is
Anish Kapoor's Cloud Gate in Chicago, which has been adopted by
Chicagoans and visitors as “the Bean,” and has become an icon of the city
itself.

Boston provides an example of how to involve local communities in the public art
planning process. It engaged the Department of Play (DoP), a collective that
makes temporary play zones in public areas. “DoP creates opportunities for city
residents to step out of their everyday lives and have collective experiences of
play in public spaces, taking a break to reflect on their relationship with the city
and with one another,” (City of Boston, 2015).. For instance, in public festivals
and community meetings, DoP invited people to build their vision for Boston’s
arts and culture by foam blocks and to pin ideas for art amenities on the city map.
Our recommendations include several measures designed to increase public
engagement with public art. These include creating an interactive website, a
mobile application, and social media guides to Toronto’s public art that leverage
Ilana Altman’s The Artful City maps, as well as public art tours developed with
Tourism Toronto.
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********
The major aim of this chapter has been to review alternative approaches to
public art policy from other cities in Ontario, in Canada, and internationally. The
central conclusion is that Toronto is an outlier in a number of ways, but that there
are also viable models that Toronto can adapt and mold to its own situation. In
many cases it can do so by building on its existing capacities; in other cases,
Toronto can build new ones.
To be sure, Toronto’s talented and committed public art professionals in the City
operate within the constraints of current policy tools and interpretations of the
Ontario Planning Act. While these may explain the situation, they do not excuse it.
As this chapter has demonstrated, cities with a strong commitment to public art
find ways to make public art a mandate. They make public art a compulsory
component of their own projects, have dedicated budgets for public art, strong
maintenance programs, and a commensurate staff complement. They have
clearly delineated standards for when private developments must make a
contribution to public art, and how much. They actively pursue diverse styles,
genres, and durations, and seek to integrate public art into all parts of the city.
They engage the public; value diversity, equity, and sustainability, as well as
growth, place-making, and tourism; and put public art in the service of broader
and deeper values. They streamline and simplify the process, cultivating
opportunities for artists to put their stamp on projects from the outset.
They make public art part of the fabric of urban life, from the ground up. Our
recommendations show how Toronto can too.
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Chapter 5: Perspectives on Public Art from Key Toronto
Stakeholders
Official reports and trends give insight into the formal procedures governing
public art policy in Toronto, their objective consequences, and how they compare
to other peer cities. They do not reveal key participants’ perceptions about the
process and its results, nor, even more importantly, do they point towards a
vision for the future of public art in Toronto. To develop such a vision, we
conducted a series of interviews with stakeholders intimately familiar with public
art in Toronto.
Our goal was to learn what interviewees thought public art in Toronto is and
should be, as well as to understand their vision for how it could realize its full
potential. Our team talked to people from diverse sectors — artists, developers,
administrators, art consultants, curators, and more (see Chapter 3 and
Appendices B & C for the full list of interviewees) — in order to canvass a range
of opinions. We did not expect unanimity, nor did we find it. Instead, we sought to
gather a diversity of (sometimes contradictory) viewpoints that could give a
window into the real complexity of the field (see Appendix D for the interview
guide).
This complexity informs our vision and recommendations. There is no one-sizefits-all solution. Rather, Toronto needs a suite of policies that can accommodate
diverse forms, sites, and definitions of public art. If there is a collective vision that
emerged from the interviews, it was precisely this: that there is no single
authoritative meaning of public art; that any vision for public art in Toronto must
remain open to multiple visions; and that public art policy should be viewed as a
platform for supporting ongoing experimentation with the very meaning and
purpose of public art.
To unpack major themes from the interviews, we met several times as a group to
discuss the interviews as a whole. We organized each interview according to key
topics informing our research:
•
•
•

The definition and value of public art
Challenges with the process
Future visions for public art in Toronto, including administrative and
funding opportunities

This chapter gives an overall sense of the variety of viewpoints interviewees
expressed regarding these themes, and makes some suggestions about how to
integrate them into a vision for the future of public art in Toronto.
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Major theme 1: Definition and value of public art
The qualities of a successful work of public art
We asked interviewees to tell us which works of public art in Toronto and
elsewhere they thought were particularly successful. Henry Moore’s Two Large
Forms, a work that was thoroughly reviled when first presented in Toronto, was
considered a local landmark. As several interviewees note, “There is no child that
has grown up in Toronto that has not crawled all over it.”

1

Figure 27. Henry Moore, Large Two Forms, 1966–1969. Image © 2017 The Art Gallery of
Ontario 73/82.

1

Bronze. Overall dimensions 151 15/16 in. x 240 3/16 in. (386 x 610 cm). Purchase from the
artist, 1973.
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However, there was disagreement among interviewees on the definition of
“success” with respect to many other public artworks in the city. Dereck
Revington’s Luminous Veil (Suicide Barrier) along the Bloor Edward Viaduct was
mentioned as an artwork created by a highly reputable artist and supported by an
engaged Business Improvement Area (BIA). Yet some interviewees felt that the
project has not had an impact on the community and space commensurate with
the resources devoted to it. Zhang Huan’s Rising at the Shangri-La Hotel on
University Avenue was mentioned by many from the development community as
an impressive and unique achievement that demonstrates the result of allowing
the private sector to have more freedom, while other stakeholders see it as an
example of a poorly conceived public site.
While it is hard to imagine universal agreement about the nature of successful
public art, our interviews revealed widespread agreement about one type of
public art to avoid: “plop art.” This term was mentioned in different interviews,
signifying the outcome of a commissioning process that does not allow the artist
to be engaged with the local community or even the particular space where the
artwork is to be installed. Tim Jones, the CEO of Artscape, a non-profit urban
development organization that creates spaces for arts and culture in the city,
warned against commissions that do not understand their location, or that make
only a passing or “clichéd” reference to site. Jones blames the commissioning
process: “Often the artist has to come with their fully formed idea to the
competition. Rather than going through a process of iteration where they might
be working with the community, from the ground up, to think about what art could
mean in this context.”
More active and sophisticated cultural policy regime with a track record of
success
If generally Toronto’s public art policies have been in stasis, its overall cultural
planning and policy agenda has become stronger, more active, and more
sophisticated. Successive culture plans have defined a sweeping yet realistic
agenda for integrating culture into more aspects of city governance and day-today urban experience. Major policy achievements have been realized, such as
striving towards the goal of $25 per capita arts and culture funding, a billboard
tax for arts and culture, the completion of major cultural construction projects,
and the creation of new Local Arts Services Organizations (LASOs).
Our recommendations suggest creating flexible funds that can support a range of
art works (including those that are screen-based, temporary, and communitydriven) as well as the means to pool funds for district-focused, larger, semipermanent or permanent works.
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Complexity of public art as its blessing and its curse
Examples illustrate how many factors must be taken into consideration in order to
define success. Several interviewees noted that this complexity is inherent to
public art, which must satisfy multiple levels at once. Brad Golden, the principal
of Brad Golden + Co Public Art Consulting, a firm that manages public art
projects for both public and private sectors, lists the different levels at which a
successful work of public art should operate: “It’s part of the city building process
…when it’s finished and completed, participating at the scale of the city…so that
there is a relevance of the artwork at the level of urban design.…it has to invite
participation in terms of some type of dialogue.”
Precisely because public art involves such a complex mix of interests and factors
and scales and time horizons, it can be difficult to satisfy all of them in any given
project. The result is sometimes that in trying to satisfy everybody partially,
nobody is satisfied very much. Artist and curator Dave Dyment expressed
concerns that the process can compromise projects, resulting in dissatisfaction
on the part of the public, art community, artist, and developer. He cautions, “If a
million-dollar commission comes up, of course artists are going to clamour to do
it. Whether they have a piece that’s appropriate for it or not is a different thing.”
This inherent complexity informs our recommendation to open up the definition of
public art to include and encourage work of multiple forms, scales, media, and
durations, and also to create measures for promoting work by Indigenous,
emerging, and diverse artists. With a suitably wide definition of public art
unfolding across multiple projects, no single one need be expected to satisfy all
interests at once.
Who should create public art?
A major question related to the definition of public art is who should create it. This
is a complex and difficult question, and interviews revealed diverse opinions.
Many of those we interviewed felt that professional artists must create public art
(as opposed to designers who might produce decorative or functional outdoor
furniture or playgrounds, or architects who would embellish sites) (Zebracki,
2011).2 Catherine Dean, Public Art Officer at the City of Toronto, noted that many
people who work as public artists “have no art practice other than making things
in public.” She believes that work by practicing artists is stronger, hence, “We
actually started including the Canada Council’s definition of a professional artist
in our calls.”

2

This view, though, may not be a surprise, as we interviewed a significant number of artists, art
experts, and professionals who work closely with professional artists.
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Nevertheless, the idea that public art, by definition, must be created by
professional artists is not universally shared. Adam Vaughan, the councillor who
represented Ward 20 from 2006–2014, and who was a key actor in promoting
public art, offered a different opinion. From his point of view, “Sometimes the best
ideas don’t come from professional artists…. letting everybody participate is a
much better way than letting only some…[E]verything that…credentializes [the
process]…limits our ability to use that money creatively.” The sentiment Vaughan
expresses is part of a growing agenda of creative place-making found in many
other cities (Markusen & Gadwa, 2010) where the calls have included the option
for landscape architects and designers (as well as artists) to respond to
commissions.
At the same time, however, Vaughan and other interviewees noted risks in
excessively “opening” the definition of who should create public art. In many
cases, interviewees felt that there ought to be engagement between the artist
and the host community of the artwork. However, others, while supporting some
level of interaction, cautioned against permitting communities to vote on which
artworks should be retained for their site or community. They thought it was
important for artists to retain autonomy, even while consulting citizens.
Our recommendations include proposals for threading the needle through these
difficult questions. We support a definition of “artist” that focuses on creative
professionals, and also acknowledge that there are now artist-architects, artistengineers, artist-designers, and more. We also endorse the opportunity for
interdisciplinary teams of artists and designers to collaborate. Entities like
Metrolinx, as well as certain cities, have flexible criteria that can allow different
approaches to teams and individuals. As far as community engagement is
concerned, our recommendations promote extensive consultation and interaction
between artists and communities while respecting artists’ autonomy.
The “wow factor,” or, what value does public art add to public space?
Overall, interviewees agreed that public art is a public good and that public art
can create a unique sense of place. Kristyn Wong Tam, the current councillor of
Ward 27 and a gallerist and art collector, defines the added value that public art
should bring to an urban space as the “wow factor”:
There has to be a component that just either draws you in slowly and subtly, and
you don’t even know that you're being wowed, or it hits you over the head...it
can't be too safe. The hotel quality art, you know what? Leave it for the hotels.
Leave it for the condominium lobbies. I think for public art to be really successful
in public spaces, it’s got to pull you in.
Numerous interviewees also highlighted that public art can involve risk-taking, be
meaningful and expressive, and in some cases, be thought-provoking and
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personal. At the same time, others highlighted the importance of combining
elements such as urban design and public art, citing compelling works in public
parks that are both functional and eloquent.
What types of work should we be producing?
Interviewees expressed different opinions as to the type of artwork that should be
produced. Many city officials and politicians held definitions of public art that
included only permanent sculptural or mural works. However, artists, curators, art
consultants, and some developers strongly supported the idea that public
artworks should have various durations and forms. These include temporary or
ephemeral works as well as works of digital media. Naomi Campbell, Director of
Artistic Development of Toronto’s Luminato Festival, explains the role she sees
for ephemeral, temporary, large-scale contemporary artworks alongside
permanent ones, lauding “the different way people experience things when it's
there and then it’s gone. It’s different from when you walk past it everyday…
Sometimes an encounter with something unexpected can really make a
difference.”
On the other hand, Barbara Astman, a professor at OCAD University and an
artist with a practice in public art with experience on a number of public art juries,
highlights the reasons behind the need to maintain a more narrow definition of
public art in private and public developments, suggesting that Luminato and Nuit
Blanche fulfill the role of experiential events. Permanence is demanded. “Once
you have government and developers, you have to think about health and safety.
And you have to think about all these really tight…confines.”
Terry Nicholson, former director of Arts and Culture at the City of Toronto,
describes how this situation emerged in Toronto and the bureaucratic restrictions
that limit the creation of temporary artworks. The city, he noted, has limited
resources for temporary artworks, unlike in pre-amalgamation times. He believes
that the difficulties and time lines of approval processes remove incentives for
temporary projects: “Even if an artist wants to do a temporary project, you’ve
got…this big legal document, [as if you are] signing your life away.”
These broadly shared sentiments inform our recommendations to open the
definition of public art and to create funds and programs specifically geared
towards temporary and seasonal work. As we saw in Chapter 4, this is common
practice in many cities, and Toronto can draw on numerous models for
implementing this recommendation.
Beyond the different views expressed above, overall, the interviewees agreed
that while the quality of public art in Toronto currently ranges from fair to good, it
can certainly be improved, and there is a good opportunity to do so now.
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