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My Research
Research areas:

▪ Housing policy

▪ Civic engagement

▪ Local politics

Most of my research is community-engaged. 



Key Takeaways

▪ Local government is often overlooked in 
conversations about democracy, but it shouldn’t 
be!

▪ Democratic innovation in government and civic 
engagement is happening –and it’s mostly at the 
local level

▪ Challenges remain for local government , in terms 
of democratic inclusion, engagement and 
autonomy

Local democracy is the best democracy! 



What do you 
most strongly 
identify as?

1. A member of the international community (a global 
citizen)

2. A member of the national community (Canada?)

3. A member of the provincial community (Ontario?)

4. A member of the local community (Waterloo? Kitchener? 
Cambridge?)

Trivia: What is the demonym for Waterloo? Waterluvian (is 
this true?)



Percentage of 
respondents who 
describe their sense 
of belonging as 
strong to local, 
provincial and 
national communities



What do municipalities do?  
Quite a lot! 
▪ Social and public health 

▪ Transportation 

▪ Environmental 

▪ Emergency services 

▪ Development

▪ Public facilities



How do municipalities fit into 
Canada’s federation?
▪ Neither the Constitution Act, 1867 nor the
Constitution Act, 1982 provide any recognition of 
municipalities

▪ Municipalities in Canada have been historically 
viewed as “creatures of the provinces” 
▪ Municipalities fall under provincial authority

▪ Municipal powers are determined by provincial legislation

▪ Municipalities are not permitted to raise funds through 
income taxes or sales taxes 

Kitchener City Hall



New municipal 
responsibilities

▪ Municipal downloading in the 1990s by the 
Ontario government:
▪ Ambulance services

▪ Social assistance

▪ Public health

▪ Subsidized housing

▪ Long term care

▪ Childcare subsidy

▪ Children’s aid



New municipal 
responsibilities

Federal and Provincial Transfers as a 
Percentage of Ontario Municipalities’ 

Revenue, 1990-2020 

https://thepolicyshop.ca/articles/trendsinreview



Ontario ‘creatures’ 
examples
▪ Bill 103: City of Toronto Act, 1997

▪ Bill 5: The Better Local Government 
Act, 2018

▪ Bill 3: Strong Mayors, Building 
Homes Act, 2022

East York residents organizing against the proposed Toronto amalgamation
https://www.thestar.com/news/gta/2017/05/06/looking-back-on-the-birth-of-a-megacity-20-years-later-micallef.html

https://www.thestar.com/news/gta/2017/05/06/looking-back-on-the-birth-of-a-megacity-20-years-later-micallef.html


More than just ‘creatures’?
Warren Magnusson challenges the ‘creatures’ view:

1. Historically inaccurate

2. Antithetical to liberal democratic norms

3. Fails to recognize the fundamental role of 
municipalities in democratic self-government



1. Historically 
inaccurate

Entrance to Victoria Harbour, 1882
Lithograph, Library and Archives Canada, Accession No. c007246k

Municipalities cannot owe 
their existence to the 
provinces because many 
Canadian cities predate the 
existence of the provinces. 



2. Antithetical to 
democratic norms

“If there are rights implicit in 
having a “free and 
democratic society,” the 
right of local self-
government is among them” 
(Magnusson, 2005, 21)



3. Role of municipalities in democratic self-government

Political 
authority 

Local 
government

Civil Society



3. Role of municipalities in democratic self-government

“a system that enables us to 
govern ourselves in our own 

local communities, rather than 
be governed by a distant state” 

(Magnusson, 2005, 23) 

Local government is more than 
voting, about collectively, 

deliberatively making decisions 
about how to live together 



Deliberative 
democracy: 

an approach to politics in 
which citizens, not just 
experts or politicians, are 
deeply involved in 
community problem 
solving and public decision 
making 

https://cpd.colostate.edu/what-is-deliberation/



3. Role of 
municipalities in 
democratic self-
government

More 
accessible 

Less 
partisan

More 
attuned to 
everyday 

life

More 
deliberative 

spaces 



Example 1: Participatory Budgeting



Participatory 
budgeting: what is it? 
▪ A deliberative democratic process where the 
people affected by a public budget decide how 
to allocate it

▪ Used to allocate local infrastructure budgets, 
amounts ranging from $500,000 to $2 million

▪ People work with staff to generate project ideas 
responsive to local needs

▪Process is binding

https://www.participatorybudgeting.org/what-is-
pb/

https://www.participatorybudgeting.org/what-is-pb/


Participatory 
budgeting: 
where has it 
been used? 

School                          District or Ward                             City or Region     

Active PB processes in 2019 and 2020 in Canada and the US 



Participatory 
budgeting: why 
does it matter?

▪ Increased civic engagement

▪ Increase community capacity

▪ More inclusive budgeting

▪ Builds relationships between government and 
community



Example 2: Participatory Planning



Participatory planning: what is it? 
Participatory planning centers residents in community planning and decision-
making to ensure process reflects community priorities and needs, and 
community feels ownership over process and results. 

Some examples:
▪ Asset mapping

▪ Infrastructure audits

▪ Active transportation audits

▪ Community visioning



Participatory planning: where 
has it been used? 
▪ Parkdale People’s Economy (2018) Community 
Benefits Framework

▪ In a context of rapid re-development, how can we 
ensure that development contributes to the 
wellbeing of existing residents? 

https://parkdalepeopleseconomy.ca/Downloads/parkdale-
community-benefits-framework1.pdf

https://parkdalepeopleseconomy.ca/Downloads/parkdale-community-benefits-framework1.pdf


Participatory 
planning: why 
does it matter?

▪ More inclusive planning

▪ Integration of community needs and 
benefits into the planning process 

▪ Builds community capacity



Example 3: Lived Expertise Co-Governance



Lived expertise co-governance: what is it? 
▪The inclusion in policy-making and governance of people with direct experience 
of an issue

▪ “representation and understanding of an individual’s human experiences, 
choices, and options and how those factors influence one’s perception of 
knowledge based on one’s own life. Lived experience provides insight into 
patterns, common behaviors, challenges, and barriers among individuals who 
share similar experiences” (APSE, 2021)



Lived expertise co-governance: 
where has it been used?
▪ Lived Expertise Working Group is a pilot project in 
partnership with the City of Kitchener and the Social 
Development Centre Waterloo Region. 

▪ Over the next two years the working group will be 
advising the City of Kitchener’s Housing for All Strategy 
to implement and monitor some of the affordable 
housing actions and programs that better address the 
challenges of people experiencing marginalization

▪ https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UqECXl4iNr0 (from 
1:58, and 13:05)

http://www.waterlooregion.org/welcome-housing-
lived-expertise-working-group-members

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UqECXl4iNr0
http://www.waterlooregion.org/welcome-housing-lived-expertise-working-group-members


Lived expertise 
co-governance 
– why it 
matters?

▪ More inclusive and effective policy

▪ Builds community capacity

▪ Accountability to community by policy-makers  
“nothing about us without us”



Challenges for local democracy
▪ Equity and inclusion 

▪ Civic awareness and engagement 

▪ Limits to authority (“creatures” issues)

▪ Intergovernmental relations 

https://www.waterloochronicle.ca/news-
story/10748140-voter-turnout-drops-to-27-2-per-
cent-in-waterloo-dorothy-mccabe-new-mayor-elect/

https://www.waterloochronicle.ca/news-story/10748140-voter-turnout-drops-to-27-2-per-cent-in-waterloo-dorothy-mccabe-new-mayor-elect/


Key Takeaways

▪ Local government is often overlooked in 
conversations about democracy, but it shouldn’t 
be!

▪ Democratic innovation in government and civic 
engagement is happening –and it’s mostly at the 
local level

▪ Challenges remain for local government , in terms 
of democratic inclusion, engagement and 
autonomy

Local democracy is the best democracy! 
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https://aspe.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/documents/47f62cae96710d1fa13b0f590f2d1b03/lived-experience-brief.pdf
https://parkdalecommunityeconomies.files.wordpress.com/2018/11/parkdale-community-benefits-framework1.pdf


Thank You & Questions?


