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News Release

Structural Factors Kept Waterfront Toronto From Effectively Delivering Its 
Revitalization Mandate: Auditor General
(TORONTO) A variety of structural factors kept Waterfront Toronto from effectively delivering on its man-
date to oversee and lead the renewal of Toronto’s waterfront, Auditor General Bonnie Lysyk says in her 2018 
Annual Report, tabled today in the Legislative Assembly.

The federal, provincial and Toronto municipal governments established Waterfront Toronto in 2002 to “over-
see all aspects of revitalization of Toronto’s waterfront.” With the land along the waterfront being held by a 
variety of public- and private-sector landowners, it was widely accepted that the waterfront could only be 
successfully revitalized for the benefit of all by establishing Waterfront Toronto.

“Waterfront Toronto has directly developed only about 55 acres, or 5% of the total publicly owned develop-
able land in the waterfront area, and provided development funding to other organizations for revitalization 
projects for just 151 acres, or about 14%, since its inception,” Lysyk said.

“But it’s not hard to see why it achieved so little: ownership and control of the lands it was tasked to revital-
ize remained with the original owners, the authority for planning and zoning of lands in the waterfront area 
remained with the City of Toronto, and Waterfront Toronto did not meet its mandate of making development 
financially self-sustaining.”

However, when Waterfront Toronto did try to take the initiative, it found itself at the centre of questions 
about its agreement with Sidewalk Labs to develop a smart city on waterfront lands, including concerns 
about data collected by Sidewalk Labs, a sister company of Google. These concerns go beyond Waterfront 
Toronto’s mandate to develop Quayside, the land it owns.

“In order to protect the public interest, this situation does deserve government study before any long-term 
commitment is reached with Sidewalk Labs,” Lysyk said.

Among the specific concerns identified in the Report:

• Waterfront Toronto was given ownership and control of just 1% of the land it was tasked to revitalize; 
the three governments and the Toronto and Region Conservation Authority did not transfer ownership to 
Waterfront Toronto of the 75% of the developable waterfront area they owned. In addition, Waterfront 
Toronto had no authority to expropriate the 24% of private land that was available for development. 

• The three governments redirected $700 million (approximately 47%) of their original $1.5 billion in 
Waterfront Toronto funding commitments to other agencies for other projects, including expansion of GO 
Transit, the Union Station second subway platform, the Union Pearson Express and West Don Lands flood 
protection. Public announcements gave the impression that the governments were investing more than 
they actually were in waterfront revitalization.

• Five of 13 projects over $10 million that Waterfront Toronto directly managed cost 22% (about 
$43 million) more than their estimated project cost. Waterfront Toronto also did not provide sufficient 
oversight of projects when it transferred funds to other organizations conducting development work. As a 
result, one project, the Union Station Second Platform, ended up costing 55% ($49 million) more than the 
initial estimate. As well, Waterfront spent $49 million on cancelled projects.
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• In March 2017, Waterfront Toronto issued a request for proposals (RFP) for an innovation and funding 
partner for the Quayside area, giving respondents six weeks to reply to a complex RFP, compared to the 
10 weeks previously accorded respondents to a public art project in the West Don Lands. Sidewalk Labs 
was selected as the innovation and funding partner, as its proposal was by far the most comprehensive. 
However, Sidewalk Labs received more information from Waterfront Toronto prior to the RFP than other 
respondents. 

• Unlike its previous operating practices, Waterfront Toronto did not sufficiently consult with all levels of 
government regarding the Sidewalk Labs project prior to signing an initial agreement with Sidewalk Labs 
on October 16, 2017. The scope of the project, from self-driving vehicles to data collection, falls under mul-
tiple provincial and federal ministries and City departments.

• The smart city project has raised public concerns regarding data collection and use that need to be ad-
dressed to protect the public interest. The Province does not have a policy framework to guide the 
development of a mixed-use smart city—such as the one being contemplated for Quayside—that considers 
current issues such as intellectual property rights; data collection, ownership, security and privacy; legal, 
legislated needs; consumer protection; infrastructure development; and economic development.

-30-

Read the Waterfront Toronto audit report at www.auditor.on.ca

For more information, please contact:
Bonnie Lysyk
Auditor General
(416) 327-1326
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