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Conclusion and Epilogue

Redeveloping Regent Park: From a Place of Hope thié¢ Necessity of Renewed
Struggle

People give Regent Park an awesome bad rap. ltlkeave're living on the west side of LA. |
mean look at this place. Does this place reallk ldangerous to you?

Matthew Brown, 16 years old, Regent Park tenar@020

Condemned by academics as too large and badlyragkigy governments and the media
as a haven of single mothers, welfare families@gdants, by police and law and order
advocates as a magnet for crime and drug problamasby many popular commentators
as the site of potentially explosive “racial” prebis, Regent Park (RP) has come full
circle in the public mind from the “ordered commiyhiof the 1950s. Media commentary
in the first years of the twenty-first century regitates the same inaccurate, sensational
and destructive images of the project. In June 2802porter characteristically referred
to the housing development as a “poster child éaepty.”” An acknowledged anomaly
of six drug-related murders in the project in 20@dkes RP a “homicide hotbed”
according to thé&lobe and Mail'scrime reporter. Th&oronto Star’'sloseph Hall is
somewhat more circumspect and acknowledges therpmhwperception” in shaping
ideas, yet still reinforces the stereotype: “Afglydhe city's most notorious
neighbourhood — a perceived breeding ground fonerineglect and generational
poverty — the shambling downtown housing complex I@come synonymous in

Toronto with social decay and failed urban planriihg

This process of place-based image constructioalwesys been tied to particular state

and reform agendas revolving around programmesbairueconomic, social and moral
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redevelopment. The powerful images of slums andgbagiical slum dwellers that
circulated in the media, academia and the state areicial in building the case for urban
redevelopment in the 1940s and 1950s; from the 4 860ugh the 2000s, these same
depictions have been instrumental in the thoroumgiggtypecasting of RP and its
residents as dangerous “underclasses,” fuellingapgor heavy policing, redevelopment
of the built environment, social mixing of poor icents with more affluent families and

even demolition of the project altogether.

Yet this dissertation has argued that the sociastraction of RP as a nefarious problem
project has not been an exclusively ideologicatess that rests solely on the discursive
level of representations. Marginalization has resbfrom a powerful blend of very
tangible and intense social and economic segregatideclining welfare state and
coercive internal housing policies, the lack ofqa®e jobs and educational
opportunities, as well as the ruinous consequeonicelace-based labelling. This potent
combination of ideological and material oppressfomly reflected by, rooted in and
moulded by spatial relations, has worked togethig@otverfully limit the life chances and
social and economic rights of tenants in Canadaigelst and most notorious public

housing project.

If this territorial regulation formed a powerfulmstraining context in which tenant lives
were lived, RP could also be what David Harveydwlked a “space of hop&.While
some RP’ers internalized the stigmatizing attituolesxternal observers and reacted to

marginalization with an anti-social behaviour thatmed social solidarity, others worked
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to improve the image of the project, developedkelp initiatives to lift themselves out
of acute material misery and worked to encouragenae of community in the “Park.” To
be sure, many tenants with sufficient resourcededide for better surroundings, free
from the extensive stigmatization of public housikizny, though, attempted to carve
out a decent life amidst the problems of projdet From the outset of the project in the
1940s, regulatory intrusions by the state housffigialddom were not just meekly
accepted by tenants; they were countered, subvertassimilated in class-specific and
place-particular ways. RP’ers developed networksetffhelp and community bonds,
often against daunting economic odds. By their stanies, many built decent lives and
raised successful families by drawing on thesdiogla of solidarity and explicitly
contrasted the warmth and commonality of Regertt wibher neighbourhoods. For a
short but significant period, moreover, a cadreeafint activists succeeded in galvanizing
tenants to fight for concrete demands to improe# tives and defy the brutalizing
stereotypes of their homes and conduct. Theseglesigvere limited by strategic
weaknesses and tactical errors, above all thelityatioi generalize struggles and build
wider political solidarity, but they demonstrateddl that the so-called “lowest of the
low” could carve out autonomous political spacesbitize significant numbers, inspire
others in similar situations, and launch partialligcessful campaigns against formidable
state adversaries. In this way, they began thesgsoof becoming active citizens rather

than just passive consumers of state largesse.
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Figure 7.1 — Woman Cooking. Annual “Bloc-o-rama’” festivals in the 1980s and

1990s included the sharing of multicultural foods rade by the diverse tenant body.
Source: Photograph by David Zapparoli, silver pri@t90.
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Figure 7.2 - St DaV|d S Square Wadlng Pool. One d)he frwts of tenant activism for

improved recreational facilities in the project.
Source: Photograph by David Zapparoli, silver print, 1990.

Many of the socio-economic and ideological develepta that shaped public housing in
the last decades of the twentieth century — ne@ilEonomic policies, the continuing
crisis situation of affordable housing, welfarestaetrenchment, intrusive law
enforcement, racism and resistance — have contimo@blated in the first years of the
new millennium. The blatant lack of decent rentatsiin Toronto has sustained a 67,000
plus family waiting list for public housing as airuary 2003.Public housing

construction starts have been effectively halted/éars and funding for social housing in
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general has been considerably reduced. Low-incamdiés have been largely
abandoned to the vagaries of a cutthroat maremneral redistributive policies at the
national and provincial levels that all citizenk/ren — health care, education and welfare
policies — have been savagely cut by federal, pal and municipal governments tied
to a punitive neoliberalism that blames the victhorsthe economic crisis. It is obscene
that at the same time as over a million Canadiamilies were living in officially
“unacceptable” dwellings according to Canada Mayggand Housing (CMHC), this
same “public” body raked in profits of $565 milliim2001, every cent of which was

used to pay down the defiéit.

Already severely disadvantaged, public housingrienhave faced the brunt of this
economic assault on workers and the poor. And98s tensus figuréslivulge, RP
tenants are among the poorest of the poor in Cafadandividuals and families, the
average income for RP residents and families isceqopately half that of other Toronto,
Ontario and Canadian residents. A clear majoritfanfilies are officially classified as
low-income by the census, including nearly 5,000dcén. Education and employment
figures show similar, shockingly low levels of ecomic attainment. Lone-parent
families, facing formidable challenges to makevallhood, are also significantly over
represented in the project. In the last 15 yehesptoject has also become home to an
increasingly diverse population with immigrants nimgkup more than half the resident
population. Furthermore, visible minorities now @act for more than seven in ten

residents. Such intense poverty, lack of educalti@saurces and the special language
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and cultural barriers, as well as racism, thatcff@migrants and visible minorities, of

course, adversely shapes the life chances of adnfs and children.

It is in this context of bitter despair that we dée place the widely publicized rise in
violence and drugs in RP in the 1990s and 2000sh&state increasingly cut funding
and programs, material deprivation intensified, andlated increase in hard drug dealing
has plagued the project. Drug dealers, many of wineroutside the projecf have sunk
roots in the project, providing much-needed moryetad social benefits to young people
with no futures. According to community member&git start by giving them a loonie

for getting something for them at the store. Theygaven more for running other
errands, and soon kids get a sense of their owre\ad well as money in their pockets.
Then the dealers — very few of whom live in theaareask the kids to store drugs and
guns in their homes.” "It means that some paremetsfraid of their own kids," says one
tenant.** Drug-related violence, while often overblown amvhere near the scale of
American ghettoes, claimed the lives of six youtagh men from the project in 2001.
Despite the long-standing propensity of the Torongemlia to sensationalize and blow
crime figures out of proportion, particularly ingerd to public housing, it is apparent that
the problems of violence and drugs have increas@trying proportions for many

tenants.

The disreputable representation of RP in popukgalirse has, if anything, intensified
as a result of the rising problems of drugs andeggive, often violent, behaviour

among a minority in the project. The image of criality in Regent, increasingly
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racialized in the 1980s and 1990s, was neverthaless/s more powerful than the
reality. Social geographers have demonstratedigingisance of racialized
representations, which link race, crime and neighihood. They have argued
persuasively that racialized depictions of minogtgups and criminality are enhanced
when linked with certain identifiable placEsn aToronto Lifearticle, Don Gillmor
writes sympathetically of black residents, but mthedess sees RP as representative of
“poverty, crime and a radical experiment in mulligtalism — roughly 10,000 people
sharing thirty-five home languages, a Babel defingten square blocks”** The
diverse nature of the project’s population has lmesignated a “problem” itself and
associated with disorder and marginalization. La-arder driven depictions of
criminality in the project have also been increglirassociated with blacks. Several
academic and government studies have noted thaalofiling” and harassment of
young black men in areas such as RP have beensparVaA study byThe Toronto
Starof cocaine possession arrests from 1996-2002 ghdved those charged with
possessing cocaine by 51 Division officers werat&@ more harshly than anywhere
else in the city — a glaring case in point of unfeacialized” policing also evident in the
US casé® An extensive 2002 survey of over 1,200 young peapfour “high risk”
areas, including RP, disclosed that police abuseardose second to drug dealing in
major worries that "negatively affect a persontssseof personal safety™"As

numerous studies of police culture have commembeahy police officers perceive
certain parts of the “public” to be their enemypedally those populations labelled as
problematic and dangerous — the poor, communifieslour and ethnic minoritie$®

RP resident Yvonne Beasley, mother of Sydney Hemmgsiwho was murdered in the



345

project on 5 July 2001 asked police: “My questiolydu is, how exactly do the youth
of Regent Park trust the police in the neighboudhedien all it is to them is niggers

killing niggers?*°

The lack of a definitive, representative and unfietitical organization in RP in the
1980s and 1990s, in a context of drug-related mimdeand even further social and
economic marginalization, has led to two main peditattitudes in the community on the
guestion of security and other project problem& group of tenants has persistently
lobbied for a firmer police presence based on adghlkard-nosed zero tolerance” and
“‘community policing” with extensive foot patrolshiioughout the 1990s, various
attempts were made by a group of Regent Park siifor “community policing” — an
approach backed up by a highly regarded 1996 ctamgis report’ Shifts in police
personnel and general intransigence on the p#atoénforcement officials and local
politicians nixed this program after a few tentatoutreaches. Another group, mostly
young and black people, and their supporters, dealige racism and brutality and argue
that no progress will be made without across-thardbattitudinal changes among police
officers and increased educational and employmeporiunities for residents. They
argue that frustration with the police had reache@xplosive boiling point by the mid-
1990s. It came as little surprise that soon afedfare was savagely chopped by 21.6 per
cent by the Ontario Conservative government in 19@&t-up frustration with police
brutality and desperation with living conditionsl @ a “riot” against police in RP

involving several hundred residents and one hunpledide officers®
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Socio-economic marginalization, tensions betwedit@and tenants and general
security concerns continue to dominate the poliactivities of tenants in Regent even
though a new plan to “redevelop” — both architeatyy by substantially renovating the
built environment of RPN, and socially, by inclugia number of private market units —
has once again put the “Park” at the top of thelleas at the end of 2002. In the 1990s,
there were two stillborn renovation projects thagosed architectural redevelopment of
one small section of the project, which would all®nants to buy their own units. Lack
of interest on the part of the city and the in&pilo garner adequate funding halted these
projects in their tracks. In the second half of 200e Toronto Community Housing
Corporation, the renamed housing authority respds$or public housing in the city, put
together a new bid for total redevelopment of tregqet. Drafted by a team of design
consultants after extensive consultation with tésiahproposes, “a mixed-income
community that would reconnect Regent Park to ttye’ & The proposal calls for the
demolition of the existing buildings, creating thgh streets in the project and
introducing regular street blocks and addresses-tise and “stacked” townhouses, mid-
and high-rise apartments, and space for commaegsiablishments constitute the
projected building forms. Most importantly, howevamew “mixed-income community”
is anticipated. The old public housing units wil keplaced and 2,400 new private-
market rental units, condominiums and townhousdseibuilt and sold or rented at
market prices. Public and private units will be ¢omed as much as possible on streets

and in buildings to create an integrated, socialiyed community.
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Concern over structural deterioration of the buidg, especially in RPN, which is now
over fifty years old, has been a mainstay of recatitism, but housing form and site
design have long been the target of academic apdlgocriticism. Critics focus on the
blandness of the buildings, the negative effectsigifi-rises on family life, the isolation
of the development from the rest of Cabbagetowd,tha absence of private space
within the project. Much of this criticism takesitsstarting point Jane Jacobs’ 1961
book, Life and Death of Great American Citjeghich argues that urban design elements
themselves can enable healthy and safe sociahatien by providing spaces that
encourage natural meetings and other friendly actesns. She believed that modernist
planning, especially public housing projects, hastibyed this “natural” urban fabrit.
Cultural critic Robert Fulford also writes that tsiate “created an enclave with its own
style and rules” that pegged residents as “sectag$-citizens?® Toronto Stareporter,
Christian Cotroneo, describes RP as sprawlinglfinsaSoviet sameness, flanked by
anonymous apartment block.Former Toronto mayor and long-time urban activist,
John Sewell, makes similar arguments as Fulfortekplicitly draws on the “defensible
space” theories of Oscar Newman and Alice Colernardue that modernist design
features themselves such as the lack of privatdipable space, the high numbers of
dwellings that use a single entrance, high ris&dlmgs in general and the absence of
“defensible space” have themselves caused antldoehaviour, encouraged deviancy
and undermined community.The only solution to RP’s problems, these authors
conclude, is wholesale redevelopment of the baNirenment to create safe and orderly

communities.
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Such arguments, echoed in the new RP redevelogmegmbsal, tread dangerously close
to the same “environmental determinism” of post-planners and the state. Physical
form does influence human life and behaviour, baannot be treated as an independent
phenomenon or factor as this dissertation has drgdeEdward Soja writes, “these
physicalist methodologies are fixed too exclusivatythe formal properties of
materialized spatial configurations, giving todlditattention to the complex social forces
that exist behind their appearance... When lookirgpcial phenomena, therefore,
physical space matters a great deal, but the fipatfsocial life extends far beyond
physical forms and directly measurable surface amgmees® Take the anti-modernist
arguments on the unsuitability of high-rise aparttimiildings for children in public
housing made by almost all commentators on RP.d¥dtese critics acknowledge that
“apartment living” is a cultural preference shapgdarticular urban aesthetic and
historical traditions. It is not intrinsically “gad or “bad.” New York City’s public
housing, for example, is rarely criticized for éstensive reliance on high-rises since
apartment living is common among all classes ircttye Ultra-modernist apartment
buildings and condominiums for the rich, moreowec|uding typical structures by Le
Corbusier in Marseilles and Mies van der Rohe’g Islkore apartments in Chicago, are
never discussed in the same terms as projectsasuRPS’ Residents in the former
buildings do not have to worry about adequate egme, community and day care
facilities. Environmental determinist arguments ooly deflect attention away from the
wider socio-economic problems of poor project dersl] they discourage, as Tony Manzi
and Keith Jacobs argue, “new possibilities anddtieve visions” to deal with the crisis

of affordable housing’
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It also stretches belief to argue, as John Sewek dthat the problems of crime in public
housing can be solved by mere changes to thedniltonment. Design changes making
it less easy to hide or escape from the policejtegrate living with public spaces, may
enhance some tenants’ sense of well being, buies dothing to deal with the root
problems of economic misery, which fuel the druglé and other security concerns. As

Soja again puts it eloquently:

Such studies are particularly subject to anothéalpia territorial fallacy whereby the space
analyzed is made into an island unto itself, disemted from the wider urban milieu, so what
appears as a successful reduction of crime in ce@raay merely be its displacement to another
area. Equally troublesome, the discovery of asdta#il link between design and crime rates, or
other such close correlations between physical famchbehaviour, is often exploded into ever
broadening concepts of design determinism andnaib@passing superficial spatial theories of the
city, overlooking the possibility that the discogdrinkage or correlation is itself the product of
other social and spatial forces operating to shapen life. Here again, surface appearances and
configurations become highly deceptive, especiadishaps when they prove superficially useful.

Soja’s last sentence is perceptive: “defensiblesparguments seek superficial short
cuts to deeper structural and governmental inadeegiand are therefore applauded by
state officials unwilling to adequately invest abg and education. David Harvey makes a
similar point in arguing that such general desigpraaches falsely contend, “that the
shaping of spatial order can be the foundatiorafoew moral and aesthetic ord&t,”

bringing us back to the authoritarian utopianism @0s urban renewal.

The RP redevelopment scheme is centrally bounditipguestions of reforming
“underclass” populations through “community builgihCommunity in the discourse of
housing reform “presumes that sharing a physicatesproduces a common culture;

however when there are only very poor people litogether, a culture of poverty is
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produced.®? Physical redesign and the social “mixing” of ppooject dwellers and
professional middle classes who want to live inditye centre are intended to reform the
“deviant” cultures of the poor, generating new aoditive attitudes towards work,
harmonious social relations and crime- and drug-freighbourhoods. The real emphasis
here is on changing tenants themselves and notrgoeat social and economic policies

that have generated problems in the project.

The evidence of improvement from such redevelopragpériments in the United States
and Britain is decidedly mixed. Some mixed-incormasging projects and housing
voucher schemes allowing tenants to use governsudsidies in private-market
neighbourhoods have produced improved living cémtit® but at a cost, Harald Bauder
argues, of cultural assimilation: “the reason foprovement is not that movers become
better families or individuals, but that they astate to a dominant set of cultural norms
and values, and therefore experience less culisatimination in the school system,
labour market and other institution$. The one Canadian study, conducted on a small,
experimental scale in Toronto, has shown that tivere no perceived benefits in the
labour market at aff® In any case, the redevelopment proposal is delgiged a solution
to the overwhelming problem of housing affordabilit Toronto. This proposal will
actually slightly lower the number of public hougimnits in Regent. It does nothing to
tackle the long waiting list for public housingtime city. It does nothing to change the
state-sponsored deterioration of living standands has harmed both Regent residents
and the poor in general. It does nothing to impritneeeducational and employment

infrastructure in the area that has contributeBegent’s status as the poorest
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neighbourhood in Canada. What it does, Janet LtiSsoiccinctly argues, is “clean up”
public housing “by sweeping out the poor” and jiystinding cuts without addressing

systemic problems>®

The fact that tenants themselves were centrallyluad in the decision-making process
for the redevelopment proposal is the most impo@ad welcome development. Tenants
still face a formidable challenge and some hardipal dilemmas. If there is a lesson in
the history of Regent Park, it is that tenants talle to fight tooth and nail for everything
they want and build allies in the larger communiltige state that gives can also take
away — as we have seen first hand in the wholesalault on social programs in the last
decade from governments across the board. Tenadhtgeawe to maintain pressure on the
Toronto Community Housing Corporation to keep ihést and make links with other
groups in society, other public housing tenantsisdanovements and the trade unions, to

build the type of movement strong enough to winragjaa reluctant state.

The very history of Regent also demands that theran honest recognition of the severe
limitations of the redevelopment program. Tenardsntain that redevelopment will

bring stability, order and aesthetic benefits, ‘STievelopment is long overdue,” Brenda
Degourse believes. “Our buildings are falling apleadfully. It's time for them to go.”
Sixteen-year-old Keder Ahmed concludes, "I thinkdace they are actually going to do
something. We need to change Regent Park intoca pkeople want to live. A place
where people say, “Yeah, that's my neighbourholikk It there.”®” Certainly, RP needs

substantial renovations due to the aging buildarys infrastructure. Improving design
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may be worthwhile, but it does not provide jobsdequate funding for local schools.
Nor does it tackle police brutality against bladuth. These are the key reasons for
socio-economic marginalization and it is this lalpower in society that leads to the
often exaggerated, but nevertheless real antidsmethharmful behaviour that is wrapped
up with drugs and violence in RP. Redevelopment praynise a sense of stability and
social order in a time of rapid socio-economic @eras Tony Manzi and Keith Jacobs
contend. Yet it also “serves to legitimize the idgocal shift presenting the problems of

housing as attributable to individuals rather tadailure of government®

The new proposal may improve the “look” of the dpeawill an architectural face lift
and the middle-class neighbours next door reallgenzadifference in poor people’s
lives? | have shown that an overarching culturastagainst public housing, insidious
external representations that label residents tek®@s as the problem, and a
discriminatory social and economic structure thatbits life chances are responsible for
RP’s problems. Redevelopment seems to be a comtanaesk to deflect attention away
from the cruel lack of government funding that gtmegards affordable housing. Toronto
needs more high-quality, well-built public housilogdeal with the huge numbers who
lack a decent place to live, just as maintainingaRR place of hope requires a struggle
for better opportunities to participate in and ®eztin the economy and build a decent

life.
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