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Minutes from the Forum Towards a Greater Toronto Charter: Implications for
Immigrant Settlement
Monday, September 18, 2000
9:30 AM to 3:30 PM
Metro Central YMCA, 20 Grosvenor Street, Toronto
Agenda
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Introduction by Ratna Omidvar, Executive Director, Refugee and Immigrant Program, The
Maytree Foundation
Opening Remarks by Alan Broadbent, Chairman, The Maytree Foundation
Towards a Greater Toronto Charter, Implications for Immigrant Settlement, Laura Simich,
Ph.D.
Keynote Address by Michael Valpy, The Globe and Mail
Focus Group Discussions
Reports from Focus Group Discussions and General Discussion
Closing Remarks by Alan Broadbent, Chairman, The Maytree Foundation

Towards a Greater Toronto Charter: Implications for Immigrant Settlement

The Maytree Foundation is interested in exploring the implications of greater local autonomy for
the immigrant and refugee sector. Initially, we sponsored a forum at Toronto’s Metro Hall in
October 1999 to take an introductory look at Toronto’s role in management and coordination of
immigrant services. A smaller advisory committee was created to examine a range of options for
enhancing the role of municipal government and local communities in decision-making
regarding immigrant settlement and services. In order to move the discussion forward this
daylong forum was held to further the ongoing development of discourse on immigrant and
refugee settlement in Toronto.
The purpose of the Greater Toronto Charter movement is to champion local autonomy at a time
when relations between local and senior levels of government need to be redefined. The paper
“Towards a Greater Toronto Charter: Implications for the Immigrant Settlement Sector”
by Laura Simich is an initial attempt to ask what greater local autonomy in Toronto could mean
for the immigrant settlement sector in terms of policy and practice. It lays out basic issues and
asks questions about what changes are needed and how they might be made. Specifically, would
existing pressures and instability in the immigrant sector be resolved by greater local autonomy,
and if so, how? And, what are the implications of the Greater Toronto Charter movement on
immigrant settlement policy? (Please visit www.maytree.com to read the executive summary
and full text of the paper.)
The forum was divided into 3 sessions
1) Presentations given by Laura Simich and Michael Valpy, The Globe and Mail
2) Four focus groups held to discuss a range of questions relating to the implications of
local autonomy and the immigrant and refugee settlement sector
3) Reports on the focus groups and general discussion
The meeting’s facilitator asked the focus group leaders to give a brief summary of their
discussions based on the following questions:
•

How are current definitions of settlement services adequate, and how would enhancing local
autonomy remedy the inadequacies?

•

What role should the Toronto Region play a role in creating coherence in economic
immigrant selection, in training and integration into the local labour market, and in local
economic development?

•

What will the GTA Charter movement do to encourage wider participation among
immigrants?

•

How will the Charter help the region achieve a unity of social and economic purpose in
settlement integration policy?

•

What are the next steps to advancing autonomy for the Region and improving settlement
policy and services?
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Group 1
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

The discussion about local autonomy needs to be prefaced by discussion of the larger context
of globalization and privatization, as well as the devolution of services and individual
responsibility
Definitions of settlement are not adequate; a broader definition is required including, i.e. a
sense of belonging or attachment must be instilled
Much of the work regarding settlement focuses only on the immigrant and therefore it should
or needs to embrace mutual process between institutions and the larger society
There was general agreement that greater autonomy is desirable for integration and
coordination of services
Services must be delivered in a holistic and comprehensive manner
A critical mass of immigrants is important for moving this idea of autonomy forward; how is
this going to take shape?
An integrated settlement policy must be shaped by all stakeholders – more tables and/or
discussions are needed to do this before we know how; however, this takes time and money
to execute
A concrete local role in economic development must be related to settlement (urban
nominees program, support for immigrant run small business)
Local autonomy can only work if accompanied by participation – representation of all
An enduring role for the federal government in “nation building” and protection of individual
rights must be ensured

Group 2
•
•
•
•
•

Local autonomy would help facilitate the bargaining position of the city particularly around
certain issues such as licensing
Autonomy would also help improve the coordination and management of immigrant
settlement services provided it influences policy
Autonomy can be viewed as a transition towards freedom and power in order to create policy
which is developed “bottom-up” as opposed to “top-down”
Distinct mechanisms should be created in order to have proper working relationships with the
provincial and federal levels of government
There is a need to view immigrants as “stakeholders” and therefore they must be included in
the decision making process

Group 3
•
•
•

There was a short discussion regarding the role of the participants in the Charter Movement,
i.e., are we feeding into the Charter or is the Charter a mechanism to broaden the
conversation about the role of the city in the delivery of settlement services
Existing models of settlement have been inadequate and have not met the needs of
immigrants
There is a need to look at settlement more broadly and implement a coherent strategy for
settlement – the Charter will not necessarily “fix that problem”
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•

•

The relationship between the federal and local government was also discussed; how does one
recognize the importance of the federal government in the delivery of settlement policy and
service delivery, and yet talk about how local regions can have more input in terms of policy
development?
Overall the Charter process was viewed as a way of achieving greater local accountability
and improving the overall quality of service delivery, however it was believed that
fundamental principles should be developed in order to achieve this goal

Group 4
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•

A lengthy discussion occurred around the definition of settlement services which is often
narrowly viewed as only “client-focussed” rather than involving broader change processes
The definition of settlement needs to be extended to encompass settlement policy and support
The definition must be more comprehensive to include health, housing, employment as well
as other economic and social supports
Supports must exist to enable participation politically, economically, socially and culturally
There is a need for more effective, flexible, differentiated outreach and service provision
Approaches need to be developed that liberate and realize the untapped potential of
immigrants and refugees
Agreement was reached that cities are more responsive on a daily basis to the needs of
immigrants and refugees unlike the federal or provincial governments – “we are more
sophisticated on the ground”
Community voices are critical and therefore community engagement in the Charter process
must occur
There is potential for more local and regional economic capacity
In order to support real political participation “the corridors of power to the people” must be
opened, especially to those have not been traditionally represented
A public communications campaign is needed to dispel myths surrounding newcomers
The group addressed next steps which could include:
• Exploring new revenue sources and other models of local autonomy
• Identifying the political levers to accomplish greater local autonomy and the role city
officials have in relation to the power and revenue bases
• Extend the discussion to the wider Greater Toronto Area
• It was also suggested that the federal/municipal relationship should be addressed in Bill
C-31, the new immigration and refugee act
The Charter process must have leadership that is reflective of the vision and goals of the city
region and therefore be inclusive of all people

General Discussion
•
•

A number of participants raised the issue of the implementing mechanisms of the Charter and
that the success of the Charter lies in its implementation
The group expressed a sense of frustration in trying to influence both the federal and
provincial governments in changing policy
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•
•
•

One participant observed the Charter is “a very logical way to package a set of powers and
responsibilities”
However there is a need to create “processes and possibilities” to enable newcomers to
participate fully in the decision making process of the Charter
A participant suggested that a public education campaign is needed to educate the Canadian
public about immigrant settlement and the potential the Charter could have

The facilitator of the forum summarized 10 key themes of the day’s discussions.
1) Identity
• Toronto is not just for people who live in the city. It is seen as entity for people across
the province and across the country
2) Citizenship
• The city is seen as the basis for citizenship
• Participation in the governance of a local community is a fundamental part of citizenship
• It was also expressed that if the Charter does not enhance a newcomer’s sense of
citizenship or participation then it would have failed
3) Process
• The notion that becoming a citizen is a process
4) Access
• The underpinning of subsidiarity in the Charter is that it provides access at the most local
level
• There was acknowledgement that perhaps the notion of access should be made more
explicit in the Charter process
5) Leadership
• There must be a tangible way in which people can participate and become part of the
many discussions of the Charter process
6) Representation
• The Charter must strengthen representation for newcomers vis-a-vis local governments,
in order to succeed
7) Resources
• There is a need to find a way for resources to be channeled to the local level
• Until a municipality has control over certain elements of income tax the city will be
unable to fully assume an autonomous role
8) Responsibility
• If the city is to assume additional powers and additional responsibilities it must be able
to demonstrate that it can exercise such powers effectively
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9) Participation
• It must be ensured that the Charter is a means for encouraging all citizens to participate in
the governance of the region
10) Opportunity
• There is need to make more explicit what opportunities the Charter presents to the region
of Toronto –…“there’s an opportunity for us to craft our future and our destiny…and that
there’s a need for everyone to participate in realizing that opportunity.
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