
 

Follow-up Report 

NOVEMBER 2018 LAUNCH EVENT: 

CITIES AND INNOVATIVE ECONOMIES 

UPDATED MARCH 6, 2019 



 

PAGE 2 | FOLLOW-UP REPORT FROM LAUNCH EVENT 

 

Contents 

About the Urban Project ....................................................... 3 

Event Overview .................................................................... 4 

Keynotes: Cities and Innovative Economies ........................ 6 

Overarching Themes ............................................................ 8 

Challenges & Barriers .......................................................... 9 

Strengthening Cities ........................................................... 10 

Next Steps .......................................................................... 11 

Appendix:  

Launch Event Participants .................................................. 12 

 

  



 

PAGE 3 | FOLLOW-UP REPORT FROM LAUNCH EVENT 

About the Urban Project 

The mission of the Urban Project is to empower Canadian cities. 

Over three years, this unprecedented initiative will help tackle 

pressing urban challenges by creating action-oriented platforms 

for mayors and city staff, civic and business leaders, federal and 

provincial decision-makers, and academic thought-leaders.  

The Urban Project convenes a wide array of actors — diverse in perspective 

but united by their recognition that cities are a crucible for Canada’s 

progress. The action plans they develop will get to the heart of what it means 

to empower municipalities in building a more livable, competitive and 

sustainable country for all Canadians. 

The touchstones of the Urban Project are 10 events in 10 cities over three 

years, covering a series of pressing urban issues. Each event will generate 

bold new ideas, showcase best practices from across the country, expose 

knowledge gaps to be filled, and challenge participants to push boundaries to 

see what Canada’s big cities can achieve.  

These thematic events will not stand alone. While each will tackle one of the 

specific challenges facing cities, together they will strengthen a broader 

narrative of the success enabled by greater municipal empowerment and 

autonomy, so cities can deliver for the millions of Canadians they serve. 

Urban Project participants are coming together to explore urgent city-building 

issues, generate scalable solutions to address them, and bring public and 

political attention to these opportunities. 

Supported by a unique collaboration of national organizations engaged in city 

challenges — the Federation of Canadian Municipalities, Maytree, the 

Metcalf Foundation, McConnell Foundation and TD Bank Group — the Urban 

Project is pleased to be working with the School of Cities and the Institute on 

Municipal Finance and Governance at the University of Toronto.  
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Event Overview 

The Urban Project launched on November 16, 2018, in 

Edmonton, Alberta. More than 50 leaders from across Canada 

joined in this inaugural event — including mayors representing 

some of Canada’s largest cities, senior federal officials, civic 

and business leaders, academics and other urban advocates. 

This event focused on a theme prioritized by its host, Edmonton Mayor Don 

Iveson: cities and innovative economies. Its scope was designed to 

include both how Canada’s cities are innovating and responding to 

innovation; and what policy makers, civil society and private-sector actors 

can do together to position Canada as a global innovation leader.  

The participants engaging these questions represented a remarkable 

gathering of voices from a diversity of sectors and professional backgrounds. 

This coming-together in itself represented an emerging consensus — of the 

need for a forward-looking, cross-sectoral national conversation on how to  

empower cities as engines for Canada’s progress.   

The day kicked off with tone-setting remarks from Mayor Iveson, event 

moderator Mary Rowe, and representatives of the project’s founding 

partners: FCM CEO Brock Carlton and Maytree Chairman Alan Broadbent.  

A keynote address from Dr. Richard Florida placed Canada’s cities in a 

global context, framing them as critical to Canada’s prosperity. This was 

followed by a presentation by Dr. Kate Graham on Canada’s urban 

innovation landscape — informed by thought-leader interviews that were also 

captured for participants in a framing report shared before the meeting.  

Next, participants engaged in a series of four facilitated conversations 

designed to draw on their diverse insights and experiences: 

Session 1: Issues, Barriers, Possibilities: a discussion about opportunities 

and challenges on the theme of cities and innovative economies. 

Session 2: Leveraging Success: an opportunity to share learnings from 

past and current successes, and to discuss ways to scale best practices.  

Session 3: Finding the Common Ground: an exercise to define a shared 

agenda and generate ideas on how the Urban Project can advance it. 

Session 4: From Ideas to Action: a summary of the discussion and 

emerging themes, and a conversation about next steps for the Urban Project.  
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Participants agreed to uphold Chatham House Rule — a commitment to 

open and honest conversation, where specific perspectives and experiences 

shared on-site are held confidential and not directly attributed after the event. 

Event organizers did commit to producing this summary report capturing 

general themes emerging from the discussion. It includes ideas, actions and 

suggestions offered by participants. We have also included a few direct 

statements from participants with their express permission. 

Following the Edmonton event, all Urban Project participants had two 

additional  opportunities to share their reflections. First, interviews were 

conducted with a small group of participants, selected to represent the 

diversity of sectors, regions and perspectives in the room. Second, a survey 

was circulated to participants to share written feedback and reflections.  

In sum, this report presents a summary of the conversation at the inaugural 

Edmonton event, augmented by post-event reflections from participants, and 

captures major themes and next steps for the Urban Project. 

  

“ 
In cities, there is hope. It was hopeful to see all of 

these different players in the room at the launch … 

all committed to a different way of thinking about 

how we can work together. 

Charlie Clark 

Mayor, City of Saskatchewan 
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Keynotes: Cities and 
Innovative Economies 

More than 80 per cent of Canadians now live in cities. Cities are 

sites of economic activity, innovation and growth — and embody 

Canada’s best chance to compete and thrive in an increasingly 

global marketplace.  

So how innovative are Canada’s urban economies? Do the current finance 

and governance arrangements in our cities support or hinder innovation? 

What can governments, the private sector and civil society actors do together 

to foster more innovation in Canada’s cities? These and other questions 

were explored at the launch event of the Urban Project.  

To frame the day, Dr. Richard Florida (University of Toronto) presented 

a keynote address situating Canada’s cities in a global context.  

Rapid urbanization, globalization and technological advancement have 

spawned a new role for cities. Today’s cities are platforms for innovation 

around the world, and the organizing units in the global economy. The 

world’s 100 largest metros generate $14.5 trillion in economic output — 60% 

of the total global output — while housing just 29% of the world’s population. 

More striking still: The world’s 40 largest urban mega-regions generate two-

thirds of the global economic output, and 85% of global innovation, while 

housing just 18% of the global population.  

Florida emphasized that this global shift toward urban economic 

concentration is particularly evident in Canada. Canada’s top five metros 

produce 45% of the nation’s economic output; in the United States, the top 

five metros account for just 23% of output. Florida offered examples of how 

Canadian cities are performing: the $1 billion of venture capital invested 

annually in Toronto; the relatively high rankings of several Canadian cities on 

global livability indices; and innovations emerging in Canada’s “urban tech” 

sector such as new means for ride sharing, food delivery, co-living and co-

working, and building smart cities.  

Florida also spoke about the “flip side” of innovation: the “new urban crisis” 

where places with high growth, output and innovation are also sites of 

growing inequality. These cities are becoming the most segregated, unequal, 

and unaffordable places to live — where the loss of the middle class is felt 

most dramatically. Citing the work of Dr. David Hulchanski and others, he 

argued that the economic geography of Canadian cities is shifting, where the 

most advantaged people concentrate in relatively small areas, surrounded by 

larger spans of people experiencing acute struggles. In other words, as the 

“ 
In order for Canada  

to grow and prosper,  

we have to devolve 

power to our cities. 

We've got to strengthen 

our cities. We have to 

equip them to address 

their opportunities and 

challenges. 

Richard Florida  

Director of Cities, 
Martin Prosperity Institute, 
University of Toronto 
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challenges associated with social and economic exclusion, poverty, 

homelessness, mental health and addictions concentrate in cities, inequality 

is also becoming more geographically and spatially entrenched.  

Florida closed by advocating for a new, more inclusive growth model: 

building needed services and infrastructure to address issues such as 

affordable housing; investing in amenities that address affordability and 

connectivity such as transit; and introducing a new governance model that 

devolves greater power to cities to build their capacity to address issues 

associated with the new urban crisis.  

A second context-setting presentation was provided 

by Dr. Kate Graham (Western University).  

Well before the launch event, Dr. Graham was engaged to conduct 

interviews with thought leaders on the theme of cities and innovative 

economies, and to share a framing report with Urban Project participants.  

Dr. Graham’s presentation captured key elements of her report: a simple 

definition of an “innovative economy” from University of Toronto Professor 

David Wolfe (as “an economy that does new things in better ways”); a 

discussion on how the concept has evolved over time; perspectives from 

practitioners and experts about “what’s working” and “what’s not” in building 

innovative urban economies; and outstanding issues and questions raised by 

interviewees that could be tackled through the Urban Project. 

Graham interviewed Dr. Saskia Sassen, author of The Global City and a 

renowned expert on urban economies, who urged participants to reframe 

…”the thinking about competition between Canadian cities, to move towards 

a more collaborative approach. In her words: “We have this notion that every 

city is competing with one another — and that is incorrect… In the case of 

Canada’s major cities, they have specialized differences that come from their 

own unique economic history. They are different, and they need each other.”  

Derek Burleton, Vice President & Deputy Chief Economist of TD Bank 

Group, urged Urban Project participants to aim higher in discussions about 

building innovative economies: “The question should be, if we ranked 

Toronto an eight out of ten, what would it take to turn it into a ten?”  

These perspectives helped frame the conversation in Edmonton, focused on 

what policy makers, civil society and private sector actors can do together to 

position Canada as an innovation leader in the global economy. The 

following pages capture consensus points from this discussion: overarching 

themes; challenges and barriers; and opportunities to strengthen Canada’s 

cities and build more innovative, prosperous urban economies.   
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Overarching Themes 

The conversation about cities and innovative economies 

covered a wide breadth of related issues, with opportunities for 

participants to explore specific topics in depth. Several 

overarching themes emerged from the discussion.  

This moment presents a unique opportunity. Many participants 

acknowledged a positive convergence of factors: the leadership of popular, 

engaged Canadian mayors leading complex agendas and looking to advance 

a collective urban agenda; a federal government that increasingly recognizes 

the value of advancing an urban agenda; the readiness of project partners 

who can play convening, facilitating or research roles; and the urgency of 

urban issues such as housing and transportation. The centrality of local 

governments and innovative economies to Canada’s prosperity is well 

understood, and participants felt these factors create an opportunity to 

advocate for ways to strengthen cities and address barriers to innovation. 

Governments must pursue deliberately inclusive economic strategies. 

Innovation does not always ease — and can even intensify — social and 

economic inequality. Participants shared examples of technological 

innovation creating new wealth while also leading to job loses in more 

traditional industries. They also discussed tensions between increased real 

estate values and wealth creation one on hand, and housing affordability on 

the other. Leaders across governments and industries must be mindful of 

relationships between innovation and inequality, and pursue strategies to 

address social and economic exclusion. Federal and provincial governments 

have a special responsibility to empower and collaborate with city 

governments working on the front lines of Canadians’ daily experience. 

In a shifting innovation landscape, we need to strengthen the 

“connective tissue” between cities and regions. Innovation often involves 

large networks of individuals and actors (e.g. capacity within multiple 

businesses in a supply chain with support from political actors). Similarly, 

innovation often relies on a wide range of resources (e.g. colleges and 

universities, professional supports such as legal and financial expertise), 

These actors and resources can spill far beyond municipal boundaries. 

Building the “connective tissue” across regions, between cities, and across 

networks of actors is paramount to success in fostering innovation. 

 

“ 
We have a Constitution 

that really wasn’t 

designed around our 

modern conception of 

cities, and now we’re 

trying to figure out how 

to retrofit and work 

within that apparatus,  

to create great cities.  

Matti Siemiatycki 

Interim Director, University of 
Toronto’s School of Cities 
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Challenges & Barriers 

New opportunities to drive innovation are clear. But what 

prevents or hinders innovation? Urban Project participants 

identified specific challenges and barriers, including:  

There is little direct incentive for cities to innovate (“innovation ROI”). 

Cities invest significant resources in economic development — including 

attracting new companies and promoting entrepreneurship, innovation and 

development — but this delivers little direct financial benefit to city 

governments. For instance, attracting a new tech company with 100 high-

paying jobs in rented office space will over time generate millions in income 

taxes for provincial and federal governments, but only marginal growth in 

municipal revenue. Cities are therefore less directly motivated to pursue 

innovation strategies — and resulting growth does not yield financial returns 

that could be re-invested into the city.  

There is insufficient dialogue among public, private and civic actors. 

If cities are sites of innovation, and if innovation involves many actors, where 

are the forums convening them around shared innovation goals? Many 

participants — particularly those from private-sector backgrounds — said that 

effective cross-sector platforms simply do not exist in every city. In follow-up 

interviews, two business leaders said businesses are “not often invited to the 

table” alongside orders of government. Continuing to work in silos can hinder 

a community’s capacity to address pressing issues or pursue a shared 

agenda. 

Cities lack fiscal capacity to grow the services and amenities that 

support growth and innovation. Economic activity continues to concentrate 

in cities, and this comes with a cost. Demands for infrastructure and services 

are intensifying, and cities lack the financial capacity to meet these demands 

through their primary source of funding: the property tax. The Amazon HQ2 

bid was cited as an example of how major employers are increasingly 

demanding amenities such as robust transit networks and quality-of-life 

amenities. If cities cannot keep up with these pressures, this will present a 

barrier for growth and innovation.  

  

“ 
Businesses have an 

interest in making cities 

work better. They care 

about getting their 

employees to work, and 

making sure that they 

have a high quality of 

life … But I don't think 

businesses have been 

invited to the table as 

often, or been as vocal, 

as they need to be. 

Andrea Barrack 

VP Global Corporate 
Citizenship, TD Bank Group 
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Strengthening Cities 

How can we address identified challenges, spark innovation in 

Canada’s urban economies, and strengthen cities as a whole? 

The following emerged as the most frequently shared ideas. 

Cities need the right tools for the job. There was broad agreement that 

Canada’s cities are not yet equipped to address key challenges — from 

escalating demands for infrastructure and services, to generational issues 

such as climate change and socio-economic inequality. Participants 

emphasized three broad areas of need: 

 Fiscal arrangements: a need to “right-size” the current fiscal framework, 
including exploring revenue sharing with other governments and long-
term, stable funding models. 

 Governance arrangements: providing a role for mayors and their 
elected city governments in making decisions and setting policy about 
cities, alongside other orders of government. 

 Building civic capacity: while cities are well placed to build trust and 
mobilize networks of local actors towards addressing urban problems, 
they may require more support in doing so.  

Ratcheting foward city gains. Some voiced the need for a strategic 

advance — a new tool pushing boundaries of fiscal and jurisdictional limits. 

One fiscal and/or governance tool may not suit all cities in their diversity; a 

range of tools may be required. Several participants reiterated the value of a 

“Pittsburgh Moment”—an urban manifesto or campaign galvanizing 

governments and the public around the idea of strengthening city power.  

Building on existing work and successes. In Canada and beyond, there 

are many examples of cities sparking innovation and solving problems. 

Several participants, particularly those in public sector roles, said a shared 

repository of case studies would help them understand “what works” in other 

cities and jurisdictions. A more robust understanding of existing Canadian 

efforts to advance an urban agenda could also foster new collaboration and 

avoid duplication of efforts.  

Shifting from competition to cooperation. The traditional “winners and 

losers” approach, where cities see themselves competing for growth, is out of 

date. Many participants spoke about seeing cities as “parts of a whole,” 

where innovation in one city can benefit all cities. Interestingly, the Smart 

Cities Challenge and Super Clusters Initiative were raised as examples of 

some cities leveraging competitions to build alliances that foster 

collaboration. Intentionally building on each city’s unique expertise and 

resources, and finding ways for cities to work together to benefit from one 

another’s strengths, can yield greater results.  

“ 
One of the points that 

stuck out for me was the 

clear and precise call by 

cities for new revenue 

streams to facilitate the 

changes that need to 

happen … to be nimble 

and respond quickly to 

new challenges and 

opportunities.  

Adam Vaughan 

Parliamentary Secretary to the 
Minister of Families, 
Children and Social 
Development 
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Next Steps 

Urban Project participants agreed that the conversation at the 

Edmonton launch event offered a productive launching point for 

the project ahead — modelling the kind of cross-sectoral 

national conversation that can drive transformative action.  

Participants identified a desire to focus on “tinkering and transformation.” In 

other words: to pursue simple, short-term and achievable actions that 

address pressing issues — while boldly building out a longer-term, 

transformative agenda to address fundamental challenges that cities face.  

The Edmonton event confirmed that going forward, the Urban Project also 

represents a unique opportunity to address key knowledge gaps about cities 

and urban issues in Canada if research questions are more formally 

addressed at these meetings. As the project moves forward, it will pursue 

seeds planted in Edmonton — for instance, toward a shared repository of 

urban case studies, and more robust municipal data collection in general.   

Participants also offered a clear and unified call for gender, racial and socio-

economic diversity and more inclusive engagement  going forward. 

Honouring the wisdom and leadership of Indigenous peoples in the Urban 

Project was raised as a particular priority.  

  

“ 
It's important to ground ourselves and remember:  

we're not just working for systems. We're working to 

change people's lives. … we're talking about people.  

Neal Kewistep 

University of Saskatchewan School of Public Policy 
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Appendix: 
Launch Event Participants 

Academia/Civil Society/Private Sector  

 Tony Briggs, Executive Professor, University of Alberta  

 Milton Chan, Chief of Staff, Toronto Region Board of Trade  

 Jan De Silva, Chair, Canadian Global Cities Council  

 Philip Ducharme, Director, Innovation and Entrepreneurship,  
Canadian Council for Aboriginal Business  

 Jayne Engle, Program Director and Lead, Cities for People,  
McConnell Foundation  

 Richard Florida, Director of Cities, Martin Prosperity Institute,  
University of Toronto  

 Ian Gallagher, AVP Digital Strategy and Architecture,  
Cisco Systems Canada 

 Aaron Genest, President, SaskTech Association  

 Ursula Gobel, Associate Vice-President, Future Challenges, SSHRC  

 Ron Gordon, Senior Advisor, Smart+Connected Communities,  
Cisco Systems Canada  

 Neal Kewistep, Executive in Residence, University of Saskatchewan 
School of Public Policy  

 Janet Riopel, President and CEO, Edmonton Chamber of Commerce  

 Leo Wong, Founding Director, Social Innovation Institute,  
MacEwan University  

Government of Canada 

 Randy Boissonnault, MP for Edmonton Centre, Alberta Liberal Caucus 
Chair, Government of Canada  

 Mike Burton, Director of Policy and Operations, Office of the Minister of 
Natural Resources 

 Kelly Gillis, Deputy Minister of Infrastructure and Communities, 
Government of Canada  

 Matthew Mendelsohn, Deputy Secretary to the Cabinet (Results & 
Delivery), Privy Council Office, Government of Canada  

 Marjorie Michel, Director of Parliamentary Affairs, Employment and 
Social Development Canada  

 Gerard Peets, Assistant Deputy Minister for Policy and Results, 
Infrastructure and Communities, Government of Canada  

 Amarjeet Sohi, Minister of Natural Resources, Government of Canada  

 Adam Vaughan, Parliamentary Secretary to the Minister of Families, 
Children and Social Development, Government of Canada  
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Municipal Government  

 Michelle Beveridge, Chief of Staff, Mayor of Saskatoon  

 Rebecca Bligh, Councilor, City of Vancouver 

 Brian Bowman, Mayor of Winnipeg  

 Julianna Charchun, Chief of Staff, Mayor of Edmonton  

 Charlie Clark, Mayor of Saskatoon  

 Jeremy Clarke, Senior Strategist, City of Calgary  

 Devery Corbin, Chief of Staff, Mayor of Calgary 

 Jason Fuith, Chief of Staff, Mayor of Winnipeg 

 Paul Grivicic, Chief of Staff, Mayor of Kitchener 

 Don Iveson, Mayor of Edmonton; Chair, BCMC  

 Ryan Kelly, Deputy Chief of Staff, Mayor of Edmonton  

 Bin Lau, Strategic Advisor, Mayor of Edmonton  

 Michael Legary, Chief Innovation Officer, City of Winnipeg  

 Naheed Nenshi, Mayor of Calgary  

 Catrin Owen, Deputy City Manager, Communication & Engagement,  
City of Edmonton  

 Berry Vrbanovic, Mayor of Kitchener  

 Stephen Willis, General Manager, Planning, Infrastructure and Economic 
Development, City of Ottawa  

Partners and Special Guests 

 Andrea Cohen Barrack, Vice President Global Corporate Citizenship, 
TD Bank Group  

 Alan Broadbent, Chairman and Founder, Maytree  

 Brock Carlton, CEO, FCM  

 Nevena Dragicevic, Cities Lead, Maytree  

 Kate Graham, Western University  

 Leanne Holt, Director, Outreach and Engagement, FCM  

 Sandy Houston, President and CEO, Metcalf Foundation  

 Alana Lajoie-O’Malley, Manager, Outreach and Engagement, FCM 

 Elizabeth McIsaac, President, Maytree  

 Mary W. Rowe, urbanist & author  

 Daniel Rubinstein, Director, Policy and Research, FCM  

 Carole Saab, Executive Director, Policy and Public Affairs, FCM  

 Kari Scarlett, Manager, Community Banking, Prairie Region,  
TD Bank Group  

 Matti Siemiatycki, Interim Director, University of Toronto School of Cities  

 Sarah Sims, Manager, Operations, FCM  


