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1.0  Context and Purpose 
 
As part of its Cities and Communities Research Program, Canadian Policy Research Networks 
(CPRN) has launched a series of Cities and Communities Structured Policy Dialogues under the 
direction of Research Fellow, Neil Bradford. The intent of the dialogues is to connect the users 
and producers of urban policy knowledge and bring community-based networks of urban 
expertise into the wider policy discussion. Each dialogue is designed to focus on complex urban 
policy challenges that demand new ideas or, at a minimum, better integration of existing 
knowledge, and innovative forms of partnership or collaboration if progress is to be made.  
 
In planning and financing the dialogues, CPRN partners with urban policy stakeholders from 
government and/or civil society. To set the stage for a productive meeting, each dialogue is 
enabled by two specific research inputs: 1) at least one week before the date of the dialogue, 
Urban Nexus, CPRN’s monthly electronic research and conferencing digest, will publish a 
special issue on the relevant policy theme; 2) several short background papers, authored by 
leading experts, will take stock of existing knowledge, initiatives, and gaps or barriers in the 
policy domain. With these inputs structuring the discussion, the key outcome will be an 
enhanced understanding of how innovative thinking, derived from both practical experience and 
state of the art research, can inform the policy choices facing governments at all levels.  
 
On June 14, 2004, the first Structured Policy Dialogue on creative cities was held in Ottawa. 
This topic was ideally suited to the format. It is now widely acknowledged that the place quality 
of our cities is crucial for economic prosperity and social well-being and, in turn, that only those 
cities tapping the creativity of all citizens and sectors will reach their full potential. Yet while the 
general features of the creative city are familiar enough, much less is known about the conditions 
that foster creativity in urban places and the mechanisms and resources that turn ideas into 
innovations. Dialogue can help bridge the gap, bringing together community practitioners, 
government officials, and policy researchers to share ideas about how to build creative cities 
across Canada. 
 
In planning and executing the Creative Cities Structured Policy Dialogue, CPRN partnered with 
the Departments of Canadian Heritage and Industry Canada who contributed critical intellectual, 
logistical, and financial support throughout the process, beginning with the initial joint planning 
in February 2004.  
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• People – It is crucial to nurture and attract “talented” people who bring ideas, inspiration, and 
passion to a place. The creative city is home to diversity: different talents are recognized and 
represented. As one participant put it, “everyone is welcome at the table.” City building becomes 
a “narrative art” where urban planners and civic leaders are the “story tellers,” listening to the 
community, mapping its assets, and helping to remove barriers to the full participation of all 
people. 

 

• Investment – All participants emphasized that for “people and their places” to flourish, 
appropriate investments must be made to meet basic economic and social needs. Cities and 
communities that lack the resources to shape their own destiny are unlikely to aspire to, much 
less achieve, excellence. For Canada, this means new investments in the infrastructure of 
urban creativity, ranging from the physical environment to the social networks, cultural 
organizations, and knowledge institutions that together drive innovation. With appropriate 
people and place investments, one participant foresaw a dynamic continuum, or virtuous 
circle, of creativity from individuals, to communities and cities, and to nations. 

 
3.2  Why Does Creativity Matter? 
 
There was consensus around the table that participation in the arts and culture enhanced creative 
capacities, and that such capacities were more important than ever for Canadian cities. 
Participants went further to identify some of the key relationships between creativity and 
successful places: 
 

• Governance Innovation – Creative places break from some elements of traditional 
municipal administration. Specifically, their planning processes are more inclusive and 
designed to forge new collaborations and find new ways of representing the community 
and its identity. 

 

• Civic Innovation – Contemporary urban challenges, ranging from managing growth and 
diversity in the large cities, to shifting from the natural resource to the knowledge economy 
in smaller communities, require new problem-solving skills and shared solutions. 
Creativity is the key to improving how we live together and solve pressing urban problems. 

 

• Economic Innovation – Prosperity in the knowledge-based economy depends less on 
raw materials or transportation routes and more on ideas, design, and networking. Simply 
put, creativity is becoming a more valued input throughout the economy, and cities and 
communities can be the “innovative milieux.” 

 

• Social Innovation – Broad citizen participation in a wide range of arts and cultural 
activities can transform the social contexts of cities, enabling marginalized or subaltern 
communities to express their identity and creativity, while also revitalizing declining 
neighbourhoods. The city becomes a more inclusive place. 

 

• Artistic and Cultural Innovation – Creative cities embrace and support the arts and 
culture, recognizing their contribution to the kinds of innovations listed above. Creativity 
produces many forms of aesthetic expression that enable urban residents from different 
walks of life and backgrounds to live more respectfully with one another and with the 
natural environment.  
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4.0 Plenary 2 – From Theory to Practice: Case Studies and Shared 
Experiences 

 
4.1  What Do We Know is Working? 
 
The group exchanged examples of creative practices and projects in their cities, or from cities 
with which they were familiar. Among the cities referenced: Moose Jaw (a vibrant artistic 
community contributing to downtown regeneration); Halifax (Pier 21 waterfront development); 
Saskatoon (agri-science technology cluster and Meewasin Valley cultural projects); Kamloops 
(thriving local arts scene in a smaller city); Brampton (Indie Arts Festival and Music Roots 
Seminars); Quebec City (Quartier St-Roch revitalization and provincially supported municipal 
cultural planning); Oakville (natural environment and mainstreet heritage), Toronto (King-
Spadina and King-Parliament cultural district regeneration); Moncton (Northrup Frye Literary 
Festival and initiatives to bridge the English and French cultural communities); and Vancouver 
(managing the pressures of rapid growth and population diversity). 
 
As the group reflected on these many examples, five lessons emerged as most important for 
success: 
 
1. Cities need to discover and tell their own story, but they also must be ready to learn from 

other places and, as one participant put it, to “steal” innovations and apply them locally. The 
circulation of ideas is critical to the creative process, and cities have long borrowed from one 
another. In Brampton, for example, cultural festivals and musical expressions unique to the 
locality were inspired by initiatives from cities in Canada and around the world. 

 
2. While successful cities learn from elsewhere, they also avoid formulaic borrowing. The 

crucial step involves adapting “models” developed elsewhere to the particular local context. 
While the influential creative city model advanced by Richard Florida would seem to leave 
few options for smaller cities or more remote communities, one participant noted that a vital 
arts and cultural scene has developed in Kamloops. It is important to recognize that each 
municipality is at a different point in the creative process. Discussion of learning and 
assistance must be appropriately contextualized. 

 
3. An important strategy for creative city advocates is what one participant termed “infiltration” 

within existing policies and programs. The point was to “get the arts and culture into the 
mindsets of every government department.” While cities and communities have long 
histories in supporting recreation and sports, the arts and culture are relatively recent 
developments. We need to imagine multiple points of entry for securing resources and 
advancing opportunities for the arts and culture. A municipal goal might be the creation of 
arts and cultural centers beside the arena or sports fields. The idea of exploring synergies 
between sports and culture was pursued further. Some participants noted that, especially in 
smaller communities, local sports teams or regional tournaments not only regularly draw 
thousands of spectators but often engage remarkable volunteer commitment and strengthen 
community confidence and identity. Opinion surveys also show that the public values equally 
arts and sports as fundamental aspects of the livable community, and that parents expect their 
children to participate in both activities. Another participant pointed out that the same 
infiltration strategy, or what was termed “piggybacking,” has worked well in linking the 
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cultural sector to downtown revitalization or waterfront development. For example, in 
London, Ontario, the new 10,000 seat arena was built in the downtown core (relocated from 
the city’s suburban edge) as part of an urban revitalization plan, and its building design 
reflected the city’s architectural heritage. In Halifax, similar cultural linkages were made in 
relation to the waterfront redevelopment. This discussion also underscored that “infiltration” 
was a two-way street – creative city advocates themselves had to be open to new alliances 
and relationships with actors well beyond the traditional arts and culture community.  

 
4. For successful cities, leadership is key. In creative processes, leadership involves both risk 

taking and securing resources. Two further points were made: first, leaders may emerge 
from a range of sectors or backgrounds and they may be individual “champions” or more 
organized partnerships; and, second, for disadvantaged or subaltern communities within 
cities, the leaders must “come from within” to provide an authentic voice and legitimate 
representation. 

 
5. Finally, participants raised the difficult but crucial question of how success is defined for 

creative cities. Many of the creative quarters or revitalized cultural districts celebrated as 
dynamic examples of urban regeneration often simultaneously displace both artists from 
affordable workspace, and less advantaged members of the city from affordable housing. The 
question remains: is this part of a creative city? 

 
4.2  What Can We Learn from Creative Places? 
 
In thinking about the lessons for cities and communities not yet realizing their creative potential, 
the group considered whether, in fact, it is possible for all urban centers to become creative 
cities. Is the vision one that really applies only to the largest cities already quite rich in the 
amenities, diversity, and talent that drive creativity?  
 
To this question, one participant offered the “heretical” answer – not every city or community 
can be a creative place. Artists and cultural workers don’t stay in small towns or suburban 
settings. They move to Toronto and from there, often, to New York and London. Smaller places 
may not be able to maintain the necessary critical mass of creative people. 
 
Not surprisingly, this view sparked considerable exchange. If creativity was understood as a 
“critical spirit” or learning process then the opportunities may extend well beyond the already 
acknowledged “big city hot spots.” The potential for smaller communities, if they were alert and 
engaged, to borrow or adapt innovations pioneered elsewhere was re-emphasized. Along the 
same lines, some argued that pursuit of the creative vision is more urgent and in many ways 
more feasible for smaller communities than for large cities. Its urgency arises from the fact that 
such places, typically facing the exhaustion of their traditional resource base, can survive only by 
making rapid transition to the information and knowledge-based economy. Its feasibility relates 
to the particular advantages and unique assets associated with modest size: collective action is 
easier as the bonds of familiarity and trust facilitate consensus and collaboration. Supporting this 
position, one participant added that in smaller places it is a given that no one actor can go it 
alone: progress always depends on partnerships combining resources across sectors and silos. 
Smaller communities – such as those in Newfoundland – often possess their own powerful sense 
of place and identity which helps in retaining or attracting creative talent. 
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Another aspect of the learning process focused on the way in which successful cities and 
communities take advantage of “crises” or even “accidents” to advance the cause. Several 
examples of this dynamic were brought forward. In the City of Ottawa, recent proposals for 
substantial funding cuts to the arts and culture triggered an unlikely alliance of creative interests, 
including the business community, making the case for the importance of investment in these 
areas. Some Ottawa residents felt that the cutback proposals were made possible by the recent 
municipal amalgamation that brought rural councilors to the table. Yet, at the same time, it has 
been recognized that the amalgamated structure presents new opportunities for urban-rural 
cultural linkages and regional forms of cultural mapping that include folk art, agricultural 
heritage, and so forth. Another example involved Toronto’s King Street cultural districts. These 
trace their origins to the economic crisis that hit the city in the early 1990s, which led the 
municipality to land use regulation changes enabling artists and other cultural activities to find 
new workspaces. The municipal zoning innovations were soon followed by provincial 
investment credits to support creative clustering. The result is a Canadian version of a dynamic 
more familiar in European cities: creative renewal of crisis-ridden urban spaces through cultural 
investments and arts production. 
 
The point here is that “learning about what works” may not always involve rational, formal 
planning. On the contrary, such planning, if it is too rigid, can be counterproductive. Creativity 
depends, it seems, on a certain “messiness” or tension among visions and projects. Creative 
cities, as was noted earlier, are edgy, unsettled places. What may be needed most are spaces for 
dialogue that allow expression of differences while channeling the resultant synergies in 
constructive directions. This is creative urban planning: synthesizing different traditions and 
seizing unexpected opportunities. 
 
The final aspect of the learning discussion concerned education. What innovative 
teaching/learning strategies and educational content might foster creativity? One participant 
offered a multi-dimensional conception of how creative capacities are reproduced or transmitted 
through families, formal education, and community settings. All participants agreed that 
education is a central component of the creative city. It was pointed out that exposure to the arts 
and culture can improve academic achievement: young people are better able to express 
themselves, think critically, and appreciate difference. 
 
In closing the plenary, one participant remarked on the “gap” between the growing body of 
research about the drivers of urban creativity and the wide benefits accruing to those places that 
act strategically, and the still quite limited knowledge, or even awareness, of these relationships 
among many elected officials, urban planners, and policy makers. This gap between knowledge 
and practice provided a good bridge to the next part of the dialogue – identifying barriers and 
opportunities in building creative cities.  
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5.0  Small Group Discussions: Barriers and Opportunities 
 
Following the plenary discussions, the participants were randomly assigned to three small groups 
to assess the barriers and opportunities as Canadians explore the creative cities agenda. Below 
are the major themes running across the three groups. 
 
5.1  Barriers 
 
• A lack of clarity or specificity in defining “creativity” and its relevance to the urban setting. 
 

• The lack of awareness among policy and planning communities, and the general public, 
about creative cities and their value. Awareness is strong within the arts and cultural 
communities, and among some urban analysts, but outreach is limited. 

 

• The lack of resources for creative activity because of a general undervaluing of artistic and 
cultural contributions. This barrier is evident in shortages of affordable workspace for artists, 
the short-term and inadequate funding for cultural infrastructure, and gaps or imbalances in 
local services. 

 

• The persistence of government silos makes it difficult for people or resources to work 
together in communities and neighbourhoods. 

 

• The lack of creativity “champions” among the political, administrative, business, and 
community leadership.  

 

• The distance – geographic and psychological – between the federal and municipal 
governments, and the jurisdictional obstacles to dialogue and mutual understanding. More 
generally, the failure of both upper level governments to align their resources with the needs 
of cities and communities, all of whom have different needs and capacities and enter the 
creativity cycle at different points. 

 

• The shortage of resources, skills, and capacities at the local level makes it difficult for 
municipal staff to practice inclusive governance or become “community cultural animators.” 

 

• In municipal cultural planning, the absence of a practical toolkit for planning and 
implementing creative cities. 

 

• Important research gaps in Canada on how artistic and cultural activities contribute to 
economic innovation and quality of life in cities. 

 

• The lack of clear and applicable indicators to capture the creativity of cities and the 
contributions of investment in the arts, culture, and heritage. 

 

• The exclusion or marginalization of some people and cultures in cities. There remain 
systemic barriers (socio-economic, intellectual, and physical) to accessing creative 
opportunities in Canadian cities. 
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5.2  Opportunities 
 
• The need for collective action and creative collaborations that share experiences, develop 

capacity, and spread the word. The existing Creative Cities Network is one good example at 
the national level. 

 

• The potential benefits of focusing and flowing resources to neighbourhoods since the local 
scale may be where the creative synergies, knowledge, and networks are strongest and the 
possibilities for aligning interests the greatest.  

 

• The national political debate, specifically the New Deal for Cities and Communities, presents 
an opportunity to make the case for creativity: the federal government has identified 
“culture” as one of the four cornerstones of vibrant urban settings, alongside the economic, 
social, and environmental dimensions. The case can also be made for devolution of decision 
making to local scale, accompanied by appropriate resources. 

 

• As part of the New Deal opening, the creative cities agenda might be advanced along various 
policy paths, including: further tri-level urban-based partnerships as pioneered in certain 
Western Canadian cities; integration with the economic innovation agenda that emphasizes 
local development through urban and community-based creativity; connecting with policies 
and programs for urban Aboriginal peoples that celebrate their cultural traditions and 
community-building practices; making the case for cultural spaces where artists and the 
community can gather as part of public infrastructure policy; and joining debates about 
“healthy cities” and finding a place for the arts and culture in advancing citizen well-being. 

 

• Canada’s multiculturalism provides opportunities for novel combinations and cultural 
syntheses. These could take the form of festivals that join indigenous traditions from 
different places around the world to enrich the Canadian “mainstream.” It was noted that 
Canadian cities and communities have not been at the forefront of cultural tourism and that 
much more could be done.  

 

• The education sector represents an untapped strategic opportunity. There are a number of 
aspects to consider. How do we nurture the creative skills of the next generation and ensure 
that this is an integral part of the school curriculum? Are we making optimal use of public 
school facilities as community venues for the arts or youth cultural centers? How can we 
build for young people a “ladder of excellence” from the community to the global scale in the 
arts that inspires dreams and commitment similar to that so evident in sports such as hockey. 

 

• Thinking about the arts and culture as a continuum from the avant-garde, amateur street 
scene to the more formal, professional institutions, and designing support across the 
continuum so as to enable both to thrive and “feed off “one another. 

 

• The potential benefits from greater community involvement, in the form of third sector 
participation and citizen public engagement, with planning for arts and culture. The Ontario 
Ministry of Culture was offered as one example of this with its recent process for regional 
cultural planning; another example is through “cultural asset mapping,” which identifies the 
full range of creative resources throughout the city; another example is the Toronto City 
Summit Alliance, a voluntary network tackling immigrant settlement and social inclusion 
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challenges. There are many opportunities to work with and through existing networks “on the 
streets” of our cities. 

 

• Most importantly, there are ways to transform the barriers into opportunities. Municipal 
budgeting offers one example. Fiscal pressures typically lead municipalities to cut arts and 
cultural funding in the struggle to preserve what are seen as more essential services in the 
social or health fields. The potential to reframe these choices emerges as empirical evidence 
begins to clarify how participation in the arts and culture contributes to better outcomes 
across a range of urban fronts: economic growth, resident health, cross-cultural 
understanding, democratic participation, and community safety. At present, much of this 
research comes from the United States and Europe, presenting an important opportunity for 
Canadian urban researchers. 
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6.0  Moving Forward 
 
6.1  Priorities for Communities and Governments 
 
The final plenary focused on priorities for moving forward and specific actions that might be 
undertaken by the participants in their particular sectors and communities. The session began 
with a spokesperson from each of the three groups identifying its top action priorities: 
 

• Nurturing and supporting the arts. Recognizing the potential for making progress through a 
neighbourhood focus, valuing local devolution and community-based networking; 

 

• Access for all residents to creative opportunities in their city. A new creative city strategy 
that would: 1) build national awareness; 2) forge policy consensus; and 3) build local 
capacity; and 

 

• Formation of strategic partnerships within the cultural sector, and between that sector and 
other creative actors across the city. The supply of adequate revenue streams for creative 
people and organizations. 

 
The dialogue closed with participants agreeing on one overarching point to frame all the specific 
priorities. The new emphasis on local places as the most promising scale for creativity and 
innovation must be accompanied by adequate and sustained support from upper level 
governments. Creative cities are built through multi-level and cross-sectoral collaboration. As 
one participant put it, “we cannot let anyone off the hook.” Underscoring the importance of 
extra-local support for communities, another participant challenged the Prime Minister to lead 
the “revolution for a creative Canada led by its creative cities.” 
 
6.2  Priorities for Policy Research 
 
The background papers and the dialogue generated many ideas and insights about how to build 
more creative cities in Canada. Indeed, the broad questions structuring the dialogue acquired 
sharper focus over the course of the day’s discussions. An agenda for further research and study 
would include the following questions: 
 

• Many have observed that different cities begin from different starting points in the “creativity 
process.” Can we better describe what this creativity process is for cities? What are some 
potential targets? How do we evaluate where a community sits on the continuum? 

 

• How do we balance efforts to strengthen local “authenticity” (rooted in identity of place) 
with methods to encourage openness, inclusion and new perspectives and solutions? Are 
these interests competing? Should the balance play out differently as a result of community 
size, demographic composition, and/or local history? 

 

• What are the creative advantages of size and scale? How do these vary for small 
communities, medium-sized communities, and for large communities? 
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• If small communities face more protracted challenges in retaining creative talent, why are 
some places defying this trend? What can be learned from the creative clusters of people in 
communities such as St. John’s, Newfoundland, Flesherton, Ontario, Victoria, B.C, and 
others? Are the gains translating into economic and social benefits for these communities? 

 

• If creativity is a separate but necessary precondition for innovation, what must happen in a 
community to permit the one to optimally feed the other? To what extent do cultural and 
artistic activities currently nourish local innovation in Canada? How do we know it is 
happening (what are the indicators)? What do current instances of innovation catalyzed by 
cultural creativity reveal about the relationship – the opportunities for success and the 
challenges? 

 

• If local leadership is central to more creative places, what makes the difference in a 
community that is able to produce and support local leaders and their visions? Can any of 
these factors be supported by upper levels of government and, if so, how? How can Canada 
generate more of these “champions”? 

 

• If community residents regard culture and recreation similarly, in what ways can policies and 
approaches be better aligned to reflect this connection, and where should distinctions 
continue to be drawn (if at all)? What lessons can be applied from success in one aspect of 
local culture or recreation to other dimensions of cultural/creative development? What can 
the sport model tell us, for instance, about participatory development in communities? 

 

• Given that creative development is messy and often organic, is there a role for governments 
or should the process simply be left to evolve naturally? When might the natural evolution, 
left to its own devices, tend to result in inequity or unsustainability? Have government 
interventions prevented such pitfalls in the past, and what other opportunities might exist in 
Canada? 

 

• Why is there a gap in political will? Is the inconsistent commitment among decision-makers 
a result of lack of interest, lack of awareness, mis-information, lack of capacity to relate 
investments with results, and/or different views or priorities regarding the public role in 
culture? What explains the gap and what strategies might address it? 
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