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I. Canadian Context for Participatory Budgeting
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Experiences in Canada

III. Toronto Community Housing: Tenant 
Participation System

IV. Listening to Toronto budget consultations

V. Ridgeview School PB in Vancouver
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I. Canadian Context for 
Participatory Budgeting

• Cultural and language diversity
• General affluence and developed infrastructure
• Increasing inequality and polarization
• Local government changes: increasing 

privatization, service downloading, service 
needs, funding cuts

• Progressive city governments
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I. Overview of Participatory 
Budgeting Experiences in 

Canada

• 2001 - Guelph - Neighbourhood Support 
Coalition

• 2001 - Toronto Community Housing – Tenant 
Participation System

• 2004 - City of Toronto – Listening to Toronto
• 2005 - Ridgeview School PB in Vancouver

• 2004 - CURA participatory budgeting project 
and network
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II. Toronto Community Housing
Tenant Participation System
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Tenant Participation System –
Basic Information

year started 
– 2001
funds allocated 
– $18 million over two years, 13% of capital budget
projects funded 
– 237 capital projects for buildings and grounds (e.g. 

new stoves, playgrounds, roof renovations)
who participates
– over 6,000 community housing tenants 
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Background on the Toronto 
Community Housing Corporation 

• second largest social housing provider in North America
• provides housing to 57,500 households, 164,000 tenants
• owns and manages >350 apartment buildings and 800 houses
• tenants are mostly low income, very diverse
• arm’s length public corporation, accountable to the City
• 13-member Board of Directors (4 City councillors and 9 

citizens) 
• 1,500 employees
• $568 million operating budget, $70 million capital budget
• revenues are from government subsidies and rent payments
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How does the participatory 
budgeting process work?

3 year process:
1) Tenants meet at the building/community level to discuss local 

budget issues and identify their building’s top five priorities. 
Tenants elect delegates to represent their buildings at the 
regional level.

2) The building delegates meet at regional forums to deliberate 
spending priorities with other delegates in their region. They 
elect 65 delegates for the city-wide Tenant Budget Council.

3) Staff develop a draft budget. Budget Council delegates decide 
on guidelines for their budget deliberations, and present their 
regions’ priorities.

4) Staff present their draft budget to the Budget Council. The 
Budget Council deliberates spending priorities and 
recommends which capital projects should be funded.

5) The CEO finalizes the list of projects to receive funding. This 
final budget goes to the TCHC Board of Directors for approval.

6) Staff and tenants implement and monitor approved projects. 
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Who does what?

Tenants decide on local (building), regional (COU), 
and city-wide spending priorities. 

TCHC staff facilitate budget deliberations and provide 
technical support and guidance. 

The TCHC Board of Directors approves the final 
budget. 
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Results

• first participatory budgeting cycle provided funding for 
237 local capital projects. 

• powerful learning experience for tenants and staff
“Staff were shocked by how much we had to offer!” -

TCHC resident

• intense community building process
“Once everybody gave a little bit, we all came together 

as a community.” - TCHC resident

• TCHC now decentralizing the process to increase 
community autonomy
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II. Listening to Toronto
City of Toronto Budget Consultations
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Listening to Toronto –
Basic Information

year started 
– 2004
funds allocated 
– no funds directly decided by participants
projects funded 
– none
who participates
– 700 – 1,100 city residents 
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Background

• $7.1 billion operating budget, $1 billion capital budget
• increasing service needs + no new funding sources = 

increasing budget deficits ($72 million in 2005)
• progressive David Miller elected Mayor in November 

2004, calling for more community engagement
• Miller delayed 2005 budget process to incorporate 

public consultations
• Listening to Toronto built on previous engagement 

efforts by city staff and budget activism by community 
groups
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How does the participatory 
process work?

• Large budget consultations inserted into the city’s 
ongoing budgeting process. City staff and councillors 
retain decision-making paper, residents only offer 
input.

• 2004: seven three-hour sessions across the city 
during January, over 1,100 participants 

• 2005: one session in the city centre, 700 participants
• At each session, the Mayor and city staff introduce 

budget issues, then participants meet in small groups 
for facilitated discussions about city issues and 
budget priorities.
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Who does what?

City residents offer input at the Listening to Toronto
sessions.

City staff design and facilitate the Listening to Toronto
sessions, where they listen to public input. 

City Councillors listen to public input at Listening to 
Toronto sessions, revise the budget with staff, and 
approve the final budget. 

The Mayor introduces the Listening to Toronto sessions 
and listens to participant input.
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Results

• shifts in budget spending
The Community Social Planning Council: “The 2005 budget is 
almost unrecognizable to anyone accustomed to the six years of 
slash-and-burn budget decision-making we have experienced.”

• participant education
“I learned about the restrictions placed on council for raising 
taxes and lowering costs. Council are basically in an impossible
position, so I have more respect for the job they have to do."

• city councillor and staff education
The City’s budget chief: "It makes me believe in democracy."

• mobilized residents to lobby provincial and federal
governments
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II. Ridgeview School PB in 
Vancouver
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Ridgeview School Participatory 
Budget in Vancouver

year started 
– 2005
funds allocated 
– $2000 from the school’s parent council
projects funded 
– a school store
who participates
– 350 students at K-7 public school
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How does the participatory 
budgeting process work?

• Students in individual classes create proposals for 
their top idea.

• Students convene in a school-wide assembly, where 
they present their class proposals and vote on their 
preferred idea, the one that they believe would most 
benefit the school.
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Results

• New discussion and learning about student needs 
amongst students and in classrooms.
“students and teachers alike were engaged in thinking about 
and discussing which idea would best help Ridgeview students 
learn, be healthy and contribute more to the Ridgeview 
community.” – school newsletter

• Parents and administration said that they would find 
other funding for the other proposed ideas.

• The school superintendent asked students to present 
their PB experience at a District Parent Council 
Meeting.
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