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ABSTRACT

Many articles have appeared in mainstream media and in tech-
oriented venues about Sidewalk Labs’ ideas for a new high-
tech neighbourhood in Toronto (a project named Sidewalk
Toronto). By and large, international commentary has focused
on the opportunities and risks of giving over control over many
city planning decisions to a private data-oriented corporation,
with people lining up for or against “smart city” ideas, in
general.

This article will set aside generalities about “smart cities”
and technology, and instead pose a few questions about the
particulars of Sidewalk Toronto project. The first question
concerns the striking lack of transparency of the agreement
between Sidewalk Labs (a Google sister company) and
Waterfront Toronto, the public authority promoting the project,
which is not directly accountable to the city or the citizens.
The second question concerns the equally striking ambiguity
about which parcel of land is being sought by Sidewalk Labs
— an ambiguity that suggests a worrying lack of concern, on
the tech company’s part, about both local planning law and
local real estate realities. The third set of concerns is about
the ownership of the data that appears to be Sidewalk Labs’
real interest. Fourthly, problems in the contract award and
procurement mechanisms will be raised. Finally, even though
the agreement has not yet been seen even by city council, the
process so far and the statements by both parties raise serious
concerns about accountability, the fifth point raised in this
article.
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Public-Private Partnerships; Special Purpose Agencies;
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Toronto's Eastern
Waterfront makes up of
hundreds of hectares
of post-industrial land
along the lakeshore.
Sidewalk Labs, a
subsidiary of Google
parent Alphabet, has
committed USD 50
million for a smart
neighborhood on the
Eastern waterfront in
Toronto.
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Aerial view of the
Quayside, which is part
of Toronto's Eastern
Waterfront.

Rendered view of

the future city, which
has a comprehensive
digital infrastructure
that connects all
neighborhoods.
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Urbanists around the world know that a
“smart city” project, Sidewalk Toronto, has
been announced for a chunk of post-industrial
waterfront in Toronto (Fig. 1, 2. The official
announcement came on October 17, 2017,
when an agreement between Sidewalk
Labs”, and the local special-purpose
authority Waterfront Toronto was announced
at a photo-op featuring Prime Minister
Justin Trudeau. But six months after the
announcement, neither Torontonians

nor urbanists around the world have any
concrete information.

The agreement, kept secret when
announced, has not been released or even
shown to city council. At a Sidewalk Labs
information meeting held on March 20, 2018,
attendees were given post-it notes to affix
comments to posters, and one read: “more
buzzwords than answers.” After attending
several events and poring over documents
and articles, we still do not know who is in
charge, who benefits, who is accountable

to whom, whether the promised 50 million

120

dollars is being spent locally or in the US,
and how the investment made by Sidewalk
Labs will be recouped.

Most observers, local and international,
believe that Google is the driving force.
Google folks have expressed a desire to go
beyond data collection and start designing the
physical systems that generate data, building
“a community from the Internet up.” (Fig. 3)
The initial announcement of a “smart city”
pilot was greeted with enthusiasm, locally and
internationally; but in recent months Silicon
Valley has not had good press. Locally, early
announcements made much of Google’s
prestige and capacity, but now Sidewalk
Toronto is trying to look independent. At the
March 20 Toronto public event, Sidewalk
Labs’ chief policy officer Rohit Aggarwala
emphasized that Google is not Sidewalk’s
owner. And he repeated that Sidewalk
Toronto will not sell data generated by local
inhabitants to advertisers®.

In response to this promise (which came

on the very day the Cambridge Analytica

scandal® broke), an audience member asked
Aggarwala, “so how will you make money
from the project if you do not sell the data?”
He demurred, vaguely mentioning real estate
— though Sidewalk Labs does not own or
control any land. So is Sidewalk Toronto a
development corporation into which Google
is putting a few millions now to make profits
from real estate later? (Fig. 4) Who knows.
A giant private American corporation has no
obligation to be transparent with locals in
another country. However, the agreement

is a public-private partnership — and one
would expect the public partner to be both
transparent and accountable. This is not

the case. Some international press reports
made it seem as if Sidewalk Labs / Google’
partner was the City of Toronto; but in fact the

public partner is Waterfront Toronto, a tri-
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government agency with its own appointed
board. Waterfront Toronto has a fairly good
reputation locally, especially in architectural
circles, and has supported sustainability
projects in the past (Fig. 5 ~ 7). Now,
however, the board is a largely corporate
affair, including no environmentalists or
housing activists.

How Waterfront Toronto came to partner
with Sidewalk remains a mystery. In Ontario,
authorities must release the selection
factors for major projects. Waterfront
Toronto, however, has refused to show the
criteria, and has not discussed the choice
of a Silicon Valley firm for a local project.

At the March 20 public meeting, at which
two Waterfront Toronto vice-presidents
joined Aggarwala on the stage but provided
no additional information, a local start-

up innovator sitting behind us was quite
scathing (sotto voce) about the failure of
Waterfront Toronto to stimulate the very
lively local tech sector; but he did not press
the point publicly.

Six months after the announcement,
not only is the agreement still secret, but
no reasons for the secrecy have been given.
At a January 24 panel at the University of
Toronto, big-data engineering professor
Mark Fox, who is in favour of the project,
noted that none of the gadgets mentioned in
the Sidewalk documents (self-driving cars,
underground automated garbage disposal
system, and bike lanes that melt snow) are
actually new (Fig. 8, 9], so no intellectual
property secrecy can exist. And there are
no financial details as yet that could require @
commercial secrecy. At a January 24 meeting
of the Executive Committee of Toronto City
Council, the only councilor who has seen ®
the agreement, Denzil Minnan—Wong@, told
colleagues: “l can not tell you what is in it,
but I have seen it and | can tell you that you
would want to know what is in it” before °
voting.

Sidewalk is putting resources into some

community consultation, though hampered

SR/ RRE IR

Sidewalk Labs is a
subsidiary of Google
parent company Alphabet
setupin 2015.
Unfortunately, this
promise is not included in
the “concept” documents
found at the project
website (sidewalktoronto.
cal.

In March 2018, a

story broke on how a
London-based data-
mining firm named
Cambridge Analytica

had improperly obtained
personally identifiable.
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information of up to

87 million Facebook
users. The data was
used to influence voter
opinion on behalf of
politicians who hire
them. Cambridge
Analytica scandal has
raised awareness on
dangerous and unethical
use of the technology,
as well as the demand
for Al regulation.
Minnan-Wong is the only
elected city official on
the board of Waterfront
Toronto.
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Pier 27 Condos
adjacent to the Redpath
Sugar Refinery, is a
new condominium
development on
Toronto's waterfront.
Simcoe WaveDeck
designed by West 8 is
one part of Waterfront
Toronto's award-
winning design for the
central waterfront.
Sugar Beach designed
by Claude Cormier +
Associés is another
project commissioned
by Waterfront Toronto

8-1.

8-2.

00 © Xiaoxuan Lu

©0 © Sidewalk Labs

0
N

as part of the waterfront
revitalization program.
View from Toronto
Harbor Pier 35 of the
Eastern Waterfront,
with the CN Tower in
the background.
Rendered view of

the future city where
transportation is
overhauled with self-
driving technology and
digital navigation.
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by the fact that their government relations
person is a New Yorker, and the lead
facilitator appears to be a very recent British
import. But in any case, it is highly unclear
who is to be consulted and about what —
and by whom. The facilitators staffing the
public meeting spoke with us about their
plans to use random mailings to form
demographically representative “reference
groups” from all over Toronto, a technique
that has been used for local planning
purposes. But it was unclear who was giving
the facilitators their briefs, or making final
decisions.

Accountability is clearly not the project’s
strong point. By contrast, public relations
efforts, which draw on Google New York's
vast capacity, are creating some local
goodwill. Sidewalk is offering a free “fellows”
program for 12 Torontonians age 19 ~ 24, as
well as a free summer camp for kids, run by
the respected local Young Men’s Christian
Association (YMCA). And Sidewalk launched
two New York-made free applications,
one for Toronto transit users (though the
transit company has its own) and one for
local history buffs called “Old Toronto.” The
Old Toronto App was initially admired by
the local intelligentsia, but, quickly, major
errors showed an embarrassing lack of
local knowledge: Queen Street, one of the
best travelled streets in Toronto, apparently
appeared as “Dairy Queen” ©.

Finally, a shocking ambiguity regarding
the space at play has plagued the project
from the start — and may well result in
its ultimate failure. Does the agreement
between Sidewalk Labs and Waterfront
Toronto cover only the small so-called
Quayside area, a 12-acre plot at the bottom
of Parliament street, which is indeed
currently available for development? Or
would Sidewalk withdraw if they are denied
to extend their activities to encompass
the far larger expanse of the Port Lands,
about 800 nearby acres, as numerous

Waterfront Toronto statements suggest?



Nowhere in the project’s official statements
is it mentioned that the Port Lands area

has a district plan, passed by city council

in December 2017, which zones the whole
area as employment lands (contrary to the
apartment building drawings in the Sidewalk
literature) (Fig. 10). Noted Toronto planner
Ken Greenberg, currently on Sidewalk’s
payroll, wrote: “Sidewalk will begin with

a new neighbourhood called Quayside....
Sidewalk Labs and Waterfront Toronto aim to
bring the innovations advanced at Quayside
to scale across the Eastern Waterfront,

more than 325 hectares....""". Greenberg
undoubtedly knows that what he calls “the
eastern waterfront” is, legally, the Port
Lands district; as do city councilors, who will
ultimately decide on the project.

What we have seen so far raises
globally important questions about Silicon
Valley's emerging territorial ambitions, as
international commentators have pointed
out. But it also raises worrying questions
about who will be upholding the public
interest and public laws and policies, since
Waterfront Toronto seems to have lost the
plot on that. In public-private partnerships,
one can count on the private partner’s
profit motive to ensure that financial risks
are mitigated or insured. But there is no
similar set of incentives tending to mitigate
accountability risks — especially when the
public partner is not an elected government
but an obscure agency run by an appointed
board. There is a municipal election in
Toronto in October, and that will be the time
for citizens to demand transparency and
accountability, instead of the pretty pictures
provided thus far. LAF
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This error seems to
have been fixed in the
Old Toronto App.
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View from Queens
Quay East towards
the Redpath Sugar
Refinery.

Rendered view of
the future city, with
self-driving cars

on the street and
subterranean utility
channels filled with
robots whisking away
garbage.

. View from Port

Lands of the Eastern
Waterfront towards
the Ship Channel, with
piles of deicers on the
right side.

View from Port

Lands of the Eastern
Waterfront, near
Cherry Beach Clarke
Beach Park.

. Rendered view of the

future city, with series
of public spaces to

be created along the
waterfront.
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