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a working group and working position

In December of 2020 we hosted a 
day-long, online working group of art-
ists, policymakers, scientists, academics, 
and community organizers with the aim 
of generating a dynamic grey paper encom-
passing speci�c and broadly applicable best 
practices for artists and urban designers working 
collaboratively toward public art that would also 
embody just environmental policy. 

Our intention was for this workshop to inform our project, 
as an evolving creative, logistical, and ethical map for our work 
with Evergreen Brickworks and Waterfront Toronto. 

We wanted to pose the following questions to our group:

• What practices and protocols would contribute to ethical 
and generative policies for artists working in environmental-
ly and culturally sensitive areas?

• How can art shape policy and how can policy help shape 
spaces that provide footholds for art that engages actively 
with stakeholders and communities around environmental 
concerns?

• How can art and public policy join in imagining and enact-
ing better worlds and better futures?

• How can art and policy address and repair issues around 
sovereignty, territoriality, and toxic legacies. How might 
policy infused with art practice resist colonial approaches 
to land stewardship and development? 

• What are the limits and constraints of approaches that 
fuse art and public policy versus “artistic activism” that ap-
proaches issues from local, rhizomatic, community, and/or 
grassroots organizing? 

• In engaging with a speci�c site and community, in relation 
to such global-local disorders as climate change, a pandemic, 
etc., how do you make a mark without leaving a trace?

�e working group was organized and facilitated by Chloe 
Catan, Kari Cwynar, Julia Girmenia, Wing-Yee Fung, Annie 
Vandenberg, Sunita Prasad, Kendra Sullivan, Dylan Gauthier, 
and participants included Netami Stuart, Sonja Vangjeli, Doug 
Bennet, Catherine Tammaro, Helen Mills, Celina Su, Kendra 
Krueger, Shannon Gerard, Kelly Jazvac, Kirsty Robertson, 
Holly Chang, Akua Banful, and Aurash Khawarzad.

Below, we enumerate some of the �ndings from the workshop, 
in no particular order, and with �delity to the grey paper, with 
no certain authority.

1, a role for artists in policy shaping

Artists have a unique ability to bring people into a place and 
reframe their sense of it, making them see their local built and 
natural environments in di�erent ways. by refusing to adhere to 
primary assumptions about place. Diya Vij contributed during 

our working group discussion, re�ecting on organizing the Pub-
lic Artists in Residence (PAIR) program for the City of New 
York: “�e fundamental belief behind artist placement in city 
agencies, as articulated by the Department of Cultural A�airs, 
is that artists are creative problem-solvers who approach issues 
and processes di�erently than other groups and communities.” 
Artists bring a unique set of tools to bear on the disciplinary (or 
anti-disciplinary) area in which they are working.

Further, while the artist’s role is not to “explain” policy or devel-
op visualization tools for policy work, as the poet and scholar 
Celina Su noted in our grey paper working group, “Policies 
themselves can be beautiful when their characteristics as dou-
ble-edged swords are seen for what they are, and they glimmer 
in the light.” Catherine Tammaro o�ered the following on the 
role of artists in creating and circularly responding to knowledge 
around a particular situation: “As an artist sensitizes the public, 
the artist too is sensitized.” �ese two statements led us to con-
sider the ways that “artistic sensibility” and an engagement with 
beauty and the aesthetic could be brought into a public project 
with intentionality. 

collective care, repair, and flourishing

Art and policy can work together toward collective care, repair, 
and �ourishing by humanizing and deprogramming spaces. 
As noted by one group’s breakout discussion, “rhizomatic 
art—grassroots, collective art—helps to humanize and depro-
gram space in amazing ways.” Art as a process and engagement 
tool builds strong relationships between institutions and 
communities, fostering a deeper understanding of issues and 
creating a sense of shared ownership and responsibility.

resistance to colonial approaches

Policy paired with art practice can resist colonial approaches to 
land stewardship and development. it depends on the process 
driving development—whether it is inclusive of many voices 
or dictated by a few. As Catherine Tammaro emphasized, 
“Sensitizing the public to Indigenizing the space is a crucial 
component.” �is involves acknowledging and incorporating 
Indigenous perspectives, as seen in the lost mud creek project 
and the work of the red path group.

redirecting resources – systems change from within

Artists often face the challenge of creating systems change 
while working within those very systems. �is involves navigat-
ing institutional structures and �nding ways to subversively re-
direct resources to support broader community goals. As noted 
by participants in one group, “How can we redirect resources 
within these institutions? What is the subversive way of going 
along with the program, but taking the funds and then creating 
an action, as disruption, that might be seen as challenging or 
circumnavigating it?”

Community and the Commons

Inviting diverse participation is crucial for e�ective collabora-
tion and systems change. questions arise about who gets the 
opportunity to participate and how to make these processes 
more inclusive. As Kendra Sullivan asked in the workshop, 

"how do we bring more diverse people and practices into this 
process itself?" Who are the communities we wish to reach? 
How do we �nd them and invite them into community with 
us and with our project?

Art can play a signi�cant role in reactivating community and 
reclaiming the commons, �rst by making a broader public 
aware of the loss of a commons (or potential / impending loss) 
and second by bringing together what Mare Liberum has 
previously called “communities of sense” around experiences 
and interventions. As noted by Akua Banful, "Using art to 
reactivate the commons... there is a push and pull between art 
as spectacle and art as commons." 

thematic discussions

ethical and generative policies
- practices and protocols for ethical engagement in environmen-
tally and culturally sensitive areas.
- the role of art in shaping policies that foster community 
engagement and environmental stewardship.

sovereignty, territoriality, and toxic legacies
- addressing issues of sovereignty and territoriality through 
art-infused policy frameworks.
- repairing and resisting colonial approaches to land stewardship 

and development.

long-term engagement and light touch long duration
- the concept of long-term engagement in commu-

nity projects, emphasizing subtle, sustainable 
interventions over extractive practices.

- the role of artists in long-term community 
engagement, beyond temporary site visits 

and short-term projects.

showing up in times of crisis
- strategies for maintaining 
authentic and meaningful 
engagement during crises, such 
as the covid-19 pandemic.
- the importance of local part-
nerships and the delegation of 
project leadership to trusted 
community members.
Case Study: Mare Liberum’s 
Project in the Lower Don 
River Valley
Mare Liberum’s project, 
"In Which We Draw A 
People’s Map of the Don 
River" (2021–), curated by 
Kari Cwynar (Evergreen 
Brickworks) and Chloe 
Catan (Waterfront Toronto) 
exempli�es the transforma-

tive potential of art-infused 
community engagement 

in urban planning and environ-
mental stewardship. �e project 

actively involved local stakehold-
ers, policymakers, and community 

members in collaborative actions 
aimed at reimagining the future of 

the Don River Valley.
Context and Objectives

�e project is situated within the broader 
and much larger scale (and budget) project of 

the Don Mouth Naturalization and Port Lands 
Flood Protection Project (DMNP), a signi�cant 

urban renewal initiative in Toronto. DMNP aims 
to enhance �ood protection while revitalizing the Don 

River and its surrounding areas, reconnecting them with Lake 
Ontario. Mare Liberum’s initiative aligns with these goals but 
adds a crucial layer of community-driven narrative and artistic 
expression.
Collaborative Approach
Mare Liberum’s approach integrates art and community en-
gagement to democratize urban planning processes, in particular 
around waterfront use and access. �rough workshops, artistic 
interventions, and participatory mapping exercises, the project 
empowers local residents to articulate their visions for the Don 
River Valley’s future. �is collaborative e�ort ensures that diverse 
voices—often marginalized in traditional planning—shape the 
development trajectory.
Showing Up

Over the COVID pandemic we were forced to reimagine our 
role as project catalysts and organizers and the ways that we 
might still show up for each other virtually. �e challenge was 
to �nd ways to engage authentically and meaningfully with 
a community and a place from afar. As any organizer knows, 
rule one of e�ective organizing is to show up. Showing up 
for your community means being open and present, sharing 
resources and time and listening, and trusting a process. But 
how to identify the community from afar. In our case, restrict-
ed from international travel by the pandemic, we found that 
one way to show up is to identify local partners and to entrust 
them with shaping and directing the project. We found willing 
and generous collaborators in Shannon Gerard and Maria 
Hup�eld, and by extension in their students and collaborators. 
�rough weekly meetings and semi-regular virtual class visits, 
we provided framing and structure, but primarily used these 
sessions to listen and respond to questions that would arise in 
the development of the project. In our work building boats, we 
have often recognized the sharing of roles that can occur when 
you hand over an oar and a boat and ask people to become 
navigator-pilot-captains of their own journey. �is is an act of 
trust and empowerment, and it’s basic – people will take care 
of themselves and each other when given the proper tools and 
training to do so. 
Artistic Interventions
Central to Mare Liberum’s project was the creation of a "Peo-
ple’s Map," a visual representation of community aspirations, 
histories, and ecological insights related to the Don River Valley. 
�is artistic endeavor not only documented local knowledge 
but also stimulated public dialogue and consciousness about 
environmental sustainability and urban resilience.
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