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This research begins with the recogni t ion that  arch i tecture, 

as  both a d isc ip l ine and a pract ice,  has never been neutra l . 

The des ign process has long been entangled with h istor ies  of 

co lon izat ion ,  where land was surveyed and transformed into 

proper ty.  In Canada ,  these processes were instrumenta l  in 

estab l ish ing a sett ler- co lon ia l  re lat ionship to land ,  one that 

pr iv i leges extract ion and product iv i ty  over rec iproc i ty  and care. 

This  study asks how the arch i tectura l  des ign process reproduces 

these co lon ia l  structures and how sett ler  arch i tects  might  begin 

to take respons ib i l i ty  for  the h istor ies  that  shape the ir  work .

In the outsk ir ts  of  Sarnia ,  Ontar io,  an area known as Chemica l 

Val ley s i ts  on the trad i t iona l  terr i tor y of  the Chippewa,  Odawa, 

and Potawatomi peoples ,  co l lect ive ly  known as the Anish inaabeg. 

I t  is  home to the Aamj iwnaang First  Nat ions reserve and a dense 

concentrat ion of  petrochemica l  ref iner ies .  The term “Chemica l 

Val ley” dates back to 1947 as a symbol  of  nat iona l  progress ,  but 

is  now used by Aamj iwnaang First  Nat ions and act iv ists  to  draw 

attent ion to the negat ive impacts of  th is  industr ia l  corr idor. 

The proximity between the two landscapes exposes how co lon ia l 

systems of  land use and resource extract ion pers ist  in  shaping 

environmenta l  and soc ia l  condi t ions today.  By trac ing the 

evo lut ion of  arch i tectura l  and p lanning too ls ,  f rom early  land 

surveys to contemporary zoning and profess iona l  standards ,  th is 

research uncovers how these systems cont inue to def ine who has 

access to land and who bears the burden of  i ts  consequences .

Through arch iva l  ana lys is  and an examinat ion of  c i ty  p lanning 

and arch i tectura l  pract ice,  th is  work de l ineates how the des ign 

process i tse l f  has been used to leg i t imize and just i fy  land 

d ispossess ion .  Acts of  measur ing and drawing are po l i t ica l 

gestures that  determine what is  seen ,  va lued ,  and remembered. 

Confront ing th is  legacy requires a  reor ientat ion of  arch i tectura l 

pract ice,  one that  sh i f ts  toward methods grounded in care and 

rec iproc i ty,  pr ior i t iz ing re lat ionships with the land.

Abstract
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The Univers i ty  of  Waterloo School  of  Archi tecture in  Cambridge, 

Ontar io,  i s  s i tuated on the Hald imand Tract ,  a  stretch of  land 

extending 10 k i lometers on e i ther  s ide of  the Grand River 

in  Ontar io.  This  950,000-acre tract  was promised to the Six 

Nat ions of  the Grand River for  the ir  a l l iance with the Br i t ish 

dur ing the American Revolut ion .  I t  is  home to the s ix  member 

nat ions of  the Haudenosaunee Confederacy,  the Mohawk,  Oneida , 

Onandaga ,  Cayuga ,  Seneca ,  and Tuscarora ,  and was granted to 

them with the assurance that  i t  was land “which Them and Their 

Poster i ty  are to en joy forever” (Six Nat ions n .d . ,  5) .

In 1791 ,  the Crown surveyed the tract  in  a  way that  ignored the 

r iver ’s  natura l  curves ,  reshaping i ts  boundar ies and d imin ish ing 

the land that  they promised to the Six Nat ions .  The area where 

Cambridge s i ts  forms par t  of  Block One,  one of  four b locks the 

Six Nat ions mortgaged to the Crown for  999 years in  1796,  with 

the expectat ion that  the funds would suppor t  the ir  community. 

Instead ,  th is  money was d iver ted to bui ld  the foundat ions of  the 

prov ince of  Ontar io  and to f inance the War of  1812 ,  advanc ing 

the growth of  the sett ler  state (Monture 2022 ,  50) .

The impacts of  these act ions are not  conf ined to the past .  Across 

Turt le  Is land ,  Indigenous communit ies  cont inue to confront  the 

consequences of  land d ispossess ion .  The Six Nat ions’  land cla im, 

f i led in  1995 to address these v io lat ions ,  moves s lowly through 

the lega l  system, with a tr ia l  ant ic ipated in 2026 (Dow 2025) . 

The h istory of  the Hald imand Tract  is  par t  of  a  much larger 

pattern that  cont inues to shape the landscapes we inhabi t .

As a sett ler  and a des igner,  I  ho ld respons ib i l i ty  for  acknowledging 

these h istor ies  and understanding how my profess ion has p layed 

a ro le  in  processes of  sett lement and the reshaping of  land .  This 

respons ib i l i ty  guides th is  thes is  as a  commitment to recognize 

and learn the land’s  h istory and to cons ider how arch i tectura l 

pract ice  can contr ibute to meaningfu l  forms of  reconc i l ia t ion .
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2024. “Sarnia Dropping Appeal of Bright’s Grove Urban Boundary Decision.” 
The Observer, June 7. https://www.theobserver.ca/news/local-news/sarnia-
dropping-land-tribunal-appeal-on-brights-grove-urban-boundary.

Fig 2.4	 County of Lambton Official Plan (2020). Source: County of Lambton. 
2020. “County of Lambton Official Plan.” October 1. https://www.
lambtononline.ca/en/business-and-development/resources/Documents/
PlanningandDevelopment/OfficialPlan/Lambton-County-Official-Plan---In-
force---Oct.-2020.pdf.

Fig 2.5	 City of Sarnia Official Plan 2022 consolidated in 2025. Source: City of Sarnia. 
2025. “City of Sarnia Official Plan.” May 5. https://www.sarnia.ca/app/
uploads/2025/05/Sarnia-Official-Plan-Consolidated-May-2025.pdf.

Fig 2.6	 Ontario Provincial Planning Statement (2024). Source: Province of Ontario. 
2024. Provincial Planning Statement. Ministry of Municipal Affairs and 
Housing Ontario. https://www.ontario.ca/files/2024-10/mmah-provincial-
planning-statement-en-2024-10-23.pdf.

Fig 2.7	 Site Plan. Source: DMTI Spatial Inc. 2014. “Building Footprints (BFR).” 
Scholars GeoPortal. https://geo1.scholarsportal.info/#r/details/_
uri@=3649884742. DMTI Spatial Inc. 2023. “Railway Line.” Scholars GeoPortal. 
https://geo.scholarsportal.info/#r/details/_uri@=57501268. Ontario Ministry 
of Natural Resources. 2007. “Tank.” Scholars GeoPortal. https://geo1.
scholarsportal.info/#r/details/_uri@=498165567. Drawn by author.

Fig 2.8	 A statement from Robert Kirby, a retail grocer: “It is my opinion that the 
entire Indian Reserve should be taken over by the City of Sarnia and the 
land held for industrial and building sites. At the present time Sarnia has 
no inducements to offer industries who would be glad to come here. The 
roads on the Reserve are very poor and the land is non-productive owing 
to the indolence of the indians. Even the best are not producing within 
seventy-five per cent of what is possible. By no produce from the indians 
and do not know of any of them taking produce to the market. I do know 
that they do most of their trading on the other side of the river. I would like 
to see the land sold to individuals who would be apt to make it a matter of 
speculation. I think that the city should take over the entire Reserve.” Source: 
“Surrender of the Sarnia Reserve.” 1903. Library and Archives Canada. 
RG10, Volume number: 1931, Microfilm reel number: C-11113, File number: 
3368-3. https://recherche-collection-search.bac-lac.gc.ca/eng/Home/
Record?app=fonandcol&IdNumber=2073541&ecopy=e002530377.

Fig 2.9	 A statement from Dr. Coulter, a dentist: “I consider that the Sarnia Indian 
Reserve should be opened up for the white occupation in view of the fact 
that it is at the present time occupied by only a few people who are making 
no effort towards having the land produce as it should. Some of these 
indians work in the city and others are incapable of farming... Sarnia is badly 
handicapped at the present time for want of industrial sites, water frontage 
and room for general growth. It would not be practical to look for expansion 
to the eastward as all land lying to the east of the city is taken up being 
utilized for farms and market gardens. These lands are very productive 
at the present time nothing would be gained by taking them for industrial 
sites... The greater part of the Reserve is a desolation of weeds and 
undergrowth.” Source: “Surrender of the Sarnia Reserve.” 1903. Library and 
Archives Canada. RG10, Volume number: 1931, Microfilm reel number: C-11113, 
File number: 3368-3. https://recherche-collection-search.bac-lac.gc.ca/eng/
Home/Record?app=fonandcol&IdNumber=2073541&ecopy=e002530377.

The Act of Permitting
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Fig 2.10	 A cropped map from the 1925 Surrender files, overlaid on a satellite 
image from Google Earth. While the original documents include no 
precise location of what was being surrendered, letters written referred 
often waterfront lots for industry (highlighted in bold red). The dotted 
red line traces the boundary of the current Aamjiwnaang reserve in 
relation to its 1925 extent, revealing the scale of land lost. Source: 
“Surrender of the Sarnia Reserve.” 1903. Library and Archives Canada. 
RG10, Volume number: 1931, Microfilm reel number: C-11113, File number: 
3368-3. https://recherche-collection-search.bac-lac.gc.ca/eng/Home/
Record?app=fonandcol&IdNumber=2073541&ecopy=e002530377.

Fig 2.11	 A cropped map from 1922 showing the conditions prior to the 1925 land 
surrender. Buildings are visible along the waterfront within the reserve, 
illustrating the use of the land before industrial expansion. Source: 
Survey Division, Department of Militia and Defence. 1922. “Sarnia, Ontario. 
1:63,360. Map Sheet 040j16, [Ed.2], 1922.” Scholars GeoPortal. https://geo2.
scholarsportal.info/#r/details/_uri@=HTDP63360K040J16_1922TIFF&_add:true.

Fig 2.12	 A cropped map from 1936 after the 1925 land surrender. Imperial Oil begins 
to encroach down the waterfront, and buildings that used to be in that area 
have been demolished and moved further south. Although no official record 
of additional surrenders was found, the map shows Imperial Oil extending 
west, into land that should still have been part of the reserve. Source: Survey 
Division, Department of Militia and Defence. 1936. “Sarnia, Ontario. 1:63,360. 
Map Sheet 040J16 [Ed.4], Gridded, 1936.” Scholars GeoPortal. https://geo2.
scholarsportal.info/#r/details/_uri@=HTDP63360K040J16_1936_UTMTIFF&_
add:true.

Fig 2.13	 A cropped map from 1965, where the encroachment has hit the border and 
maybe even past north of the reserve. There is no public documentation of 
land surrenders after 1925, but these refineries expanding west suggests 
that another transfer must have occurred between the 1930s and 1960s. 
Source: Survey Division, Department of Militia and Defence. 1965. “Sarnia, 
Ontario. 1:25,000. Map Sheet 040J16E, Ed.1, 1965.” Scholars GeoPortal. https://
geo1.scholarsportal.info/#r/details/_uri@=HTDP25K040J16e_1965TIFF&_
add:true.

Fig 2.14	 Flowchart of the Official Plan Amendment process for 500 Kenny Street, 
mapped together with the governing documents and regulatory frameworks 
that structure and authorize each stage of approval. Source: City of Sarnia. 
2025. City of Sarnia Approval Policy Guidelines and Standards. https://
canadacommons.ca/artifacts/23630174/city-of-sarnia-site-plan-approval-
policy-and-guidelines/24530054/view/?page=1. City of Sarnia. 2025. By-
Law Number 37 of 2025 of the City of Sarnia. Official Plan Amendment. 
Sarnia, Ontario. https://www.speakupsarnia.ca/48571/widgets/205359/
documents/155240. Dillon Consulting. 2025a. East Rail Yard Expansion: 
Environmental Impact Study. https://www.speakupsarnia.ca/48571/
widgets/205359/documents/153638. Dillon Consulting. 2025b. East Rail Yard 
Expansion: Planning Justification Report. Planning Justification Report. 
https://www.speakupsarnia.ca/48571/widgets/205359/documents/153637. 
Drawn by author.

Fig 2.15	 The Official Plan Amendment signed and approved. Source: City of 
Sarnia. 2025. By-Law Number 37 of 2025 of the City of Sarnia. Official 
Plan Amendment. Sarnia, Ontario. https://www.speakupsarnia.ca/48571/
widgets/205359/documents/155240.

Fig 2.16	 The Official Plan Amendment signed and approved. Source: City of 
Sarnia. 2025. By-Law Number 37 of 2025 of the City of Sarnia. Official 
Plan Amendment. Sarnia, Ontario. https://www.speakupsarnia.ca/48571/
widgets/205359/documents/155240.

Fig 2.17	 The Official Plan Amendment signed and approved. Source: City of 
Sarnia. 2025. By-Law Number 37 of 2025 of the City of Sarnia. Official 
Plan Amendment. Sarnia, Ontario. https://www.speakupsarnia.ca/48571/
widgets/205359/documents/155240.

Fig 2.18	 Partial recreation of Map 1 Growth Strategy, from Lambton County Official 
Plan. Source: County of Lambton. n.d. “Map 1 - Growth Strategy.” https://www.
lambtononline.ca/en/business-and-development/resources/Documents/
PlanningandDevelopment/OfficialPlan/Map-1-Lambton-County-Official-Plan-
--Growth-Strategy-Map-1.pdf.

Fig 2.19	 Partial recreation of Schedule 1 City Structure Plan and Schedule 2 Land 
Use Plan by City of Sarnia Official Plan. Source: City of Sarnia. 2014. “Map 
1 - City Structure Plan.” 1. https://www.sarnia.ca/app/uploads/2019/06/
City_of_Sarnia_Official_Plan_-_Maps_and_Schedules.pdf. City of Sarnia. 2014. 
“Map 7 - Land Use Plan.” 7. https://www.sarnia.ca/app/uploads/2019/06/
City_of_Sarnia_Official_Plan_-_Maps_and_Schedules.pdf.

Fig 2.20	 Recreation of the table summarizing the multiple land-use designations 
governing the site. Source: Dillon Consulting. 2025b. East Rail Yard 
Expansion: Planning Justification Report. Planning Justification Report. 2. 
https://www.speakupsarnia.ca/48571/widgets/205359/documents/153637.

Fig 2.21	 Recreation of the Planning Justification Report, demonstrating its 
alignment with the Provincial Planning Statement and outlining how the 
proposed development meets provincial policy requirements. Source: Dillon 
Consulting. 2025b. East Rail Yard Expansion: Planning Justification Report. 
Planning Justification Report. B-2-B-5. https://www.speakupsarnia.ca/48571/
widgets/205359/documents/153637.

Fig 2.22	 Recreation of the Planning Justification Report, demonstrating its alignment 
with the City and outlining how the proposed development meets Lambton 
County and City of Sarnia policy requirements. Source: Dillon Consulting. 
2025b. East Rail Yard Expansion: Planning Justification Report. Planning 
Justification Report. B-6-B-10. https://www.speakupsarnia.ca/48571/
widgets/205359/documents/153637.

Fig 2.23	 Recreation of the Planning Justification Report, demonstrating the EIS’ 
alignment with the Provincial Planning Statement and outlining how the 
proposed development meets provincial policy requirements. Source: Dillon 
Consulting. 2025b. East Rail Yard Expansion: Planning Justification Report. 
Planning Justification Report. B-4-B-5. https://www.speakupsarnia.ca/48571/
widgets/205359/documents/153637.

Fig 2.24	 Recreation of the Planning Justification Report, demonstrating the EIS’ 
alignment with the Lambton County’s and City of Sarnia’s Official Plan. 
Source: Dillon Consulting. 2025b. East Rail Yard Expansion: Planning 
Justification Report. Planning Justification Report. B-8-B-12. https://www.
speakupsarnia.ca/48571/widgets/205359/documents/153637.
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Fig 2.25	 Graph reproduced from the Canada West Foundation. The number of federal 
projects needing an Environmental Assessment Report approved vs. rejected 
vs. the project being terminated before a decision has been made. Source: 
Orenstein, Marla. 2018. “What Now? The Fate of Projects: A Review of 
Outcomes from the Federal EA Approvals Process.” Canada West Foundation, 
November. https://cwf.ca/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/2018-11-07-1-CWF_
WhatNow_PolicyBrief_ProjectFate_WEB.pdf.

Fig 2.26	 Recreation of Dillon Consulting plan of the species at risk in and around 
the development site, mapping the habitats and wildlife present. Despite 
clear evidence of environmental sensitivity, the City approved the plan 
amendment, effectively overlooking the impacts on vulnerable species. 
Source:  Dillon Consulting. 2025a. East Rail Yard Expansion: Environmental 
Impact Study. Figure 3. https://www.speakupsarnia.ca/48571/widgets/205359/
documents/153638. Drawn by author.

Fig 3.1	 Architectural regulation in Canada is provincial, with the OAA governing 
practice in Ontario. The OAA played a key role in creating the national ExAC 
exam, which references CHOP as a required document for the exam, but 
CHOP itself along with the RAIC do not regulate or govern architects. Source: 
Architects Act, R.S.O. 1990, c. A.26 (1990).  https://www.ontario.ca/laws/
statute/90a26#BK25. Royal Architectural Institute of Canada. 2021. Canadian 
Handbook of Practice for Architects. Third ed. RAIC. https://chop.raic.
ca. Regulatory Organizations of Architecture in Canada. n.d. “Examination 
(ExAC).” Accessed November 17, 2025. https://roac.ca/become-an-architect/
examination-exac/. Ontario Association of Architects. 2025. “Ontario 
Association of Architects.” https://oaa.on.ca/. Drawn by author.

Fig 3.2	 OAA Code of Ethics. Source: Ontario Association of Architects. 2014. “Code 
of Ethics.” Ontario Association of Architects, December. https://oaa.on.ca/
protecting-the-public/code-of-ethics.

Fig 3.3	 OAA’s additional responsibilities that extend beyond serving the public 
interest. Source: Ontario Association of Architects. n.d. “Regulatory 
Accountability.” Ontario Association of Architects. Accessed October 21, 2025. 
https://www.oaa.on.ca/protecting-the-public/oaa-regulatory-role.

Fig 3.4	 Recreation of chart of what is typically included in an architect’s basic 
services. Source: Royal Architectural Institute of Canada. 2021. “Predesign.” 
In Canadian Handbook of Practice for Architects, Third ed. RAIC. https://chop.
raic.ca. Drawn by author.

Fig 3.5	 Section drawn by Adolphe Alphand between 1867-1873, a French landscape-
architect and civil engineer, of sections of what looks like to be a power 
generator. This drawing is part of a larger set of urban planning in Paris, 
all done by Alphand, showcasing the interdisciplinary nature of practice 
in the 19th century. Source: Alphand, Adolphe. 1867. Les Promenades de 
Paris: Histoire, Description Des Embellissements, Dépenses de Création 
et d’entretien Des Bois de Boulogne et de Vincennes, Champs-Elysées, 
Parcs, Squares, Boulevards, Places Plantées, Études Sur l’art Des Jardins 
et Arboretum. 500. https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k6276852z/f500.item.
texteImage.

Fig 3.6	 Plans and sections drawn by Adolphe Alphand between 1867-1873, of 
landscaping of Parisian streets and the design of the city’s underground 
sewer network. Source: Alphand, Adolphe. 1867. Les Promenades de Paris: 
Histoire, Description Des Embellissements, Dépenses de Création et 
d’entretien Des Bois de Boulogne et de Vincennes, Champs-Elysées, Parcs, 
Squares, Boulevards, Places Plantées, Études Sur l’art Des Jardins et 
Arboretum. 556. https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k6276852z/f500.item.
texteImage.

Fig 3.7	 Plan and sections drawn by Adolphe Alphand between 1867-1873, a French 
landscape-architect and civil engineer, illustrating the deep interconnection 
between disciplines that shaped 19th-century urban design. On the left is a 
section of the geological makeup and on the right is a section of a well to 
provide a freshwater source for Paris. Together, these drawings demonstrate 
how the boundaries between technical systems and ecological understanding 
were seen as inseparable aspects of design. Source: Alphand, Adolphe. 
1867. Les Promenades de Paris: Histoire, Description Des Embellissements, 
Dépenses de Création et d’entretien Des Bois de Boulogne et de Vincennes, 
Champs-Elysées, Parcs, Squares, Boulevards, Places Plantées, Études 
Sur l’art Des Jardins et Arboretum. 457. https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/
bpt6k6276852z/f500.item.texteImage.

Fig 3.8	 County of Lambton Map 2 - Natural Heritage System. The green indicate the 
primary natural corridors, yet they stop at the boundary of the Aamjiwnaang 
First Nation reserve, illustrating how political borders are imposed on 
landscapes, even though natural systems ignore these human-made 
lines. Source: County of Lambton. n.d. “Map 2 - Natural Heritage System.” 
https://www.lambtononline.ca/en/business-and-development/resources/
Documents/PlanningandDevelopment/OfficialPlan/Map-2-Lambton-County-
Official-Plan---Natural-Heritage-System-Map-2.pdf.

Fig 3.9	 Official Plan from the City of Sarnia - Schedule ‘3’ Natural Heritage System, 
Similar to the County of Lambton plan, this map shows the Environmental 
Protection zone abruptly ending at the boundary of the Aamjiwnaang First 
Nation reserve. This abstraction mirroring what Carlisle, Pevzner, and 
Corner described as rendering aspects of the land invisible within systems 
of planning and control. Source: City of Sarnia. 2025. “City of Sarnia Official 
Plan.” 152. https://www.sarnia.ca/app/uploads/2025/05/Sarnia-Official-Plan-
Consolidated-May-2025.pdf.

Fig 3.10	 Radio Free Alcatraz: Territories. 2014. By Chris Cornelius, of all the different 
layers of the land, combining human and non-human elements to starts 
showing the history of the site. Source: Cornelius, Chris. 2014. “Radio Free 
Alcatraz: Territories.” The Museum of Modern Art. https://www.moma.org/
audio/playlist/298/4735. Used with permission.

Fig 3.11	 Radio Free Alcatraz: Trajectories. 2014. By Chris Cornelius, of all the paths 
that cross through the site, such as the ferry routes, air flight paths, ways 
understanding data beyond numbers and graphs. Source: Cornelius, Chris. 
2014. “Radio Free Alcatraz: Trajectories.” The Museum of Modern Art. https://
www.moma.org/audio/playlist/298/4641. Used with permission.
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Fig 4.1	 Recreation from the AIA Handbook that outlines recommendations for 
ensuring a project responds ethically to community, social, and broader 
public obligations. Source: American Institute of Architects. 2014. The 
Architect’s Handbook of Professional Practice. Fifteenth. John Wiley & Sons. 
125. Used with permission.

Fig 4.2	 Recreation from the AIA Handbook that outlines recommendations for 
the effects that design decisions have on human and more-than-human 
communities. Source: American Institute of Architects. 2014. The Architect’s 
Handbook of Professional Practice. Fifteenth. John Wiley & Sons. 117-119. 
Used with permission.

Fig 4.3	 2022 News Release from the First Nations Leadership Council in support 
of the UNDRIP Task Force and a call for all municipalities in BC to follow 
by example. Source: First Nations Leadership Council. 2022. City of 
Vancouver UNDRIP News Release. October 19. https://fns.bc.ca/wp-content/
uploads/2022/10/2022_10_19_FNLC_PR-Vancouver-UNDRIP-Task-Force_
FINAL.pdf. Used with permission.

Fig 4.4	 Review of the City of Vancouver’s UNDRIP strategies that seek to address 
environmental impacts, pollution, and the protection of the environment 
in alignment with Indigenous Rights. Source: UNDRIP Task Force 
Intergovernmental Table. 2024. City of Vancouver UNDRIP Action Plan 2024-
2028. 26-29. https://vancouver.ca/files/cov/undrip-action-plan-2024-2028.
pdf.

Fig 4.5	 Proposal of a formal context plan checklist. Drawn by author.

Fig 4.6	 This layer represents surface water in shared watersheds, green spaces, 
and habitats for species at risk. Incorporating helps reduce risk when 
approving development in hazard zones, aligns with Conservation Authority 
regulations, and supports climate resilience planning. Drawn by author.

Fig 4.7	 This layer shows publicly available treaty and documented land surrenders, 
to acknowledge and respect Indigenous histories, and helping the city plan in 
a way that is historically informed and socially responsible. Understanding 
the land’s history aligns with the TRC’s Call to Action 92. Drawn by author.

Fig 4.8	 This layer provides the foundations of the city’s built environment. Layered 
on top of the rest of the layers, we can start making more informed decisions 
and anticipated impacts on both natural and social systems. Drawn by 
author.

Fig 4.9	 This layer provides insight into the city’s industrial footprint, helping 
departments to understand ongoing hazards, manage land use safely, and 
anticipate risks associated with future development. Drawn by author.

Fig 4.10	 This layer helps the city identify and recognize areas of potential health and 
safety concern, guide development away from high-risk zones, and support 
planning that prioritizes environmental protection and community resilience. 
Drawn by author.

Fig 4.11	 Where I propose the Context Plan be integrated in the development 
application process, alongside an Action Framework created by First Nations 
communities to establish priorities and govern what should be included 
in the Context Plan, before being sent to an Indigenous Review Council 
for review. This way, collaborating and engagement starts from the very 
beginning of the development process, and breaks the closed loop where 
state interests reinforces themselves.Drawn by author.

Fig 4.12	 Stills from “The Forgotten Origin of Big Oil” documentary. 2025. Source:  
Elytra Collective. 2025. OIL SPRINGS – The Forgotten Origin of Big Oil & 
Canada’s Chemical Valley. YouTube video, June 12, 2025. https://youtu.be/
jJLj_4KrXWo. Used with permission.
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The Site Plan

Before the shove l  breaks ground,  the c i ty,  the arch i tect ,  and the 

c l ient  must f i rst  agree that  the land has the r ight  to  be rea l ized .

In Sarnia ,  every proposa l  begins with a check l is t :  a  s i te  p lan 

approva l  appl icat ion that  acknowledges the land is  “good 

enough” to be bui l t  upon.  The check l is t  demarcates the ear th into 

something measurable,  a  performance of  contro l  that  underl ies 

every act  of  bu i ld ing.  Each l ine determines what counts as 

knowledge,  which l ines count as boundar ies ,  and which l imits 

des ign is  bound to.

Under By - L a w  No.  4 5  o f  2 0 2 3 ,  a l l  land with in the borders of  the 

City of  Sarnia  fa l l s  under S i te  Pl a n  C o n t ro l ,  an act  of  permiss ion 

wr i tten in  the name of  “good p lanning”.  Each act  of  approva l 

abstracts  the land into something less recognizab le  than the 

next ,  f la tten ing i ts  layered h istor ies  into a  leg ib le  surface.

I  begin with th is  document because i t  exposes the condi t ions 

that  precede des ign .  Before anyth ing,  the systems of  governance 

have dec ided what is  a l lowed to be recognized and what remains 

unspoken in the white  space of  a  s i te  p lan .  I t  is  both ev idence and 

erasure of  a  quiet  v io lence that  severs re lat ions and trans lates 

land into a  commodity.

In Sarnia ,  where the f i rst  o i l  we l l  in  North America infr inges 

on the Aamj iwnaang First  Nat ions ,  these trans lat ions carr y a 

weighted h istory.  The act  of  interact ing with land is  not  neutra l . 

I t  i s  administrat ive,  extract ive,  and ongoing.  The s i te  p lan ,  then , 

is  a  d iagram of  author i ty,  a  map of  how land is  made leg ib le  to 

the state. 

PROLOGUE
a.	 Key map
b.	 Municipal street address
c.	 North arrow
d.	 Drawing scale (metric preferred)
e.	 All driveways, sidewalks, curbing and ground cover to be labeled (e.g. sod, asphalt, paving stones)
f.	 All proposed building setbacks and sidewalk, parking space and driveway width dimensions
g.	 Existing site features including trees, rocks, watercourses, utilities, buildings
h.	 Existing and proposed walls, fences and berms with details
i.	 The location and screening of outdoor garbage and recycling facilities or utility facilities (e.g. air conditioning 

unit, hydro vaults, etc.)
j.	 Proposed use of all buildings on site
k.	 Uses of adjacent lands and buildings
l.	 Parking layout including parking for the handicapped
m.	 Location of access ramps for the handicapped
n.	 Retaining walls, fences and screens with details
o.	 Patios and recreational facilities
p.	 All trees on municipal property (boulevards) abutting site
q.	 Location of exterior lighting fixtures and standards (shown to be directed onto the site and not onto 

adjacent properties or streets)
r.	 Existing vegetation with instructions for removal, preservation or treatment
s.	 Proposed locations of trees, shrubs and ground cover clearly labeled and cross-references to a plant schedule
t.	 Applicable planting details and schedules
u.	 Sub-surface drainage methods for tree pits and planting areas in impermeable soil
v.	 A site data chart which includes:

i.	 total site area
ii.	 building coverage as a percentage of site area
iii.	 gross building f loor area
iv.	 numbers of f loors in building
v.	 total number of units (if a multiple family development)
vi.	 building height
vii.	 total landscaped area as a percentage of site area
viii.	 required parking calculations
ix.	 parking provided
x.	 any other figures to show compliance with the Zoning By-Law

w.	 Property dimensions
x.	 Benchmark location(s) and elevation
y.	 Adjoining street(s) labeled
z.	 All site details including service connections to City mains, curb and road cuts and restorations
aa.	 Existing grades including those on adjoining properties and streets
bb.   Proposed grades in the form of spot elevations and drainage patterns at critical locations
cc.    Key elevations of all site features (i.e. top or bottom of retaining walls, etc.)
dd.   Building dimensions including grade elevations at all corners
ee.    First f loor elevations of all building on site
ff.    Location of hydro and utility poles and hydrants on or adjacent to the site
gg.   Existing and proposed roads, driveways and parking areas with dimensions and details. All 

proposed curb cuts or road cuts including details for restoration
hh.   Existing and proposed curbs, sidewalks and walkways with dimensions and details
ii.     Dedicated road widening or servicing easement
jj.     All culverts and swales showing direction of f low and percent slopes
kk.   Existing and proposed underground services and connections showing pipe sizes, invert 

elevations, materials and grades. All parking lot catch basins (1 per each 5,000 sf. - 465m) including 
f low restrictor details and calculations, where applicable. Stormwater management, including quality 
and quantity control, is required. Calculations should  be based on Appendix “E,” Design Guidelines for 
Stormwater Management.

ll.     Locations, details and sections of wells, pumping stations, septic system, garbage storage/
pick-up enclosures, oil interceptors, etc.

mm. Engineer’s, Architect’s or Landscape Architect’s stamp and signature certifying the plan
nn.   All buffer strips required by the Zoning By-law
oo.   Location and size of any free-standing signs
pp.   Type of building construction (e.g. combustible, non-combustible, sprinklered)
qq.   Appropriate general notes
rr.    Site impact study for traffic and detail drawings showing intersection improvements, turning  

lanes, widenings, etc. as may be required
Note: A site impact study for traffic may be required for developments, at the discretion of the City 
Engineer.

ss.    Acknowledgment of any survey information relied upon
tt.    A double backf low preventer is required on all sprinkler systems and a backf low preventer is 

required on domestic water systems

Site Plan Review Checklist (Sarnia 2025, s.3.A)

FIG 0.2 (Opposite)
The Site Plan Review checklist 
for the City of Sarnia’s Site 
Plan Control application. 
Recreated by Author.
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Tracing Relations
O u r  e ra  o f  h u m a n  d e s t r u c t i o n  h a s  t rai n e d  o u r  e ye s  o n ly  o n 

th e  i m m e d i a te  p ro m i s e s  o f  p o w e r  a n d  p ro f i t s .  T h i s  re f u s al  o f 

th e  p a s t ,  a n d  e v e n  th e  p re s e n t ,  w i l l  co n d e m n  u s  to  co n t i n u e 

fo u l i n g  o u r  o w n  n e s ts .  Ho w  c a n  w e  ge t  b a c k  to  th e  p a s ts  w e 

n e e d  to  s e e  th e  p re s e n t  m o re  c l e a rly? . . . E v e r y  l a n d s c ap e  i s 

h a u n te d  b y  p a s t  w ay s  o f  l i fe .  ( Ts i n g  e t  a l .  2 0 17,  G 2 )
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Architectura l  drawings are a cont inuing abstract ion of  land . 

They produce the framework for  the rea l i ty  that  wi l l  la ter  be 

bui l t .  This  is  ev ident  in  Sarnia’s  S i te  P lan Approva l  process , 

where land is  reshaped to meet  the munic ipa l i ty ’s  condi t ions , 

regard less of  whether these pr ior i t ies  a l ign with the arch i tect’s 

intent ions .  The idea of  “approva l”  revea ls  the purpose of  a  s i te 

through predetermined abstract ions before des ign begins ,  where 

the rea l i ty  of  the drawing is  par t ia l ly  wr i tten by law and po l icy. 

With in th is  framework ,  arch i tects  operate in  a  space bounded 

by regulat ion ,  yet  one that  a lso ho lds potent ia l  for  intervent ion . 

What forms of  agency remain when these systems def ine the 

poss ib i l i t ies  of  des ign? How might arch i tects  act  respons ib ly 

with in them?

The quest ion of  agency begins with the h istor ies  embedded in 

the land i tse l f.  Viewing the s i te  as something we must intervene 

upon ignores the complex layers of  human and more -than-

human forces that  have shaped i t .  What does i t  mean,  then ,  to 

pract ice  arch i tecture respons ib ly  in  a  context  where the land 

carr ies  a  weighted h istory? Nico la  Coldstream reminds us that 

“you cannot take the past  out  of  arch i tecture,  even i f  a  bui ld ing 

is  be ing created in front  of  your eyes” (2003,  220) .  Archi tecture 

carr ies  h istor ies  long before a project  reaches construct ion ,  and 

i t  accumulates new layers of  meaning even as i t  r ises ,  and leaves 

behind layers of  erasure and demol i t ion long af ter.  To attend to 

arch i tecture without  attending to these h istor ies  is  to  leave i ts 

absences—and i ts  v io lences—unacknowledged.

These v io lences include the foundat iona l  condi t ions of  sett ler 

co lon ia l ism.  As Cole  Harr is  descr ibes in  A  B o u n d e d  L a n d , 

the Crown carved Canada into “bounded patches of  land that 

stretched d iscont inuous ly across the cont inent ,”  where sett lers 

estab l ished contro l ,  d isp lac ing Indigenous Peoples (Harr is  2020, 

9) .  The sett ler ’s  assumpt ion of  ent i t lement to land ,  Treat ies , 

lega l  systems,  and cadastra l  surveys are too ls  that  enabled 

Locating the Ground
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dispossess ion ,  estab l ish ing frameworks that  cont inue to shape 

present- day p lanning and des ign processes .  Off ic ia l  p lanning 

documents ,  by laws,  and statutes determine what land should 

look l ike in  a  sett ler  state,  o f ten leav ing l i tt le  room for  change, 

even when the hea l th or  safety of  communit ies  is  at  r isk .  These 

are the same systems that  a l lowed Chemica l  Val ley to take shape 

and cont inue operat ing despi te  i ts  detr imenta l  env ironmenta l 

and human impacts . 

Archi tecture,  in  i ts  ro le  of  transforming land into proper ty l ines , 

was and remains compl ic i t  in  th is .  We des ign through surveys , 

re ly  on p lanning documents ,  by laws,  and inher i t  lega l  f rameworks 

whose or ig ins are entangled with the co lon ia l  management of 

land .  I t  ref lects  on the ob l igat ions of  arch i tects  and cha l lenges 

us to res ist  the tendency to treat  these too ls  as mere ly technica l 

instruments whi le  recogniz ing that  the C a n a d i a n  Ha n d b o o k  o f 

P ra c t i ce  (CHOP) ,  the R o y al  Arc h i te c tu ral  I n s t i tu te  o f  C a n a d a’s 

(RAIC) ,  and the O n ta r i o  As s o c i a t i o n  o f  Arc h i te c ts  (OAA) cannot 

be separated from these structures of  author i ty  and regulat ion . 

These frameworks shape what arch i tects  can do and a lso what 

they should do with in a  lega l  and eth ica l  system that  is  i tse l f 

entangled with co lon ia l  h istor ies .  When our too ls  reproduce 

co lon ia l  f rameworks ,  what  poss ib i l i t ies  remain for  arch i tectura l 

agency? What ob l igat ions ar ise? How might we reor ient  our 

work with in these structures? 

This  thes is  explores these quest ions in  Sarnia ,  Ontar io,  where 

systems of  law,  industr y,  and arch i tecture intersect .  The 

c i ty ’s  industr ia l  landscape,  shaped by more than a century of 

petrochemica l  deve lopment ,  surrounds the Aamj iwnaang First 

Nat ion on three s ides .  Treat ies  and cadastra l  surveys enabled 

the dr i l l ing of  the f i rst  commerc ia l  o i l  we l l  in  North America 

nearby in Oi l  Spr ings ,  Lambton County (Burr 2005,  271) .  This 

act  opened the ground and set  in  mot ion a globa l  petrochemica l 

economy that  has cont inued to shape land and l i fe.  Inscr ibed onto 

FIG 0.3
Drawing of Chemical Valley, 
depicting the top 3 national and 
international industries in the 
proximity by annual revenue.

Enbridge Inc.
#1 Oil Transportation in Canada
$53.473.000.000 CAD
Suncor Energy Inc.
#2 Oil Company in Canada
$54.880.000.000 CAD
Imperial Oil Limited
#3 Oil Company in Canada
$5.136.000.000 CAD
Dow Inc.
#3 Oil Company globally
$42.964.000.000.000 USD
Shell plc
#24 Oil Company globally
$28.431.000.000.000 USD
Bayer AG (Lanxess)
#34 Oil Company globally
€2.259.000.000

#32 Pollutant Air Release in Sarnia
>600 Pollutant in Ontario
18,233 kg released
#4 Pollutant Air Release in Sarnia
#15 in Ontario
10,214,295 kg released
#2 Pollutant Air Release in Sarnia
#6 in Ontario
31,818,167 kg released
#2 Pollutant Air Release in Sarnia
#6 in Ontario
150,790 kg released
#3 Pollutant Air Release in Sarnia
#10 in Ontario
14,079,525 kg released
#39 Pollutant Air Release in Sarnia
>600 in Ontario
766 kg released
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the land are h istor ies  of  land theft ,  tox ic  exposure,  and regulatory 

neglect ,  revea l ing how des ign ,  p lanning,  and extract ion operate 

together to  susta in co lon ia l  re lat ions .  Account ing for  40% of  the 

countr y ’s  tota l  operat ions ,  the industr y in  Sarnia  has reshaped 

the land and the l ives of  those who l ive there,  leav ing behind a 

tox ic  legacy of  env ironmenta l  degradat ion and soc ia l  inequi ty 

despi te  i ts  nat iona l  growth (MacDonald and Rang 2007,  8) .

With in th is  landscape,  the Aamj iwnaang First  Nat ion reserve 

stands as both witness and consequence.  Once spanning more 

than 10,000 acres ,  the Crown set  in  p lace the systems that 

would reduce the ir  land to just  3 ,100 acres ,  through Treat ies  and 

land surrenders (P la in 2017) .  Today,  on ly 800 of  Aamj iwnaang’s 

2 ,500 members l ive on the reserve (Aamj iwnaang First  Nat ion 

2025) .  The United Nat ions has des ignated the land as a s a c r i f i ce 

z o n e ,  a  term used to descr ibe communit ies  d ispropor t ionate ly 

burdened by po l lut ion in  the name of  economic ga in (Human 

Rights Counci l  2022 ,  10-11) .  The damage is  wr i tten into the a ir, 

in  the so i l ,  in  the waters of  the St .  Cla ir  River,  and into the 

hea l th ,  da i ly  l i fe,  and futures of  i ts  res idents . 

Sarnia  ref lects  the broader condi t ions of  arch i tectura l  pract ice 

in  sett ler- co lon ia l  contexts .  Des igning on land that  does not 

be long to us—land that ,  in  Canada ,  is  large ly  unceded—requires 

more than technica l  sk i l l .  Po l luted and contaminated s i tes  such 

as Chemica l  Val ley make v is ib le  the co lon ia l  and industr ia l 

log ics  that  arch i tecture has long par t ic ipated in .  They br ing 

into v iew what Eve Tuck and K .  Wayne Yang (2012)  descr ibe 

in  D e co l o n i z a t i o n  i s  No t  a  Me tap h o r  as  a  “profound epistemic, 

onto log ica l ,  cosmologica l  v io lence,”  for  sett ler  co lon ia l ism is  not 

“tempora l ly  conta ined in the arr iva l  o f  the sett ler  but  reasser ted 

each day of  occupat ion” (2012 ,  5) .  To des ign among these 

h istor ies  requires what Kather ine Kovalc ik  ca l ls  engagement 

with the “deeply important  web of  re lat ionships entangled in 

the land with which [ the arch i tect]  bu i lds” (2018 ,  30) .

(Opposite) FIG 0.4
Map of the industrial 

infrastructure in Chemical 
Valley, showing well locations 

scaled by depth and the 
network of above-ground and 

underground pipelines. The 
extent of ground disturbance 

highlights how subsurface 
disruption accelerates erosion 

across the designated f lood 
zone.
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Dow in St. Clair 
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FIG 0.5
Section cut of subsurface 
and surface disruptions in 
Chemical Valley, illustrating 
above-ground and underground 
pipelines. Petroleum deposits 
are located approximately 
304-850m below ground. The 
diagram also shows waste-
injection wells, tailing ponds, 
and incineration sites that 
contribute ground, water, and 
air contamination.
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Grounding the Method

I  approach th is  thes is  through a forens ic  and re lat iona l  lens as 

a  mode of  ana lys is  and as a way of  pay ing attent ion to those 

layers .  Forens ic  arch i tecture,  as  Eyal  Weizman descr ibes ,  moves 

between the micro and the macro,  beginning with fragments 

and ask ing what larger structures they revea l ,  where the “deta i l 

becomes an entr y-po int”  (Weizman 2014 ,  18-19) .  A fence l ine can 

revea l  a  century of  land theft ;  a  leak can po int  to  structures of 

regulatory neglect .  On the edge of  Sarnia  and the Aamj iwnaang 

reserve,  these traces are everywhere,  f rom the smoke to the 

l inger ing chemica l  smel l  in  the a ir,  revea l ing systems of  zoning, 

permitt ing,  and regulat ion ;  a  Treaty boundary overlay ing what 

Lambton County ca l ls  “petrochemica l  industr ia l  land”. 

I  trace how co lon ia l  author i ty  became spat ia l ized in  Southern 

Ontar io,  spec i f ica l ly  with in Lambton County.  The arch ives of 

maps ,  permits ,  and documents ,  such as T h e  R o y al  P ro c l a m a ti o n 

( 1763) ,  T h e  I n d i a n  Ac t  ( 1876) ,  and Treat ies  that  I  ana lyze,  are 

instrumenta l  in  the transformat ion of  land into proper ty and 

ownership.  I  treat  the act  of  arch iva l  research as a  re lat iona l 

process ,  fo l lowing Kirsch and Rohan in Be y o n d  th e  Arc h i v e s : 

R e s e a rc h  a s  a  L i v e d  P ro ce s s .  They wr i te  that  “the process of 

research i tse l f  creates new knowledge…researchers change and 

change others when they engage and make meaning of  data ,  as 

they encounter  people  and p laces ,  and as they interpret  and make 

meaning from archiva l  data” (2008,  6) .  I  work through Canadian 

arch ives of  Treat ies  and land surrenders ,  as  wel l  as  h istor ica l 

p lans and maps ,  whi le  reading a longs ide the work of  Indigenous 

scho lars such as David D.  P la in ,  Aimée Craft ,  and Max Libo iron , 

whose wr i t ings reframe these same mater ia ls  through Indigenous 

Law and governance,  l i s ten ing to the rete l l ing of  these h istor ies 

through a d i f ferent  lens in  an attempt to unsett le  the author i ty 

of  the co lon ia l  arch ive by p lac ing i t  in  d ia logue with Indigenous 

Knowledge systems.  Methodolog ica l ly,  I  read these traces as 

ev idence and s i tuate them with in the frameworks that  govern 

arch i tectura l  pract ice. 

This  web is  “a th ick fabr ic  of  layered re lat ions ,  assoc iat ions ,  and 

cha ins of  act ions between mater ia l  th ings ,  large environments , 

ind iv idua ls ,  and co l lect ive act ion” (Weizman 2014 ,  27) .  I t 

includes the landscape where we des ign ,  i ts  Treaty and land-

surrender h istor ies ,  p lanning regulat ions ,  and the pract ices and 

standards uphe ld by arch i tectura l  governing bodies such as the 

OAA and the Arc h i te c ts  Ac t ,  a  dense network of  re lat ions that 

shapes how land is  exper ienced and governed.  Treat ies ,  mapping, 

permits ,  and industr ia l  in frastructures are act ive instruments 

of  d ispossess ion and environmenta l  in just ice.  To work with in i t 

requires moving carefu l ly,  refus ing extract ion ,  and cons ider ing 

what accountabi l i ty  might  look l ike when the very instruments 

of  pract ice  are themselves co lon ia l . 

This  thes is  examines arch i tecture as both a too l  and a 

respons ib i l i ty.  How might agency be enacted in a  pract ice 

bound by regulat ions and inher i ted frameworks? What are our 

ob l igat ions to the land ,  and to the people  and communit ies  whose 

re lat ions are etched into i ts  legac ies? How might arch i tectura l 

pract ice  be reor iented to repa ir  and respond to these entangled 

h istor ies  whi le  shaping the bui l t  env ironment?
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This refusa l  a l igns with Audra Simpson’s  argument that 

protect ing the integr i ty  of  Indigenous knowledge of ten means 

te l l ing “the story of  the ir  constra int”  rather than extract ing 

“the interna l  stor y of  the ir  struggle”  (2016,  328) .  I t  a lso fo l lows 

Max Libo iron who quotes Eve Tuck ,  to  avo id “ ’damage - centered 

research…that  operates ,  even benevolent ly,  f rom a theory of 

change that  estab l ishes harm or in jur y to ach ieve reparat ion’ 

and instead work to put  ‘ the context  of  rac ism and co lon izat ion’ 

at  the center…looking upstream to see structures of  v io lence 

rather than effects  and harm” (Libo iron 2021 ,  34 ;  Tuck 2009, 

413-415) .  To look upstream in th is  thes is  is  to  ask ,  what  laws 

and Treat ies  permitted the industr ia l  zone in  Sarnia? What 

zoning and permitt ing processes normal ized i ts  expans ion? And 

how have arch i tectura l  pract ices ,  o f ten guided by profess iona l 

standards that  leave reconc i l ia t ion unnamed,  susta ined these 

systems?

Design dec is ions are predetermined by p lanning regulat ions , 

zoning by laws,  bu i ld ing codes ,  and the c l ient ,  each operat ing 

with in broader frameworks of  Crown law and capi ta l is t 

deve lopment .  Peggy Deamer wr i tes that  “[arch i tects]  a l l  wish 

for  more soc ia l  re levance and enhanced barga in ing power 

in  shaping our bui l t  env ironment” (2020,  2) .  This  agency is 

l imited before des ign begins .  These profess iona l  gu ide l ines are 

extens ions of  power that  determine whose knowledge counts and 

whose land can be transformed.  By reading these frameworks 

a longs ide Sarnia  and the Aamj iwnaang First  Nat ions ,  I  ask 

how arch i tectura l  pract ice  par t ic ipates in  present- day co lon ia l 

governance and how i t  might  be reor iented .

At the same t ime,  Weizman emphas izes that  forens ic  pract ice 

is  never on ly about reconstruct ing the past ;  i t  a lso ho lds a 

respons ib i l i ty  to  the future.  These fragments are s imultaneous ly 

ev idence of  what  has a lready happened and star t ing po ints  for 

imagin ing and assembl ing new poss ib i l i t ies  (Weizman 2014 , 

20) .  Carry ing that  respons ib i l i ty  forward requires care without 

reproduc ing extract ive dynamics in  my research .  I  choose not 

to  interv iew members of  Indigenous communit ies .  This  is  a 

consc ious dec is ion ,  where i t  i s  not  my p lace—as a researcher and 

sett ler—to request  t ime,  knowledge,  or  stor ies  from communit ies 

who a lready carr y the weight  of  co lon ia l  d ispossess ion and 

environmenta l  harm. As Linda Tuhiwai  Smith ,  Eve Tuck ,  and 

K .  Wayne Yang caut ion ,  sett ler  researchers of ten research 

“extract ive ly,”  seeking what is  pract ica l  or  usefu l  for  the ir  own 

purposes ,  “putt ing a l l  the onus of  respons ib i l i ty  on Indigenous 

people  to  make the future more coherent  and pa latab le  to  white 

sett ler  readers” (2019,  15) .  Instead ,  I  work with texts and ar t ic les 

that  Indigenous scho lars have a lready shared ,  and I  tr y to form 

my own re lat ions with these texts to  avo id extract ive reading 

throughout th is  thes is .  I  centre Indigenous vo ices on the ir  own 

terms and approach my work with an awareness of  the l imits  of 

my author i ty.
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FIG 0.6
Still from “The Forgotten 

Origin of Big Oil” 
documentary, 2025.

FIG 0.7
Petrochemical Refineries in 
Chemical Valley. Taken by 
Michael Toledano, 2013. 
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As a des igner and sett ler,  I  recognize both the pr iv i lege and 

the respons ib i l i ty  of  understanding the landscapes of  Sarnia 

and the Aamj iwnaang First  Nat ion .  Whi le  th is  research is 

grounded in a  spec i f ic  p lace,  the quest ions I  ask about land 

and respons ib i l i ty  extend beyond i t ,  reaching every s i te  where 

arch i tectura l  pract ice  unfo lds .  I  came to Turt le  Is land (North 

America)  from Singapore with my fami ly  when I  was one, 

and we sett led in  Burnaby,  on the unceded terr i tor ies  of  the 

Musqueam, Squamish ,  and Kwikwetlem peoples .  My educat ion 

as a  des igner began at  the Univers i ty  of  Waterloo School  of 

Archi tecture,  located on the trad i t iona l  terr i tor y of  the Neutra l , 

Anish inaabeg,  and Haudenosaunee peoples ,  a longs ide a minor 

in  Legal  Studies .

For much of  my l i fe  and educat ion ,  I  moved through these 

contexts without  recogniz ing the h istor ies  beneath them. I 

benef i ted from the pr iv i leges and structures of  sett lement ,  but 

I  d id so unth inkingly,  as  i f  my exper iences were not  inter twined 

and estab l ished from contested and ongoing processes of 

co lon ia l ism.  The too ls  I  was taught were themselves products 

of  co lon ia l  f rameworks .  Methods such as mapping and s i te 

ana lys is  tra ined me to see and represent  land as a resource, 

serv ing deve lopment ,  regulat ion ,  and proper ty,  whi le  eras ing 

i ts  h istor ies  of  d ispossess ion and res istance.  Only near the 

end of  my undergraduate studies ,  in  a  c lass with Elder Bi l l 

Woodworth ,  d id I  begin to confront  the depth of  respons ib i l i t ies 

t ied to pract ic ing arch i tecture on contested land.  I t  unsett led 

the assumpt ions that  arch i tecture was technica l  and procedura l . 

I t  showed instead how deeply entangled des ign is  with co lon ia l 

systems,  and i t  has shaped how I  see myse l f  as  a  Treaty person , 

even now,  as I  work to quest ion and unsett le  them.

Archi tecture is  not  neutra l .  I t  has long leg i t imized and 

reproduced co lon ia l  systems through i ts  drawings ,  codes ,  and 

regulatory frameworks .  I  cannot  ignore that  my own educat ion 

Positionality & Research Limitations
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and work exper ience were a lso steeped in these h istor ies .  This 

research examines how the d isc ip l ine’s  too ls  and frameworks 

have been a l igned with sett ler- co lon ia l  interests ,  re inforc ing 

systems of  proper ty,  extract ion ,  and contro l .  At the same t ime, 

I  ask how these too ls  might  be unsett led and redirected toward 

repa ir ing re lat ionships with land ,  mater ia l ,  and community.

Archi tecture is  an eth ica l  pract ice,  not  just  a  technica l  one,  a 

d isc ip l ine that  shapes—and is  shaped by—the l ives ,  h istor ies , 

and futures of  the p laces i t  touches .  As a des igner,  I  am both 

a par t ic ipant  and a witness .  Par t ic ipant  in  the systems and 

assumpt ions that  structure the profess ion ,  and witness to the 

damage they have caused.  To reconc i le  those ro les ,  I  must  be 

honest  about the ways I  have been compl ic i t ,  and about the ways 

I  cont inue to learn and unlearn how I  pract ice.

Canada’s  T r u th  a n d  R e co n c i l i a t i o n  C o m m i s s i o n’s  (TRC) C al l s 

to  Ac t i o n  (2015)  cha l lenge us to ref lect  on what reconc i l ia t ion 

means in our own l ives ,  our profess ions ,  and with in soc iety.  For 

arch i tects ,  th is  means grappl ing with the fact  that  our work is 

a lways s i tuated on contested land ,  shaped by co lon ia l  f rameworks 

of  proper ty and author i ty.  I t  requires us to take ser ious ly  our 

respons ib i l i t ies  as Treaty people  and to recognize the ways our 

pract ices have served co lon ia l  interests ,  whi le  a lso imagin ing 

how they might  instead suppor t  accountabi l i ty,  rec iproc i ty,  and 

care.

This  research ,  then ,  is  both an acknowledgement of  my 

respons ib i l i t ies  and an attempt to act  with in them. I t  interrogates 

the lega l ,  procedura l ,  and eth ica l  systems through which we 

work ,  recogniz ing how they have enabled d ispossess ion whi le 

ask ing how they might  be unsett led .  I t  is  a lso an ongoing process 

of  se l f-ref lect ion ;  a  commitment to remain ing accountable  to  the 

h istor ies  and futures embedded in the landscapes I  study,  and 

to the work of  cont inuous learn ing and unlearn ing.  The quest ion 

th is  thes is  carr ies  forward is  how we,  as arch i tects ,  might 

des ign respons ib i l i ty  with in such condit ions and work toward 

more accountable,  re lat iona l ,  and eth ica l  futures in  our pract ice.

I  do not  approach th is  research as an exper t  in  environmenta l 

sc ience or  the petrochemica l  industr y,  but  as someone who 

works through spat ia l  narrat ives ,  mater ia l  traces ,  and the 

re lat ions to land.  My ro le  is  not  to  impose knowledge but  to 

learn ,  to  quest ion ,  and to ga in a deeper understanding of  my 

own respons ib i l i t ies  as a  des igner with in these re lat ions ,  as 

someone accountable  to  the h istor ies  and futures embedded in 

the landscapes I  study.  This  inherently  comes with l imitat ions . 

My perspect ive is  par t ia l ,  s i tuated ,  and shaped by my 

pos i t iona l i ty  as a  sett ler  and a researcher.  I  cannot  speak on 

beha l f  o f  those d irect ly  impacted by these condi t ions ,  nor can I 

c la im to represent  the ir  knowledge systems.  Instead ,  I  ground 

my work in the wr i t ings of  Indigenous researchers and th inkers 

who have long ar t icu lated these struggles and respons ib i l i t ies . 

I  am consc ious of  my pos i t iona l i ty  and the way i t  shapes how I 

engage with knowledge. 

I  o f ten reference Max Libo iron throughout my thes is ,  as  they 

have he lped me understand and ar t icu late  my perspect ive.  As a 

researcher,  I  recognize that  I  do not  have automat ic  access to 

land or  the author i ty  to  speak on beha l f  o f  those who inhabi t 

i t  (L ibo iron 2021 ,  10) .   They remind us that  we do “not  have to 

ta lk  about Land,  Indigenous peoples ,  or  even just ice  to  pract ice 

dominant sc ience with ant ico lon ia l  e lements . . . ‘ to  be subject  to 

ant i - Indian technolog ies does not  require you to be an Indigenous 

person.’  Colon ia l ism and i ts  po l lut ion affect  a  wide range of 

peoples .  So,  too,  can a wide range of  peoples engage with 

ant ico lon ia l”  (Libo iron 2021 ,  133) .  As a sett ler,  I  need to def ine 

what reconc i l ia t ion means for  myse l f  and with in my profess ion , 

rather than p lac ing that  respons ib i l i ty  on Indigenous Peoples .

My obl igat ions l ie  in  acknowledging these h istor ies  and 
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committ ing to ongoing learn ing and unlearn ing.  I  cannot  undo 

the structures of  co lon ia l ism,  but  I  can recognize my duty to 

approach research and how I  pos i t ion myse l f  wi th in i t .  This  thes is 

is  my way of  tak ing respons ib i l i ty  for  the educat ion and too ls  I 

have inher i ted .  I t  is  my way of  ask ing how arch i tecture might 

act  d i f ferently,  how i t  might  witness and respond to h istor ies 

of  harm without repeat ing them. I t  is  my way of  ho ld ing myse l f 

accountable  to  the lands and communit ies  that  my work touches , 

and of  pract ic ing with care.

This  thes is  unfo lds through four chapters ,  each examining a 

d ist inct  set  of  acts  that  have shaped how land is  understood , 

regulated ,  and transformed through too ls  that  arch i tects  use 

and cont inue to use to shape co lon ia l  geographies .

Chapter  One traces how the Crown spat ia l ized co lon ia l  author i ty 

through the lega l  and terr i tor ia l  f rameworks that  cont inue to 

shape land today.  The D o c t r i n e  o f  D i s co v e r y,  R o y al  P ro c l a m a ti o n 

and the I n d i a n  Ac t  estab l ished the Crown’s power to def ine,  c la im, 

and manage Indigenous Terr i tor ies .  These documents just i f ied 

the negot iat ion and enforcement of  Treat ies  that  d isp laced the 

Anish inabek .  The Treat ies ,  in  turn ,  became the lega l  foundat ions 

for  the maps ,  surveys ,  and permits  that  arch i tects  and p lanners 

use today.  This  chapter  fo l lows the encroachment into Sarnia 

and Ennisk i l len Township and examines how the S t .  C a th a r i n e’s 

M i l l i n g  C a s e  ( 1887) set  a  precedent for  interpret ing Indigenous 

land r ights with in Canadian law.  Together,  these h istor ies  revea l 

how law,  extract ion ,  and des ign are deeply inter twined ,  s i tuat ing 

arch i tecture with in the co lon ia l  processes that  determine what 

is  permiss ib le  on land.

Chapter  Two examines how these systems cont inue to shape 

and contro l  land use today.  The permit  is  cons idered here 

as a  co lon ia l  instrument that  regulates deve lopment and the 

poss ib i l i t ies  of  arch i tectura l  intervent ion .  This  chapter  explores 

prov inc ia l  and munic ipa l  f rameworks ,  including p lanning 

documents .  I t  focuses on a deve lopment appl icat ion in  Sarnia 

that  demonstrates how land use dec is ions are of ten made before 

the arch i tect  becomes invo lved .  I t  h igh l ights the pre -scr ipted 

condit ions of  arch i tectura l  pract ice  and shows how the l imits  of 

arch i tectura l  agency are l inked to the broader co lon ia l  and lega l 

systems that  author ize pract ice  i tse l f.

Chapter  Three examines how profess iona l  governance shapes 

arch i tectura l  pract ice,  focus ing on Ontar io’s  Arc h i te c ts  Ac t ,  the 

Framework
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OA A ,  the R A I C ’s  C H O P ,  and the Am e r i c a n  I n s t i tu te  o f  Arc h i te c ts 

(AIA) Ha n d b o o k  o f  P ro fe s s i o n al  P ra c t i ce .  I t  cons iders the 

respons ib i l i t ies  the profess ion ar t icu lates and those lef t  open 

to interpretat ion ,  ask ing what i t  means to pract ice  eth ica l ly 

and re lat iona l ly  with in these frameworks .  Whi le  CHOP places 

predes ign outs ide and arch i tects ’  bas ic  serv ices ,  th is  phase 

shapes many cr i t ica l  land use dec is ions ,  as  seen in Chapter 

Two.  By treat ing predes ign as a  p lace for  ref lect ion ,  arch i tects 

can create a  space to exerc ise agency by us ing mapping to 

acknowledge the ob l igat ions embedded in the land.

The f ina l  chapter  explores how profess iona l  pract ice  might  be 

redef ined through an ant ico lon ia l  lens ,  emphas iz ing ho ld ing 

space between Western frameworks and Indigenous Knowledge 

rather than framing the work as deco lon izat ion .  I  h igh l ight  early 

in i t iat ives of  Indigenous reconc i l ia t ion and propose fur ther 

steps for  the RAIC,  CHOP, and OAA. I  end th is  chapter  by 

examining how Vancouver formal ly  recognizes and adopts the 

Un i te d  Na t i o n s  D e c l a ra t i o n  o n  th e  R i gh ts  o f  I n d i ge n o u s  Pe o p l e s 

(UNDRIP) as an example of  a  way forward .  The chapter  argues 

that  des ign must be understood as more than a technica l  serv ice, 

and that  pract ice  that  once structured d ispossess ion can be 

re imagined as too ls  for  accountabi l i ty  and care.  I t  out l ines 

strateg ies for  profess iona l  pract ice  and land-based pract ices 

that  move toward reconc i l ia t ion ,  not  as a  f ixed goa l  but  as an 

ongoing respons ib i l i ty.

This  thes is  cu lminates in  a  context  p lan that  demonstrates 

how acknowledging these h istor ies  enables sett ler  arch i tects  to 

approach both drawing and des ign with care.  Propos ing a context 

p lan a longs ide s i te  p lans for  approva l  can br ing awareness to 

the re lat ionships that  wi l l  be affected ,  suppor t ing more eth ica l 

and respons ib le  dec is ions when des igning on contested land.



26

Tracing Relations

27

Transcending the Settled Ground

FIG 0.8
This timeline traces the growth of Chemical Valley from the 
perspective of the public, situating key industrial expansions 
alongside the political views that enabled them as well as 
the emergence of key players in environmental and health 
activism.
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Language carr ies  power.  I t  shapes how we understand,  re late 

to,  and represent  the world (Styres 2019,  25) .  Ref lect ing on 

Gregory Younging’s  E l e m e n ts  o f  I n d i ge n o u s  S ty l e :  A  G u i d e  fo r 

Wr i t i n g  By  a n d  Ab o u t  I n d i ge n o u s  Pe o p l e s  (2018) ,  I  a im to approach 

vocabular y in  th is  thes is  with care and intent ion ,  recogniz ing, 

that  the words I  choose par t ic ipate in  structures of  power 

that  have h istor ica l ly  and often erased Indigenous presence 

and knowledge,  I  a im to use language that  centres Indigenous 

Peoples ,  whi le  remain ing transparent  about my pos i t iona l i ty 

and the l imitat ions of  my work .  Gregory Younging emphas izes 

that  th is  requires acknowledging the l imits  of  my author i ty  as 

a  researcher over language and be ing de l iberate in  expla in ing 

the cho ices that  guide the words I  use throughout my work .   I 

preserve or ig ina l  quotat ions as they appear in  the ir  sources to 

mainta in h istor ica l  accuracy,  intent ,  and the perspect ives of  the 

or ig ina l  author,  recogniz ing,  for  example,  that  Indigenous wr i ters 

may use d i f ferent  capi ta l izat ions and vocabular y to express 

the ir  own re lat ionships to language.  Even when the termino logy 

ref lects  outdated language,  such instances are included not  to 

reproduce harm but to  acknowledge how vocabular ies  and the 

power re lat ions they revea l  have evo lved .

Framing the Language

Before Canada imposed Treat ies  and began carv ing away at 

Indigenous lands through systemic d ispossess ion ,  the terr i tor y 

of  the Aamj iwnaang First  Nat ion stretched across both shores 

of  Lake Huron,  as par t  of  the broader Anish inabek Nat ion . 

Their  presence shaped the landscape through generat ions of 

re lat ionships ,  stewardship,  and knowledge.  In the early  chapters 

of  th is  thes is ,  I  wi l l  draw on David D.  P la in’s  Pl ai n s  o f  Aa m j i w n a a n g 

(2007) ,  a long with Aimee Craft’s  B re a th i n g  L i fe  i n to  th e  S to n e 

Fo r t  T re a ty  (2013) ,  as  not  on ly works that  i l luminate the l ived 

exper ience and governance of  the Aamj iwnaang Nat ion ,  but  a lso 

guide a c loser  ana lys is  of  the systems that  would later  redef ine 

the ir  re lat ionship to the land.  These accounts remind arch i tects 

what land meant before surveys and proper ty l ines ex isted . 

Whi le  early  European sett lers  referred to the people  of  th is 

nat ion as Oj ibwa or Chippewa,  David P la in states that  they have 

a lways ident i f ied themselves as An i s h i n ab e k  (P la in 2007,  xv i ) . 

Throughout th is  work ,  I  wi l l  use the term An i s h i n ab e k  to  refer 

to  members of  the Aamj iwnaang First  Nat ion .
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To  th i n k  ab o u t  d i s ta n t  p l a ce s ,  to  co l o n i z e  th e m ,  to  p o p u l a te 

o r  d e p o p u l a te  th e m :  a l l  o f  th i s  o cc u r s  o n ,  ab o u t ,  o r  b e c a u s e  o f 

l a n d . . . I m p e r i a l i s m  a n d  th e  c u l tu re  a s s o c i a te d  w i th  i t  a f f i r m 

b o th  th e  p r i m a c y  o f  ge o g rap hy  a n d  a n  i d e o l o gy  ab o u t  co n t ro l 

o f  te r r i to r y.  ( S ai d  1 9 9 4 ,  78 )
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To understand how arch i tecture in  Canada operates with in 

inher i ted systems of  land governance,  we must return to the 

documents that  f i rst  def ined these re lat ionships .  The D o c t r i n e 

o f  D i s co v e r y  ( 1493) set  in  mot ion the Royal  Proclamat ion , 

the Crown’s Treat ies ,  and surveys that  would just i fy  land 

d ispossess ion .  Formulated between the 15th and 16th centur ies , 

the Doctr ine granted Europeans immediate author i ty  over newly 

“d iscovered” terr i tor ies ,  prov ided the land was occupied by 

peoples they cons idered “unc iv i l ized”.  This  log ic  was codi f ied in 

lega l  f rameworks as te r ra  n u l l i u s ,  cast ing the land as id le  and 

unused,  wai t ing to be put  to  product ive use (August ine 2021 , 

26) .

The R o y al  P ro c l a m a ti o n  o f  176 3  emerged from th is  ideo logy, 

a iming to regulate re lat ions among Indigenous Nat ions ,  the 

Crown,  and incoming sett lers .  I t  marks one of  the earl iest 

moments when land in what is  now Canada was trans lated into 

a  framework of  ownership and contro l  and is  of ten descr ibed 

as the foundat ion of  Treaty-making in Canada.   I t  introduced 

a system that  formal ized re lat ions between Indigenous Nat ions 

and the Crown,  whi le  s imultaneous ly lay ing the groundwork for 

d ispossess ion through lega l  and spat ia l  abstract ion (Craft  2013, 

32) .

This  document st ipu lated that  “no pr ivate Person do presume to 

make any Purchase from the sa id Indians of  any Lands reserved 

to the sa id Indians ,”  and that  a l l  t ransfers of  land must occur 

on ly through the Crown (Canada 2013a) .  This  prov is ion was 

a safeguard ,  meant to  prevent  what the Crown descr ibed as 

the “great  Frauds and Abuses [ that]  have been committed in 

purchas ing Lands of  the Indians” (Canada 2013a) .

This  safeguard a lso estab l ished a tr iangular  structure of 

author i ty ;  the First  Nat ions and the Crown estab l ished a formal 

re lat ionship with each other,  but  “the Br i t ish never attempted 

The Foundations of Control

The Royal Proclamation
“...within those Parts of Our 

Colonies where We have 
thought proper to allow 

Settlement; but that if, at 
any Time, any of the said 

Indians should be inclined to 
dispose of the said Lands, 

that same shall be purchased 
only for Us, in Our Name, 

at some publick Meeting 
or Assembly of the said 

Indians to be held for that 
Purpose by the Governor or 
Commander in Chief of Our 
Colonies respectively, within 

which they shall lie: and in 
case they shall lie within the 

Limits of any Proprietary 
Government, they shall be 

purchased only for the Use 
and in the Name of such 

Proprietaries, conformable 
to such Directions and 

Instructions as We or they 
shall think proper to give for 
that Purpose...the Trade with 
the said Indians shall be free 
and open to all our Subjects 

whatever; provided that every 
Person, who may incline to 

trade with the said Indians, 
do take out a Licence for 

carrying on such Trade...”
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to  educate the ir  own populat ion or  bui ld  a  consensus for  mutua l 

co - ex istence with Indigenous people”  (Freeman,  2013) .

I t  i s  j u s t  a n d  re a s o n ab l e  a n d  e s s e n t i a l  to  o u r  I n te re s t ,  a n d  th e 

S e c u r i ty  o f  o u r  C o l o n i e s ,  th a t  th e  s e v e ral  Na t i o n s  o r  T r i b e s 

o f  I n d i a n s  w i th  w h o m  We  a re  co n n e c te d ,  a n d  w h o  l i v e  u n d e r 

o u r  P ro te c t i o n ,  s h o u l d  n o t  b e  m o l e s te d  o r  d i s tu rb e d  i n  th e 

Po s s e s s i o n  o f  s u c h  p a r ts  o f  o u r  D o m i n i o n s  a n d  Te r r i to r i e s  a s 

n o t  h a v i n g  b e e n  ce d e d  to  o r  p u rc h a s e d  b y  Us ,  a re  re s e r v e d  to 

th e m ,  o r  a ny  o f  th e m ,  a s  th e i r  H u n t i n g  G ro u n d s …a ny  L a n d s 

w h a te v e r,  w h i c h ,  n o t  h a v i n g  b e e n  ce d e d  to  o r  p u rc h a s e d  b y 

Us  a s  a fo re s ai d ,  a re  re s e r v e d  to  th e  s ai d  I n d i a n s ,  o r  a ny  o f 

th e m .  ( C a n a d a  2 0 13 a ,  R o y al  P ro c l a m a ti o n )

The paradox of  the Proclamat ion is  that  i t  s imultaneous ly 

recognized Indigenous sovere ignty and narrowed i ts  scope. 

By centra l iz ing i ts  negot iat ions ,  the Crown presented i tse l f 

as  both protector  and trustee.  This  conso l idat ion of  author i ty 

a l lowed future governments to re interpret  the ir  ro le  from one of 

protect ion to one of  administrat ion ,  conver t ing ob l igat ions into 

permiss ions .  The very system des igned to protect  Indigenous 

nat ions became the instrument through which the Crown could 

gradual ly  erode the ir  autonomy.

The Royal  Proclamat ion was an early  act  of  render ing land 

leg ib le  to  imper ia l  systems.  I t  set  the stage for  the survey ing 

and cata loguing of  terr i tor y that  would fo l low.  The surveys ,  s i te 

p lans ,  and permits  we dea l  with are rooted in th is  framework .  This 

document ,  which both recognized and undermined Indigenous 

sovere ignty,  shaped the very foundat ions of  sett lement .
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The Treat ies  emerged as the instruments through which the 

Crown conver ted Indigenous re lat ionships to land into the 

language of  proper ty and contro l .  Rooted in the log ic  of  the 

Royal  Proclamat ion and later  cemented in the I n d i a n  Ac t  o f 

1876 ,  they extended a co lon ia l  f ramework that  formal ized the 

Crown’s author i ty  over Indigenous peoples ,  def in ing who could 

ho ld land and under what terms (1980,  1 1 ) .  Rather than uphold 

Treaty promises ,  the Act  worked to manage,  conta in ,  and 

ass imi late  Indigenous Peoples into a  framework of  federa l  law 

that  pos i t ioned Canada as the u l t imate author i ty.

The tradi t iona l  terr i tor y of  the Aamj iwnaang Nat ion stretched 

“from Catf ish Creek to the Thames River to  Goder ich .  I t  included 

southeast  Mich igan and nor thwest  Ohio” (P la in 2019) .  This 

was not  a  l ived and re lat iona l  landscape,  marked by seasonal 

movement and endur ing t ies .  As David P la in wr i tes ,  in  the 

early  1800s ,  the Anish inabek “used two reservat ions between 

St .  Cla ir  and Michigan in the spr ing and summer as f ish ing 

camps.  Despi te  the ceding of  our lands in  Michigan terr i tor y we 

st i l l  roamed throughout our terr i tor y winter ing in  our hunt ing 

Paper Territories

The Indian Act (1876)
s. 25-44

Details the order and 
execution of land surrenders.

s. 26(3)
“...nothing herein contained 

shall be construed to prevent 
the Superintendent-General 

from issuing a license to any 
person or Indian to cut and 
remove trees, wood, timber 

and hay, or to quarry and 
remove stone and gravel on 

and from the reserve...”
s. 41

“Whenever by reason of false 
survey or error in the books 

or plans in the Indian Branch 
of the Department of the 

Interior, any grant, sale, or 
appropriation of land is found 
to be deficient, or any parcel 

of land contains less than the 
quantity of land mentioned 

in the patent therefor, the 
Superintendent-General 
may order the purchase 

money of so much land as is 
deficient...”

FIG 1.1
A portion of the map and 

purchase of the Sombra 
Township Treaty (No. 7) in 

1795. Likely tens of thousands 
of acres were ceded for a 

one-time payment of £800 
worth of goods.

FIG 1.2
The McKee Purchase (No. 
2) signed on 1790. Below the 
map are 16 totem signatures. 
This purchase was likely over 
1 million acres of most of 
current southwestern Ontario 
for a one-time payment 
of £1,200 in currency at 5 
shillings per Spanish dollar, to 
be shared among the Ottawa, 
Chippewa, Potawatomi, and 
Huron Nations.
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FIG 1.3
1836 map showing a portion 
of the Huron Tract Treaty, 
one of the largest land 
transfers in Upper Canada. 
Of the 2,182,049 acres ceded, 
17,951 acres were reserved 
for the First Nations. In 
exchange, the Anishinabek 
would receive “£1,100 
annually in goods (forever, 
but subject to reductions if 
population declined)”. That 
amount remains unchanged 
to this day.
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camps and v is i t ing our sugar bushes .  But th is  wasn’t  to  last  for 

long…sett lers  arr iv ing…made i t  imposs ib le  to  cont inue with our 

trad i t iona l  way of  l i fe”  (P la in 2007,  101) .

The Treat ies  of  the late  e ighteenth and n ineteenth centur ies 

invo lv ing the Anish inabek peoples of  the Aamj iwnaang Nat ion 

included Treaty No.  2 ,  No.  6,  No.  7,  the Treaty of  Detro i t ,  No. 

25,  and No.  29 (Canada 2013b ;  U.S.  Government 1807) .  These 

Treat ies  systemat ica l ly  recast  th is  terr i tor y as land to be 

d iv ided and extracted .  The H u ro n  T ra c t  T re a ty  o f  18 2 7  (No.29) 

was espec ia l ly  consequent ia l .  I t  transferred over two mi l l ion 

acres of  land to the Crown whi le  creat ing four smal l  reserves , 

fac i l i tat ing the process of  narrowing Indigenous jur isd ict ion and 

remaking re lat ionships to the land into proper ty re lat ions (P la in 

2019) .  As Rhonda Tel ford expla ins in  her thes is  A  H i s to r y  o f 

Ab o r i g i n al  M i n e ral  R e s o u rce s  i n  O n ta r i o ,  “ in  Ontar io  a l l  o f  the 

major  Treat ies  occurred because of  conf l i c t  over Abor ig ina l 

No. 2 McKee Treaty
1790, British Crown

No. 6 London Township Treaty
1796, British Crown

No. 7 Sombra Township Treaty
1796, British Crown

Treaty of Detroit
1807, U.S. Government

No. 25 Long Woods Treaty
1822, British Crown

No. 29 Huron Tract Treaty
1827, British Crown

£1,200 in currency at 5 shillings per Spanish 
dollar (one-time payment).

£1,200 in goods (one-time payment).

£800 worth of goods (one-time payment).

$10,000 lump sum + $2,400 annuity forever, 
plus blacksmith services for 10 years.

Annually: 2 pounds 10 shillings per person in 
merchandise (limited to 240 people).

£1,100 annually in goods (forever, but subject 
to reductions if population declined).

$2,400 annually for all groups 
combined.

$4 per person per year.

Still £1,100 annually. 

Ottawa, Chippewa, Potawatomi, 
and Huron Nations

Chippewa Nation

Chippewa Nation

Ottawa, Chippewa, Wyandotte, 
and Potawatomi Nations

Chippewa Nation

Chippewa Nation

Likely over 1 million acres lost in southwestern 
Ontario, including parts of Essex and Kent counties.
Likely several hundred thousand acres were lost in 
the land north of the Thames river, where London, 
Ontario is now.

Likely tens of thousands of acres were lost near the 
St. Clair river area in Ontario.
An estimated 2.5 million acres were lost in Michigan 
and Ohio near Lake Erie, Detroit River, and Maumee 
River. 

580,000 acres lost on the north side of the Thames 
river in the London and Western Districts.
2,182,049 acres lost, excluding 17,951 acres that were 
reserved. This is the largest tract in present-day 
Ontario, including parts of the Western and London 
Districts.

Treaty Breakdown                              First Nations Affected              Payments                                                   Status Today                          Estimate Land Lost                      (Canada)

minera ls…it  is  centra l  to  the Treaty-making process in  Ontar io 

af ter  1849” (Tel ford 1996,  5) .  The Treat ies  extended beyond 

the need for  sett lement and were about secur ing access to 

the resources beneath the ground.  This  sh i f t  f rom surface to 

subsurface r ights re interpreted Treat ies  as instruments to 

unlock industr ia l  potent ia l .

The language of  Treat ies  in  southwestern Ontar io  carr ied 

a par t icu lar  cadence,  one that  echoed the lega l  trad i t ions of 

Br i ta in rather than the ora l  pract ices of  the Anish inabek .  They 

often read l ike surveyors ’  terr iers ,  documents in  Br i ta in that 

descr ibed estates ,  boundar ies ,  and ob l igat ions ,  instruct ing 

he irs  on how to manage them, prov id ing “va luable”  records of 

ownership and duty (Scott  1998,  45) .  S imi larly,  the Huron Tract 

Treaty exhib i ts  the same language of  d irect ion and natura l 

markers ,  des igned to f ix  land into a  wr i tten and transferab le 

form:

FIG 1.4
Breakdown of Treaties that 
dispossessed Aamjiwnaang 
First Nations land, detailing 
the nations affected, lands 
ceded, Treaty compensations, 
and their status today, 
highlighting the ongoing 
impacts of historical land 
dispossession.
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co m m e n c i n g  i n  th e  d i v i s i o n  l i n e  b e t w e e n  th e  Ho m e  D i s t r i c t 

a n d  th e  D i s t r i c t  o f  L o n d o n …th e n  o n  a  co u r s e  ab o u t  n o r th 

e i gh ty - fo u r  d e g re e s  w e s t …to  L a ke  H u ro n ;  th e n  s o u th e rly 

a l o n g  th e  s h o re s  o f  L a ke  H u ro n ,  c ro s s i n g  th e  m o u th  o f  th e 

s ai d  r i v e r,  a n d  fo l l o w i n g  th e  s e v e ral  tu r n i n g  a n d  w i n d i n gs  o f 

th e  s ai d  l a ke  a l o n g  th e  w a te r ’s  e d ge  to  th e  r i v e r  S t .  C l ai r… 

( C ro w n — C a n a d a  T re a ty  No.  2 9,  18 2 7 )

The language here a lso funct ioned as a too l  o f  d ispossess ion .  For 

the Anish inabek ,  the word d o w a  was used dur ing negot iat ions ,  and 

i t  carr ied the meaning of  ‘ to  share’.  For the Crown,  i t  trans lated 

to mean ‘se l l ’  in  Engl ish (P la in 2019) .  To the Anish inabek ,  the 

Treaty aff i rmed a re lat ionship of  shar ing,  but  to  the Crown,  i t 

conf i rmed a transfer  of  ownership.  The Crown re inforced th is 

misunderstanding when they conf i rmed that  the Anish inabek 

would “st i l l  be free to hunt…but when lands are needed to be 

t i l l ed or  occupied ,  you must not  go on them any more” (Craft 

2013,  51) .  The Treaty language only a l lowed Indigenous use unt i l 

the survey gr id demanded otherwise.

The Treaty transformed these l iv ing landscapes into coordinates , 

l ine by l ine,  f ix ing land with in a  system leg ib le  to  the Crown. 

Cadastra l  descr ipt ions were not  just  about terr i tor y but  about 

creat ing “a f isca l  map” through which states could tax ,  lease, 

and govern resources (Scott  1998,  46) .  Cadastra l  mapping and 

Treaty text  created the system that  the Crown cla imed to record . 

They act ive ly  redef ined how land could be d iv ided and so ld .  First 

Nat ions understood land through ongoing respons ib i l i t ies  and 

re lat ionships .  Crown off ic ia ls ,  however,  saw land as terr i tor y to 

be surveyed and so ld .  As one off ic ia l  s tated ,  “ the Indians seem 

to have fa lse ideas of  the meaning of  a  reserve…I wished to 

correct  th is  idea at  the outset”  (Craft  2013,  55) .

The consequences of  th is  were immediate.  As David P la in 

wr i tes ,  “our brothers had sp ira l led into a  cycle  of  pover ty,  se l l ing 

FIG 1.5
A partial interpretation of the 
written Huron Tract Treaty 
(No. 29), in red, on top of 
a cropped map of Upper 
Canada in 1818 describing all 
the settlements and towns.
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off  the ir  land for  a  p i ttance,  which on ly led to more pover ty…

Land speculators were greedy for  prof i t”  (P la in 2007,  72) .  The 

combinat ion of  Treat ies  and survey maps transformed the land  

into a  commodity that  could be d iv ided into concess ions and 

lots ,  leg ib le  for  purchase and sett lement .  Scott  ca l ls  th is  the 

v io lence of  s impl i f i cat ion ,  where “these state s impl i f i cat ions…

were rather l ike abr idged maps .  They d id not  successfu l ly 

represent  the actua l  act iv i ty  of  the soc iety they depicted , 

nor were they intended to ;  they represented only that  s l i ce…

that  interested the off ic ia l  observer” (Scott  1998,  3) .  For the 

Crown,  that  “s l ice”  was agr icu l tura l  product iv i ty  and extract ive 

potent ia l .  Everyth ing e lse was wr i tten out  of  the record .

This  abstract ion of  land was enacted through surveying and 

mapping,  turn ing l iv ing landscapes into parce ls  for  sett lers  to 

own and extract .  James Corner observes that  “the map a lways 

precedes the terr i tor y,  in  that  space on ly becomes terr i tor y 

through acts  of  bounding and making v is ib le”  (2011 ,  93) . 

Mapping d id not  mere ly descr ibe land;  i t  made i t  proper ty. 

Through th is  act ,  landscapes that  the First  Nat ions had once 

understood through care were redrawn as gr ids and boundar ies , 

made leg ib le  for  ownership and contro l  (Craft  2013,  99) . 

Be fo re  th e  o i l  b o o m  o f  th e  1 9 6 0 s ,  h o w e v e r,  l a n d  h a d  b e e n 

a c q u i re d  f ro m  th e  Na t i v e  p e o p l e s  b y  th e  C ro w n  a n d  s u r v e ye d . 

I n  ke e p i n g  w i th  i d e al s  o f  s e t t l e r  co l o n i al i s m  i m a g i n e d  b y 

co l o n i al  o f f i c i a l s ,  fa m i ly  fa r m s  w e re  b u i l t  o n  th e  p r i m e 

a g r i c u l tu ral  l a n d s  d u r i n g  th e  18 5 0 s .  ( B u r r  2 0 0 5 ,  2 73 )

The Treaty and i ts  maps turned land into a  resource,  something 

to be explo i ted .  Convent ions such as s i te  p lans and permit 

drawings descend d irect ly  from the surveyor ’s  cha in and the 

Treat ies .  These drawings presume that  land had a lready been 

sett led ,  and the d isc ip l ine cont inues to reproduce the same 

system that  once made d ispossess ion leg ib le  through the act  of 

drawing.

FIG 1.6
Treaty text overlaid on a map 

of Ontario in 1845, to match 
the borders of the districts as 

defined in the agreements.

LEGEND
1.	 McKee Treaty No. 2
2.	 London Township Treaty No. 6
3.	 Sombra Township Treaty No. 7
4.	 1807 Treaty of Detroit
5.	 Long Woods Treaty No. 25
6.	 Huron Tract Treaty No. 29

3.

4.

6.

2.

5.

1.
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Surveying and Extraction

The Treat ies  had a lready redef ined land as a resource,  and 

Ennisk i l len Township became the ground on which that  log ic 

would unfo ld for  o i l  extract ion .  Early  co lon ia l  sett lers  avo ided 

the swampy and dense landscapes ,  regarding the land as unf i t 

for  farming ;  however,  through the lens of  sc ience,  i t  was seen 

as a s i te  of  untapped weal th .  Beneath the surface lay the st icky, 

b lack substance that  the First  Nat ions had long known and used 

for  medic ine,  but  by the mid-n ineteenth century,  such knowledge 

was str ipped of  i ts  context  and trans lated into ev idence of 

geo log ica l  promise (Tel ford 1996,  5) . 

Chr ist ina Burr wr i tes that  “the f i rst  step in  the co lon izat ion of 

Ennisk i l len Township was the a l ienat ion of  Abor ig ina l  c la ims 

by the Crown” (2005,  273) .  Through the Treat ies  of  1822 and 

1827,  the Anish inabek ceded the two nor thern concess ions but , 

they “never re l inquished ownership of  sub -surface or  submarine 

r ights…thus the Crown never had t i t le  to  the sub -surface or  any 

of  i ts  resources ,  and st i l l  does not ,  even though most  of  the o i l 

resources of  Ennisk i l len Township have now been extracted” 

(Burr 2005,  273) .  Despi te  th is ,  the Crown reso ld land or ig ina l ly 

promised as reserves for  the Aamj iwnaang Nat ion .  The tens ion 

between surface cess ions and unreso lved subsurface c la ims 

cont inues today,  resurfac ing in ongoing cour t  cases where 

Aamj iwnaang,  Kett le  and Stony Point ,  and Walpo le  Is land First 

Nat ions argue that  the Crown wrongfu l ly  reso ld land i t  he ld in 

trust  dur ing the he ight  of  the o i l  boom (El l i s  2023) .

The cadastra l  survey was a centra l  component of  th is  process . 

In 1832 ,  El iak im Malco lm div ided Ennisk i l len Township into 14 

concess ions ,  mapped into 448 lots .  Though surveyors never 

completed the fu l l  survey,  the swampy nature of  the land made 

i t  too d i f f icu l t  to  measure the e ighth concess ion with accuracy. 

Never the less ,  the township was rendered a gr id of  proper ty, 

wi th parce ls  categor ized as “ ’good’  land for  sett lement and 

agr icu l ture and ‘poor ’  or  ‘deser t’  land based on an eva luat ion 
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FIG 1.7
Map of Enniskillen Township 
in 1880, depicting the 14 
concessions and 448 lots 
that Eliakim Malcolm 
surveyed. Highlighted is the 
settler interpretation of oil 
speculation.

o f  tree spec ies and vegetat ion” (Burr 2005,  274-275) .  As Scott 

observes ,  “ the cadastra l  survey was but  one technique in  the 

growing armory of  the ut i l i tar ian modern state” ( 1998,  51) .  To 

draw boundar ies of  cha ins and records was to g ive land a new 

k ind of  rea l i ty,  an inventory of  commodit ies .

I t  was here,  in  the quiet ,  waterlogged f ie lds in  Ennisk i l len 

Township,  that  the f i rst  North American commerc ia l  o i l  we l l 

was dr i l led in  1858 on lot  16,  Concess ion 2 ,  which would become 

Oi l  Spr ings .  The expans ion of  over 1 ,000 wel ls  and 10 ref iner ies 

by 1862 was on ly poss ib le  because the survey gr id had a lready 

prepared the ground.

T h e  s p e c u l a t i o n  i n  o i l  l a n d s  i n  E n n i s ki l l e n  To w n s h i p  w a s 

l i m i te d  to  a n  a re a  o f  ap p ro x i m a te ly  t w o  a n d  a  h al f  s q u a re 

m i l e s :  l o ts  1 5  th ro u gh  2 0  i n c l u s i v e ,  o n  th e  f i r s t ,  s e co n d ,  a n d 

th i rd  co n ce s s i o n s ,  w h e re  th i c k  d e p o s i ts  o f  o i l  h a d  s e e p e d  to 

th e  s u r fa ce  to  fo r m  w h a t  w e re  kn o w n  l o c al ly  a s  th e  ‘g u m 

b e d s’ ,  a n d  th e  a re a  a l o n g  Be a r  C re e k  o n  co n ce s s i o n  1 0  a ro u n d 

w h i c h  th e  to w n  o f  Pe t ro l i a  o r  “ Pe t ro l e a”  w a s  b e g i n n i n g  to  b e 

b u i l t  i n  th e  e a rly  18 6 0 s .  ( B u r r  2 0 0 5 ,  2 73 )

What sett lers  had d ismissed as “poor” land was reva lued as an 

industr ia l  landscape,  parce l led out  in  leases and concess ions . 

Hal f  o f  the Township’s  lots  were conver ted into marketab le 

proper ty.

T h e  C ro w n  o p e n e d  E n n i s ki l l e n  To w n s h i p  fo r  s e t t l e m e n t  i n 

18 3 5 ,  th e re b y  co n t i n u i n g  th e  p ra c t i ce  o f  ab s e n te e  p a te n t i n g.  A 

p a te n t ,  a  g ra n t  o f  p r i v i l e ge  a n d  p ro p e r ty  m a d e  b y  th e  C ro w n , 

w a s  i s s u e d  a f te r  th e  f u l f i l l m e n t  o f  s e t t l e m e n t  d u t i e s  a n d  th e 

p ay m e n t  o f  fe e s ;  i t  s i g n i f i e d  l e gal  t i t l e  to  th e  l a n d ,  th e  r i gh t 

to  m i n e ral  a n d  t i m b e r  re s o u rce s ;  a n d  m a n h o o d  s u f f ra ge . 

E n n i s ki l l e n  w a s  a  f re s h ,  n e w  to w n s h i p ,  a n d  w i th i n  th e  f i r s t 

th re e  ye a r s  a f te r  l a n d  b e c a m e  a v ai l ab l e  o n  th e  m a rke t  f u l ly 
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FIG 1.8
Photograph taken in 1923 

by W.J. Bolton of the oil 
f ields near Oil Springs. Oil 

here was exhausted quickly 
and pipelines were built to 

transport the remaining 
minerals to Petrolia.

FIG 1.9
Photograph of an oil f ield in 
Petrolia, taken by an unknown 
photographer of an unknown 
date. These wells often 
released poisonous hydrogen 
sulfide gas into the air and 
were at risk of collapsing.
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o n e - h al f  o f  th e  l o ts  w e re  p a te n te d …f ro m  18 3 5  to  18 3 9…a  to tal 

o f  578  p a te n ts  w e re  i s s u e d .  ( B u r r  2 0 0 5 ,  2 75 )

This is  what  Suzanne El izabeth Ze l ler  ( 1987) ca l ls  the “doctr ine 

of  ut i l i tar ian ism” in her book I n v e n t i n g  C a n a d a :  e a rly  Vi c to r i a n 

s c i e n ce  a n d  th e  i d e a  o f  a  t ra n s co n t i n e n tal  n a t i o n .  Victor ian sc ience 

“ref lected and re inforced the cr i ter ion of  pract ica l  va lue or 

usefu lness” ( 1987,  5) .  The worth of  land was judged by what could 

be extracted from beneath i t  and not  by the re lat ionships that 

susta ined i t ,  where “the need for  the increas ingly bureaucrat ic 

state to  organize i tse l f  and contro l  i ts  resources gave an impulse 

to the co l lect ion of  v i ta l  and other stat ist ics ;  to  forestr y and 

rat iona l  agr icu l ture ;  to  survey ing and exact  car tography” (Scott 

1998,  52) .  Inventory sc ience is  par t  of  what  Scott  descr ibes as 

the state’s  broader effor t  to  render landscapes leg ib le.

In 1849,  Thomas Sterr y Hunt of  the G e o l o g i c al  S u r v e y  o f  C a n a d a 

(GSC) cata logued these gum beds on beha l f  o f  the Crown,  as 

par t  of  a  growing project  to  ident i fy  and class i fy  resources with 

commerc ia l  potent ia l  (Taylor  2019,  22-24) .  As Ze l ler  expla ins , 

“sc ience in  the ut i l i tar ian sense was a too l ,  not  mere ly to  locate 

sources of  mater ia l  wea l th but  a lso to construct  an ordered 

soc iety.  Victor ians saw sc ience emerge from a per iphera l  le isure -

class act iv i ty  to  become the fundamenta l  bas is  of  industr ia l 

soc iety” ( 1987,  6) .  Oi l ,  in  th is  sense,  was made leg ib le  through 

the techniques of  survey,  geo logy,  and class i f icat ion .

The Geolog ica l  Survey of  Canada and inst i tut ions such as the 

R o y al  C a n a d i a n  I n s t i tu te  (RCI) ,  founded in 1849 by arch i tects , 

surveyors ,  and engineers ,  p layed key ro les  in  transforming land 

into measurable,  explo i tab le  resources (Royal  Canadian Inst i tute 

n .d . ) .  By the mid-n ineteenth century,  “ the idea of  a  geo log ica l 

survey,  a  systemat ic  inventory of  the ear th’s  structure and 

minera l  resources ,  had ga ined currency” across Europe and 

North America (Ze l ler  1987,  13-14) .  The surveys and geo log ica l 

(Above) FIG 1.10 
(Below) FIG 1.11 
Tables from Lambton 
County’s Soil Survey Report 
No.22 in 1957, by the Ministry 
of Agriculture and Food, 
classify soils according to 
their characteristics and 
agricultural productivity, 
ref lecting the approaches 
to evaluating land primarily 
for its economic potential, 
translating complex ecological 
systems into measures of 
efficiency.

FIG 1.12
Overview of drainage 
conditions in Lambton 
County. Nearly half of the 
soils are poorly drained, 
requiring “drainage 
improvement before they can 
be utilized for production 
of cultivated crops,” with 
approximately 60 percent of 
the county needing artif icial 
drainage.
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repor ts  were po l i t ica l  instruments that  leg i t imized the transfer 

of  Indigenous land into sett ler  proper ty and the sett ler  industr y.

The o i l  boom revea led how co lon ia l  f rameworks were ab le  to 

reframe land as a resource,  i ts  va lue measured not  through 

re lat ionships of  care but  through i ts  capac i ty  to  generate prof i t . 

In  th is  worldv iew,  what sett lers  saw as “unused” land became 

wasted potent ia l ,  wai t ing to be transformed.  This  log ic  extended 

beyond Ennisk i l len ,  dr iv ing the expans ion of  the o i l  industr y 

into Sarnia  and up to the very borders of  the Aamj iwnaang 

First  Nat ion reserve.  The same too ls  of  survey ing,  mapping, 

and co lon ia l  law made th is  expans ion inev i tab le.  Because th is 

redef ined land by i ts  industr ia l  potent ia l ,  every subsequent 

des ign dec is ion in  Sarnia ,  such as the p lacement of  ref iner ies 

or  the layout  of  ne ighbourhoods ,  cou ld be rat iona l ized as 

progress .  As I  wi l l  return to in  Chapter  Three,  th is  pattern of 

just i f i cat ion cont inues to shape the c i ty ’s  growth today,  and 

i t  ra ises quest ions about the eth ica l  ob l igat ions of  arch i tects , 

p lanners ,  and engineers who des ign with in these lands .

FIG 1.13
1877 Crown Patent granting 
William Anderson Lot 10, 
Concession 9, Enniskillen 
Township.
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FIG 1.14
1957 Soils of Lambton County 

Survey with a legend describing 
whether drainage was “excessive, 

good, imperfect, poor, to very 
poor.”

FIG 1.15
Geological Survey of Lambton County in 1954, by 
the Department of Mines and Technical Surveys 

Canada, depicting subsurface geology, illustrating 
the distribution of mineral deposits, translating the 
natural environment into a technical resource. The 
knowledge of this subsurface was used to justify 
extraction and transformation of the landscape.

FIG 1.16
Geological Survey of Lambton County in 1954, by the Department of Mines 

and Technical Surveys Canada, an accompaniment to fig. The map delineates 
topographic contours, oil and gas field boundaries, and the locations of 

existing and dry wells. The wells in Petrolia and Oil Springs are so dense that 
they can’t be represented here. This map reveals how industrial boundaries 

were inscribed onto the landscape, defining the land through extraction. 
These delineations persist today as both physical and environmental legacies.
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The Encroachment of Sarnia

The transformat ion of  Sarnia  into one of  North America’s 

most  industr ia l ized petrochemica l  corr idors unfo lded through a 

de l iberate entanglement of  federa l  law,  corporate interest ,  and 

sett ler  expans ion .  At every step,  the too ls  of  governance that 

enabled th is  growth were bui l t  on the eros ion of  Indigenous land 

r ights .  The Royal  Proclamat ion ,  Treat ies ,  and the Indian Act 

created the lega l  f ramework that  just i f ied the d ispossess ion of 

the Aamj iwnaang First  Nat ion .  Their  lands were subdiv ided and 

so ld without  the ir  consent ,  a lways under the guise of  permits 

and patents that  leg i t imized the process .

By the end of  the 19th century,  these systems had a lready 

prepared the ground for  industr y.  When Imper ia l  Oi l  re located 

i ts  ref inery from Petro l ia  to  Sarnia  in  1898,  the company ga ined 

access to a  s i te  a long the St .  Cla ir  River that  offered easy 

access to sh ipping and U.S.  markets (Burr 2003,  56) .  The land 

i t  occupied was unceded terr i tor y,  made leg ib le  for  corporate 

ent i t ies  through survey gr ids and lega l  transfers .

The Indian Act  became the centra l  too l  that  fac i l i tated th is 

convers ion of  land .  Amendment 49(a) ,  or  the O l i v e r  Ac t 

( 1911)  in  par t icu lar,  empowered munic ipa l i t ies  and companies 

to expropr iate  reserve land without  formal  surrender,  and 

author ized judges to re locate ent ire  reserves for  “publ ic  works” 

such as roads ,  ra i lways ,  or  ut i l i t ies  (P la in 2017,  1 ;  Meyr ick 2024, 

54) .  I t  a l lowed judges to re locate an ent ire  reserve i f  such a 

move was deemed expedient ,  thus lega l iz ing expropr iat ion . 

Dispossess ion was carr ied out  through the too ls  that  resemble 

today ’s  profess iona l  instruments of  p lanning and regulat ion .

The Crown appl ied these too ls  d irect ly  to  the Aamj iwnaang First 

Nat ion .  In 1905,  they surrendered a por t ion of  the ir  o i l  and gas 

r ights on the reserve.  By 1906,  the Depar tment of  Indian Affa irs 

(DIA) author ized leases for  extract ion .  Under the lease,  on ly 

one -tenth of  any roya l t ies  would be ent i t led to the Anish inabek . 

FIG 1.17
A newspaper clipping from 

The Windsor Daily Star 
on October 17, 1950, where 
member of parliament J.W. 

Murphy asks Sarnia to 
“reclaim” 4,000 acres of 

the Aamjiwnaang reserve 
for $20 million in industrial 

expansion. The article 
describes the land as “of 
great value as industrial 

sites,” and that “only about 
300 acres are being filled.” 
The language here reveals 

how development was 
justif ied through the rhetoric 
of improvement, masking the 

dispossession of Indigenous 
land and the transformation 
into an industrial landscape.

The Oliver Act (1911)
s. 49(a)

“In the case of an Indian 
Reserve which adjoins or 

is situated wholly or partly 
within an incorporated town 

or city having a population of 
not less than eight thousand, 

and which reserve has not 
been released or surrendered 
by the Indians, the Governor 

in Council may, upon the 
recommendation of the 

Superintendent General, 
refer to the judge of the 

Exchequer Court of Canada 
for inquiry and report the 

question as to whether it is 
expedient, having regard to 

the interest of the public and 
of the Indians of the band for 
whose use the reserve is held, 

that the Indians should be 
removed from the reserve or 

any part of it.” 

Amendments to the Indian 
Act that allowed for the 
forced removal of urban 
reserves reshaped how 

reserve surrenders occurred, 
especially with the removal 

of the “consent to surrender” 
requirement. Frank Oliver, 

who was the Superintendent 
General of Indian Affairs 

from 1905 to 1911, was the 
creator of the Oliver Act. 

The Act itself is ambiguously 
worded and open to 

interpretation.

Because information about 
this amendment is limited, 

this discussion draws on 
Judith Frances Meyrick’s 

(2024) master’s thesis which 
examines the Oliver Act in 

detail.



60

The Writing is on the Ground

61

Transcending the Settled Ground

By 1910 and 1911 ,  sett lers  extracted 61  barre ls  of  o i l ,  produc ing 

a tota l  revenue of  $106.75— of which the community rece ived 

just  $10.68 (Tel ford 1996,  474–75) .  Attempts to terminate the 

lease were de layed unt i l  1915,  long af ter  extract ion had taken 

p lace.  When Imper ia l  Oi l  wanted to dr i l l  new wel ls  on the 

Aamj iwnaang reserve in  1918 ,  the DIA manipulated the votes 

by repeat ing them 30 mi les  away from the reserve to secure the 

des ired outcome (Tel ford 1996,  474-77) . 

Behind the scenes ,  there was immense pressure to push for  the 

complete surrender of  Aamj iwnaang ‘s  o i l  and gas resources . 

In a  letter  to  Charles  McGrath ,  Canada’s  Fue l  Contro l ler,  the 

strategy was la id bare :

T h e  c l ai m  h a s  b e e n  m a d e  b y  th e  co m p a n i e s  –  w h o  a re 

i n te re s te d …  - -  th a t  th e  o i l  a n d  ga s  a re  re q u i re d  i n  th e 

p ro s e c u t i o n  o f  w o rk  co n n e c te d  w i th  w a r  a c t i v i t i e s .  I t  m ay 

b e  th a t  y o u  w i l l  co n s i d e r  i t  e s s e n t i a l  a t  th e  p re s e n t  t i m e 

to  d e v e l o p  th e  f u e l  re s o u rce s  i n  th a t  p a r t  o f  th e  co u n t r y.  I f 

y o u  c a n  a s s u re  m e  o f  th a t  fa c t ,  I  w i l l  s u b m i t  to  th e  Ho n .  T h e 

S u p e r i n te n d e n t  G e n e ral ,  w h e th e r  w e  s h o u l d  n o t ,  u n d e r  th e 

Wa r  Me a s u re s  Ac t ,  p e r m i t  p ro s p e c t i n g  a n d  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f 

th e s e  re s e r v e s .  ( S co tt  to  C h a rl e s  Mc G ra th ,  q u o te d  i n  Te l fo rd 

1 9 9 6,  4 8 1 – 8 2 )

War became an excuse to overr ide Indigenous oppos i t ion and 

force through the expropr iat ion of  v i ta l  resources .  Even as 

German troops retreated on the Western Front in  September 

1918 ,  the Canadian government cont inued i ts  effor ts .  On 

September 19,  1918 ,  under the War Measures Act ,  an Order-

in- Counci l  author ized the DIA to d ispose of  the o i l  and gas 

on Aamj iwnaang and Walpo le  Is land reserves without  consent 

(Tel ford 1996,  483–84) .  The war would off ic ia l ly  end on November 

11 ,  1918 .  St i l l ,  the countr y never revoked the War Measures Act 

to  cont inue the extract ion because of  “the necess i ty  of  o i l  and 

FIG 1.18
In 1919, the DIA sent a letter 
to the Inspector of Indian 
Agencies noted that “as there 
were only seven at Kettle 
and Stoney Points who were 
in favor of the surrender 
it was useless to go there 
for a vote,” dismissing the 
community’s opposition. 
Instead, the DIA held 
additional votes farther from 
the affected communities 
to secure the outcome they 
wanted.
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FIG 1.19
Photograph taken in 1923 by 

W.J. Bolton of the Imperial 
Oil Co. Plant in Sarnia. 

FIG 1.20
A postcard of an aerial view 
of the Imperial Oil Refinery 
in Sarnia in 1950, sitting 
across the street from the 
Aamjiwnaang First Nation 
reserve..
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gas deve lopment in  eastern Canada due to ‘cons iderab le  scarc i ty 

of  fue l  o i l  owing to the increas ing demands for  a l l ied sh ipping 

and war industr ies ’”  ( 1918 letter  from Deputy Contro l ler  to 

Scott ,  quoted in Tel ford 1996,  483) .

Meanwhi le,  Sarnia  was lobbying to annex the Aamj iwnaang First 

Nat ion’s  reserve ent ire ly,  wi th the suppor t  of  the Depar tment 

of  Indian Affa irs .  In 1919,  the City of  Sarnia  approached 

the Anish inabek to cede 1 ,184 acres of  reserve land for  the 

construct ion of  a  stee l  p lant .  When refused ,  the transfer  occurred 

under the threat  of  the Ol iver  Act ,  wi th Sarnia  threatening to 

expropr iate  the whole  reserve (P la in 2017) .  

This  framing of  extract ion as a  necess i ty  revea ls  how co lon ia l 

and industr ia l  log ics  became natura l ized through po l icy and 

infrastructure,  just i fy ing i t  as  essent ia l  to  nat iona l  surv iva l 

and progress .  Such narrat ives have cont inued to author ize 

industr ia l  encroachment on Indigenous lands long af ter  the war, 

embedding these log ics  into the very foundat ions of  p lanning and 

arch i tectura l  pract ice  in  Canada.  The same reasoning cont inues 

to shape how s i tes l ike Sarnia  are understood and redeve loped 

today through land-use po l ic ies  that  treat  land pr imar i ly  as a 

resource rather than as a s i te  of  sh i f t ing re lat ions .

The r ise  of  Sarnia’s  industr ia l  landscape was not  acc identa l  but 

a  de l iberate outcome of  the lega l  and po l i t ica l  strateg ies that 

subordinated Indigenous r ights to  the demands of  industr y. 

The Indian Act ,  the War Measures Act ,  and the Ol iver  Act  a l l 

funct ioned as instruments of  author izat ion ,  grant ing companies 

l ike Imper ia l  Oi l  the lega l  cover to  proceed even in the face of 

community oppos i t ion .  In th is  sense,  the story of  Aamj iwnaang 

revea ls  how law i tse l f  operated as a  permit  or  a  patent ,  as 

a  mechanism that  a l lowed the transformat ion of  land into 

sanct ioned s i tes  of  extract ion . 

FIG 1.21
A newspaper article from 
1918 discussing the use 
of Amendment 49a to 
support Sarnia’s growing 
industrial ambitions. It 
frames Indigenous land and 
its people as standing in the 
way of the city’s future, as 
an “obstacle” to be cleared 
for progress. The federal 
government would enact the 
War Measures Act a month 
later, which would ultimately 
lead to the land surrender.
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The quest ion of  who has the r ight  to  the land beneath our feet , 

espec ia l ly  i ts  minera ls  and natura l  resources ,  was about permits , 

patents ,  and the power to author ize extract ion .  S t .  C a th a r i n e s 

M i l l i n g  a n d  L u m b e r  C o.  v.  R .  ( 1887) revea led th is  when Canada 

issued a t imber l i cense under Treaty No.3,  assuming federa l 

author i ty  over “Indians ,  and Lands reserved for  the Indians” as 

outl ined in Sect ion 91  of  the B r i t i s h  No r th  Am e r i c a  Ac t  (BNA) 

of  1867,  contradict ing Sect ion 109,  which states that  “a l l  lands , 

mines ,  minera ls ,  and roya l t ies”  be longed to the prov inces 

(Canada 1867) .

The d ispute began when the federa l  government granted the St . 

Cathar ine’s  Mi l l ing and Lumber Company a permit  to  harvest 

t imber in  what is  now Dryden,  Ontar io,  under Treaty No.  3 . 

Act ing under the assumpt ion of  federa l  jur isd ict ion ,  Canada 

author ized the l i cense through the Crown’s power estab l ished 

under Sect ion 91 .  However,  the prov ince of  Ontar io  launched 

a lawsuit  aga inst  the company,  arguing that  the land and i ts 

resources be longed to the prov ince,  not  the Crown,  as stated in 

Sect ion 109 of  the BNA (Tel ford 1996,  221-222) .  The cour t  ru led 

that  First  Nat ions he ld on ly a  “usufructuary t i t le”  through the 

Treat ies ,  a  r ight  to  use the land but  not  to  own i t  (Tel ford 1996, 

327;  St .  Cathar ines Mi l l ing and Lumber Co.  v.  R.  1887) .  Once the 

land was ceded,  the Court  declared ,  the underly ing t i t le  passed 

to the Crown,  and by extens ion ,  to  the prov inces . 

The Royal  Proclamat ion had promised that  on ly the Crown could 

enter  into agreements to cede land.  However,  these protect ions 

were steadi ly  eroded through the systems of  permits  and 

patents .  The same Secretary of  State in  the Depar tment of 

Indian Affa irs ,  who was ob l igated to protect  Indigenous r ights , 

a lso served as Super intendent Genera l  and author ized land 

transfers ,  permits ,  and patents ,  creat ing a conf l i c t  o f  interest 

(Tel ford 1996,  225) .  This  author i ty  a l lowed the prov ince of 

Ontar io  to  issue a “substant ia l  number of  min ing patents” 

Subsurface Ownership

s. 91(24)
“It shall be lawful for the 
Queen...to make Laws for 

the Peace, Order, and good 
Government of Canada...
the exclusive Legislative 

Authority of the Parliament of 
Canada extends to all Matters 

coming within the... 24. 
Indians, and Lands reserved 

for the Indians.”

s. 109
“All Lands, Mines, Minerals, 

and Royalties belonging 
to the several Provinces 
of Canada, Nova Scotia, 

and New Brunswick at the 
Union, and all Sums then 

due or payable for such 
Lands, Mines, Minerals, or 

Royalties, shall belong to the 
several Provinces of Ontario, 

Quebec, Nova Scotia, and 
New Brunswick in which the 

same are situate or arise, 
subject to any Trusts existing 
in respect thereof, and to any 

Interest other than that of 
the Province in the same.”

This  re lat ionship between law,  land ,  and leg i t imacy is  not  unique 

to Sarnia .  Just  as in  Ennisk i l len Township,  where patents 

conver ted reserve lands into sett ler  proper ty at  the he ight  of 

the o i l  boom, and in the St .  Cathar ine’s  Mi l l ing and Lumber 

Company (1885-88) d iscussed in the next  sect ion ,  the cour t’s 

dec is ion made clear  that  permits  were not  unbiased too ls  of 

governance but  of  d ispossess ion .  For arch i tects ,  the s ign i f icance 

l ies  in  recogniz ing that  every permit  and drawing we work with 

inher i ts  th is  lega l  and spat ia l  h istor y.

FIG 1.22
1907 map showing the 

subdivision of Aamjiwnaang 
First Nation land that the city 

of Sarnia wanted to acquire. 
The map was redrawn before 

its surrender, revealing how 
the land was surveyed and 
divided prior to obtaining 

consent.
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even before the conclus ion of  Treaty 3,  whi le  s imultaneous ly 

instruct ing Canada not  to  estab l ish reserves on minera l  lands . 

As Tel ford observes ,  “Canada argued,  on the bas is  of  Treaty No. 

3 ,  that  i t  owned a large par t  of  the d isputed terr i tor y and used 

th is  argument to substant iate  i ts  c la im to minera l  ownership” 

(Tel ford 1996,  227-29) .

The prov ince’s  lega l  pos i t ion rested on the c la im that  Indigenous 

nat ions never possessed fu l l  ownership of  the ir  lands ,  on ly 

a  l imited “r ight  of  occupancy” (St .  Cathar ines Mi l l ing c .  R. 

1887,  595) .   This  began with the c la im that  “the Proclamat ion 

assumes the t i t le  to  be in  the Crown and not  in  the Indians” (St . 

Cathar ines Mi l l ing c .  R.  1887,  594) .  estab l ish ing the Crown as 

hav ing author i ty  over land.  Because the Proclamat ion empowered 

the Crown to grant  lands east  of  a  cer ta in l ine in  Canada ,  the 

prov ince sa id Indigenous nat ions could not  tru ly  own the land. 

I f  they d id ,  then the Crown would have had no power to issue 

grants . 

The prov ince a lso argued that  Indigenous r ights under the 

Proclamat ion could be a l tered or  removed.  When Quebec’s 

boundar ies expanded in 1774,  they argued that  the Proclamat ion 

no longer appl ied in  the new areas because the Crown a l lowed 

i t .  Ind igenous t i t le  here ex isted on ly “as an act  of  bounty from 

the Crown,”  dependent on the Crown’s goodwi l l .   This  case a lso 

used F l e tc h e r  v.  Pe c k  as  a  precedent ,  where the state “he ld that 

the t i t le  to  the so i l  was in  the State,  the r ight  ex ist ing in  the 

Indians be ing one mere ly of  occupancy” (St .  Cathar ines Mi l l ing 

c .  R.  1887,  590) . 

Ontar io  argued that  under the same log ic ,  Ind igenous t i t le  had 

never been recognized as a lega l  state capable  of  cha l lenging 

the Crown or prov inc ia l  grants .  They cont inued that  the BNA 

conf irmed prov inc ia l  ownership of  a l l  lands not  expl ic i t ly 

reserved.  Any argument to the contrary would undermine 

FIG 1.23
Excerpt from the St. 
Catharines Milling and 
Lumber Co. v. R. case, 
highlighting a key legal 
precedent cited in the 
decision.
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thousands of  land grants and amount to a  “ fraud on the r ights of 

the prov ince” (St .  Cathar ines Mi l l ing c .  R.  1887,  595) .  Ult imate ly 

the prov ince’s  pos i t ion rested on the c la im that  Indigenous 

peoples he ld on ly a  l imited occupancy that  ex isted so le ly  for  the 

purpose of  eventua l  ext inct ion ,  whi le  “the fee is  vested in the 

prov ince” as the inher i tor  of  the Crown’s underly ing t i t le  (St . 

Cathar ines Mi l l ing c .  R.  1887,  594) .

This  was a d ist inct ive feature of  modern statecraft ,  the power 

to reduce complex ,  l ived geographies into s impl i f ied ,  leg ib le 

systems of  ownership and administrat ion (Scott  1998,  3) .  In 

th is  case,  the cour t’s  language funct ioned l ike a  patent  by 

transforming minera ls  into commodit ies  and r ights into a 

temporary “use.”  The lega l  categor ies  of  Sect ion 109 meant that 

once land was surveyed and brought into the cadastra l  gr id ,  the 

prov ince could c la im not  on ly the surface but  a lso “a l l  lands , 

mines ,  minera ls ,  and roya l t ies”  (Canada 1867) .

Permits ,  in  th is  sense,  were mechanisms of  d ispossess ion .  As 

Biber and Ruhl  expla in ,  “a permit  must  invo lve some process 

and standards for  an agency to grant  (or  deny) permiss ion 

to a  regulated ent i ty  to  engage in what would otherwise be 

a statutor i ly  restr icted act iv i ty”  (2014 ,  144-45) .  By grant ing 

patents and permits ,  the state author ized i tse l f  to  overr ide the 

restr ict ions i t  was tr y ing to uphold .

This  was the same log ic  that  governed the issu ing of  hundreds of 

patents in  Ennisk i l len Township,  where land that  was or ig ina l ly 

set  as ide for  reserves was conver ted into sett ler  proper ty for 

extract ion .  Patents there and in St .  Cather ine’s  created a lega l 

rea l i ty  in  which Indigenous presence was erased and subsurface 

r ights ignored .  Cer ta in “permits  a l low the agency to extract 

informat ion about the act iv i t ies  be ing permitted” (Biber and 

Ruhl  2014 ,  187) .  What was extracted was the author i ty  to  wr i te 

Indigenous nat ions out  of  the lega l  and spat ia l  record .

The impl icat ion for  des ign means that  every permit  and l i cense 

inher i ts  th is  h istor y,  par t  of  the same lega l  and spat ia l  systems 

that  transformed Indigenous terr i tor y into prov inc ia l  assets—

the same land on which we des ign now.

FIG 1.24
Excerpt from the St. 
Catharines Milling and 
Lumber Co. v. R. case, 
illustrating the court’s 
reasoning on the Crown’s 
underlying title and the 
limited nature of Indigenous 
occupancy rights.
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Reflections

The surveys in  th is  thes is  estab l ished the condi t ions for  how 

land could be seen ,  d iv ided ,  and bui l t  upon.  The act  of  mapping, 

and by extens ion ,  the lega l  categor izat ion of  land ,  goes beyond 

descr ib ing what is  there ;  i t  “creates a  system through i ts  ab i l i ty 

to  g ive i ts  categor ies  the force of  law” (Scott  1998,  3) .   I t 

produces a par t icu lar  k ind of  land that  can be measured and 

owned.  Through the survey and later  the zoning map,  land was 

abstracted from l ived exper ience into a  surface of  coordinates 

and lots ,  becoming a gr id of  ownership.

To read land as ev idence is  to  recognize that  profess iona l 

too ls ,  such as surveys and s i te  p lans ,  are not  neutra l  acts 

of  measurement ,  but  rather inher i t  and perpetuate co lon ia l 

f rameworks .  The land i tse l f  i s  not  a  neutra l  surface,  but  a  l iv ing 

network of  re lat ions among humans ,  nonhumans ,  and h istor ies . 

To engage with land today means working to restore these 

d isrupted re lat ions .  The cha l lenge for  arch i tects  is  to  quest ion 

the assumpt ions embedded in our des ign processes ,  and to ask 

what ob l igat ions we carr y when we des ign on land where consent 

was never free ly  g iven .

The story of  Lambton County,  much l ike the rest  of  Canada ,  is 

one of  layered d ispossess ion .  The Royal  Proclamat ion promised 

recognit ion to the First  Nat ions but  t ied i t  to  Crown author i ty 

and embedded contro l  wi th in i ts  language.  The Indian Act 

transformed recognit ion into ass imi lat ion ,  conso l idat ing state 

power through governance mechanisms that  fragmented land 

and communit ies .  Treat ies  and surveys conver ted re lat iona l 

landscapes into proper ty,  in  favour of  categor ies  that  served the 

sett ler  state.  And o i l  fur ther reframed land,  adding another layer, 

commodi fy ing land through resource extract ion and re inforc ing 

d ispossess ion through industr ia l izat ion .

Together,  these systems created the condi t ions under which 

Sarnia’s  Chemica l  Val ley would emerge.  Every permit  and lease 

is  a  po l i t ica l  ar t i fact  that  reproduces the log ics  of  ownership 

and erasure f i rst  inscr ibed through co lon ia l  governance,  not 

just  a  technica l  document .  What might  appear to be a technica l 

boundary is ,  in  fact ,  the outcome of  centur ies  of  erasure and 

contro l . 
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FIG 1.23
Layered abstraction of the 

land showing settler-colonial 
maps and built structures 

overlaid on a graph of total 
well depths in the area, 

highlighting the intersections 
of historical land claims and 

resource extraction.
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Pl a n n i n g,  a s  th e  o rd e r i n g  a n d  m a n a ge m e n t  o f  s p a ce ,  w a s 

th e  e a rly  w o rk  o f  co l o n i s ts  ‘ o n  a r r i v al ’ .  C o n s e q u e n t ly,  a ny 

ki n d  o f  co n te m p o ra r y  p l a n n i n g  a c t i v i ty  i n  s e t t l e r  s ta te s  m u s t 

b e  a n aly t i c al ly  co g n i s a n t  o f,  a n d  e th i c al ly  o r i e n te d  to w a rd , 

th a t  h i s to r y – a s – p re s e n t .  ( Po r te r  2 0 16 ,  1 5 1 )
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The word permit  carr ies  both administrat ive and ideo log ica l 

weight .  To permit  something is  to  a l low i t  to  happen.  I t  is  a 

word we often take for  granted ,  bur ied under the language 

of  everyday ru les and approva ls ,  but  behind the gesture is  a 

deeper structure of  power.  As a noun,  a  permit  is  “a wr i tten 

warrant  or  l i cense granted by one hav ing author i ty” (Merr iam-

Webster  n .d . ) .  As a verb,  to  permit  means to g ive consent ,  to  let 

something move forward ,  to  make something poss ib le  (Merr iam-

Webster  n .d . ) .  I t  i s  a  word that  assumes someone ho lds the 

author i ty  to  dec ide.  When i t  comes to land and arch i tecture, 

permits  are more than just  p ieces of  paper ;  they are too ls  that 

shape what the c i ty  bui lds ,  what  is  a l lowed,  and whose v is ion 

of  the land is  made a rea l i ty.   However,  th is  understanding 

is  not  a lways whole  for  arch i tects .  We often treat  permits  as 

technica l  hurd les in  the des ign process rather than as po l i t ica l 

instruments that  reproduce structures of  power.

The term i tse l f  carr ies  weight  beyond bureaucrat ic  funct ion ;  i t 

ref lects  a  po l i t ica l  structure in  which author i ty  is  centra l ized 

and condit iona l .  Lega l  theor ist  Richard Epste in ( 1995) warned 

of  what  he ca l led the “permit  power,”  which he descr ibed as 

a reversa l  o f  “the c lass ica l  American v iew… that  a l l  i s  not 

prohib i ted is  permitted ,  which sets  the in i t ia l  presumpt ion in 

favor of  l iber ty—not in  favor of  government act ion” (Epste in 

1995,  407) .  To permit  is  to  wie ld power—to dec ide who may act , 

who must wai t ,  and under what condi t ions access is  granted 

or  denied .   In the context  of  land use,  the permit  system 

enables administrat ive bodies to  promulgate “e laborate sets 

of  administrat ive procedures ,  impos ing onerous condi t ions for 

the grant ing of  a  permit ,  manufacture excuses for  de lay,  reta in 

the power to rev ise or  terminate permits  v ir tua l ly  at  wi l l ,” 

and adopt “amorphous substant ive standards that  just i fy  any 

outcome the agency prefers” (Biber and Ruhl  2014 ,  138) .  Such 

author i ty  may appear impart ia l  but  of ten funct ions ideo log ica l ly. 

Epste in refers to  th is  as “spec ia l ized bodies which of ten have a 

Permits as Power
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strong ideo log ica l  pos i t ion on the issues that  come before them 

t ime after  t ime“(Epste in 1995,  413) .  In other words ,  permitt ing 

inst i tut ions a lways operate with in a  framework that  ref lects 

spec i f ic  worldv iews and pr ior i t ies  in  land governance.

This  structure of  condi t iona l  consent  mirrors the broader sett ler-

co lon ia l  f ramework in which land use and governance depend 

on denying Indigenous sovere ignty.  The bureaucrat ic  process 

of  permitt ing reproduces co lon ia l  author i ty  by p lac ing the state 

as the so le  determiner of  what  forms of  land use are leg i t imate 

and under what c i rcumstances .  The issue is  as ep istemologica l 

as  i t  i s  lega l .  Permitt ing assumes that  the state’s  frameworks of 

ownership,  zoning,  and regulat ions are the on ly va l id  ones for 

order ing land.  I t  is  a lso re lat iona l ,  where permitt ing just i f ies 

land to be v iewed as a resource to be a l located ,  rather than 

a l iv ing re lat ion bound up in h istor ies ,  respons ib i l i t ies ,  and 

rec iproca l  care.  This  framing is  recast  as secondary to state 

author i ty.

Fur thermore,  i t  i s  essent ia l  to  examine not  just  i ts  lega l  funct ion 

but  a lso the mora l  assumpt ions the word permit ,  carr ies .  Hal l ie 

L iber to’s  (2022) theory of  permiss ive consent  he lps c lar i fy 

how the power to grant  permiss ion a lways carr ies  with i t  an 

assumpt ion of  contro l .  In  G re e n  L i gh t  E th i c s ,  she argues that 

permiss ive consent  presupposes a sense of  ent i t lement .  When 

taken into the context  of  sett ler  governance,  th is  log ic  revea ls 

how the author i ty  to  issue permits  for  deve lopment rests  on a 

pr ior  c la im to ownership that  is  i tse l f  contested .  By removing 

the inherent  r ights of  First  Nat ions and enabl ing dec is ion-

making power in  state inst i tut ions l ike the DIA,  the sett ler  state 

pos i t ions i tse l f  as  the on ly ent i ty  capable  of  author iz ing land use. 

With in th is  framework ,  the permit  is  not  just  an administrat ive 

dev ice but  a  po l i t ica l  one.  I t  is  the mechanism by which the 

sett ler  state asser ts  i tse l f  as  the so le  author i ty  of  land use.  As 

Liber to notes ,  “author i ty  serves the one who ho lds i t ,”  and in 

th is  case,  the permit  a lso becomes a too l  not  on ly of  contro l  but 

a lso of  erasure (Hal l ie  2022 ,  23) .  

This  p layed out  v is ib ly  in  Sarnia ,  where,  as  d iscussed in a 

prev ious chapter,  the c i ty  coerced the Aamj iwnaang First  Nat ion 

into surrender ing 1 ,184 acres of  the ir  land in 1919 under the 

threat  that  they would enact  the Ol iver  Act ,  which would have 

a l lowed the c i ty  to  expropr iate  the ent ire  reserve (P la in 2017) .  For 

Indigenous communit ies ,  the government has of ten structured 

consent  to  deve lopment as a  means of  forced compl iance in  the 

face of  threats  to  land and l ive l ihood. 

The deeper problem is  that  when the sett ler  state a lone ho lds 

the author i ty  to  author ize land use,  i t  remakes land re lat ions in 

i ts  own image.  Land becomes a regulated resource,  abstracted 

into zoning categor ies  and proper ty l ines ,  str ipped of  i ts  pr ior 

h istor ies  of  governance.  I t  is  a  reorder ing of  land re lat ions 

around state author i ty  and industr ia l  deve lopment in  pract ice. 

From an arch i tectura l  perspect ive,  these impl icat ions mean 

that  arch i tects  work with in permitt ing systems that  s i lent ly 

natura l ize  these co lon ia l  re lat ions ,  shaping what is  poss ib le 

to  des ign and bui ld .  The profess ion must grapple  with how 

permitt ing structures land re lat ions and ask what i t  would mean 

to pract ice  otherwise.
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FIG 2.1
Diagram showing all 
development permit 
application types in Sarnia, 
Ontario, identifying which 
municipality governs each 
process and the provincial 
Acts that regulate them. It 
outlines the requirements for 
each application and indicates 
where architects participate 
within the approval process. 
Together, these procedures 
form a closed loop in 
which regulatory authority 
reinforces itself.

Statutes

Not required 
unless stated 
otherwise
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Understanding who has the author i ty  over land use dec is ions 

requires c lar i fy ing the re lat ionships between count ies , 

munic ipa l i t ies ,  and other loca l  jur isd ict ions .  These re lat ionships 

cannot  be understood apar t  from the broader h istor ies  of 

jur isd ict ion ,  land d iv is ion ,  and d ispossess ion that  shaped them. 

T h e  O n ta r i o  M u n i c i p al  Ac t  (2025) def ines a munic ipa l i ty  as “a 

geographic  area whose inhabi tants are incorporated” (Munic ipa l 

Act  2025,  s .1 ( 1 ) ) .  With in th is  framework ,  the prov ince structures 

munic ipa l i t ies  as s ingle - t ier,  lower-t ier,  or  upper-t ier.  Count ies 

and reg ions both funct ion as upper-t ier  munic ipa l i t ies ,  such as 

Lambton County.  The City of  Sarnia  is  a  lower-t ier  munic ipa l i ty 

with in Lambton County. 

Governing the Ground

1. Highways, including parking and traffic on 
highways:
Whole sphere
2. Transportation systems, other than 
highways:
a. Airports
b. Ferries
3. Waste Management:
Whole sphere, except waste collection

4. Public Utilities:
a. Sewage treatment
.
.
.
5. Culture, parks, recreation and heritage
6. Drainage and f lood control, except storm 
sewers
8. Parking, except on highways:
Municipal parking lots and structures
10d. Economic development services:
Acquisition, development and disposal 
of sites for industrial, commercial and 
institutional uses

Sphere of Jurisdiction

All upper-tier municipalities (non-exclusive)

All upper-tier municipalities (non-exclusive)
All upper-tier municipalities (non-exclusive)
Durham, Halton, Lambton, Oxford, Peel, 

Waterloo, York (Exclusive)

All counties, Niagara, Waterloo, York 
(Non-exclusive)

All upper-tier municipalities (non-exclusive)

All upper-tier municipalities (non-exclusive)

All upper-tier municipalities (non-exclusive)

Halton, Lambton, Oxford, Waterloo
(non-exclusive)

(Ontario 2025, s.11)

FIG 2.2
Recreation of the “Sphere 
of Jurisdiction” table from 
the Ontario Municipal 
Act, outlining the areas 
of authority assigned 
to municipalities under 
provincial legislation.



Transcending the Settled Ground The Act of Permitting

86 87

Sarnia’s  Off ic ia l  P lan governs land use at  the loca l  sca le, 

determin ing zoning,  s i te  p lans ,  and some deve lopment 

appl icat ions ,  but  i t  must  conform to the County ’s  Off ic ia l  P lan , 

which prov ides the broader po l icy d irect ion for  growth and land 

management .

Each t ier  has i ts  sphere of  jur isd ict ion .  The Act  notes that 

Lambton County is  respons ib le  for :

T h e  a c q u i s i t i o n ,  d e v e l o p m e n t  a n d  d i s p o s al  o f  s i te s  fo r 

i n d u s t r i a l ,  co m m e rc i a l  a n d  i n s t i tu t i o n al  u s e s  ( M u n i c i p al 

Ac t  2 0 2 5 ,  s . 1 1 )

This means that  Sarnia  is  the in i t iat ing and implement ing 

author i ty,  but  Lambton County has the f ina l  say on anyth ing 

that  changes the overarch ing land use des ignat ion .  This  layered 

structure a l lows respons ib i l i ty  to  c i rcu late  between leve ls  of 

government and enable  the incrementa l  transformat ions of 

land use that  of ten pr iv i leges industr ia l  growth and d i f fuses 

accountabi l i ty.

In pract ice,  th is  means that  some deve lopment approva ls 

of ten move back and for th .  This  p layed out  in  2024 when the 

S a r n i a  O b s e r v e r  repor ted that  the City of  Sarnia  and Lambton 

County were aga in at  odds over a  proposed land use change. 

Sarnia  sought to  rezone a s i te  from l ight  industr ia l  to  genera l 

employment ,  which would have a l lowed “heavy industr ia l 

operat ions and ‘noxious’  emiss ions ,  including odours .”  Lambton 

County re jected the proposa l ,  prompt ing the City to  appea l , 

i l lustrat ing how respons ib i l i ty  c i rcu lates between these t iers  of 

government ,  wi th dec is ions depending on the interests  of  each 

author i ty  (Kula 2024) .

What emerges ,  then ,  is  a  p lanning structure that  enforces a 

spec i f ic  po l i t ics  of  land .  Permits  and approva ls  are instruments 

FIG 2.3
Recent news articles on land-
use disagreements between 
City of Sarnia and Lambton 
County.
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The County of  Lambton has been shaping land use across i ts 

e leven munic ipa l i t ies  s ince the creat ion of  the Lambton County 

Planning Area in  1978,  with i ts  f i rst  Off ic ia l  P lan adopted in 

1981 .  These county-wide po l ic ies  were des igned to prov ide a 

framework for  deve lopment and offer  loca l  munic ipa l i t ies 

guidance on creat ing the ir  own,  more deta i led p lans (County of 

Lambton 2020,  1 -1 -1 -3) .  Today,  the County Counci l  reta ins the 

author i ty  to  approve loca l  p lans and amendments ,  determin ing 

how land is  used ,  d iv ided ,  and redeve loped across the reg ion .

The current  Off ic ia l  P lan openly acknowledges the d i f f icu l t ies 

created by industr ia l  legac ies ,  not ing that  abandoned and 

contaminated s i tes  pose cha l lenges for  both the environment and 

the economy.  I t  stresses that  “the ident i f icat ion ,  management , 

decommiss ion ing,  and redeve lopment of  contaminated industr ia l 

and commerc ia l  s i tes  is  important  for  the soc ia l ,  economic, 

and environmenta l  hea l th of  Lambton’s  communit ies ,  promotes 

compact  bui l t  form,  makes more eff ic ient  use of  ex ist ing 

infrastructure,  and promotes susta inable  communit ies” 

(County of  Lambton 2020,  3-3) .  At the same t ime,  i t  reaff i rms 

petrochemica l  deve lopment as a  def in ing feature of  the County ’s 

future.  The Plan ca l ls  to  protect  industr ia l  lands for  “major 

petrochemica l  companies that  require s i tes  with locat iona l 

and other advantages” (County of  Lambton 2020,  3-13) ,  and 

encourages munic ipa l i t ies  to  “permit  other manufactur ing, 

industr ia l ,  research and deve lopment uses” (County of  Lambton 

2020,  5-1) .  This  dua l  pos i t ion ing of  recogniz ing environmenta l 

harm even as i t  re inforces petrochemica l  expans ion captures the 

tens ion of  land use.

The C i ty  o f  S a r n i a’s  2 0 2 2  O ff i c i a l  Pl a n  s i tuates i tse l f  wi th in th is 

county framework whi le  a lso ref lect ing the loca l  rea l i t ies  of 

be ing home to nearly  40% of  Canada’s  petrochemica l  industr y. 

I t  descr ibes i tse l f  as  the “pr imary too l  for  implement ing long-

range…land use po l icy,”  to  make Sarnia  “a des irab le  p lace to 

Regional Planning Frameworks

that  pos i t ion munic ipa l i t ies  and count ies  as in  the ir  own 

interests .  I t  revea ls  how even the most  mundane aspects  of 

munic ipa l  governance are entangled with the broader sett ler-

co lon ia l  f rameworks ,  where the author i ty  to  permit  deve lopment 

masks deeper quest ions of  land re lat ions .  This  mult i - t iered 

system def ines the condi t ions of  pract ice :  before any drawing 

or  des ign can occur,  the s i te  i tse l f  must  f i rst  be categor ized 

and made leg ib le  with in th is  co lon ia l  f ramework .  Understanding 

these frameworks becomes essent ia l  to  reth ink ing the arch i tects ’ 

ro le  in  these systems.
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l ive,  work ,  p lay,  and to invest  in”  (Ci ty of  Sarnia  2025,  1 ) .  L ike 

the County of  Lambton Plan ,  i t  acknowledges the h istory of 

the industr y,  but  i ts  treatment of  Indigenous jur isd ict ion makes 

clear  the uneven geography of  p lanning author i ty.  The c i ty  P lan 

spec i f ies  that  “none of  the prov is ions of  th is  P lan sha l l  apply 

to  Lands that  are par t  of  the Aamj iwnaang First  Nat ion ,  as 

spec i f ica l ly  ident i f ied on the Schedules to th is  P lan” (City of 

Sarnia  2025,  2) .

This provis ion formal ly  recognizes the Aamj iwnaang First  Nat ion’s 

author i ty  to  administer  i ts  own lands under the Fi r s t  Na t i o n s 

L a n d  Ma n a ge m e n t  (FNLM) and the R e s e r v e  L a n d  a n d  E n v i ro n m e n t 

Ma n a ge m e n t  P ro g ra m  (RLEMA).  In pract ice,  th is  separat ion 

enables the City to  p lan around the reserve without  tak ing 

respons ib i l i ty  for  cumulat ive impacts .  Industr ia l  expans ions can 

proceed just  outs ide the boundar ies ,  wi thout  any requirement 

to account for  how emiss ions ,  r isks ,  or  infrastructure dec is ions 

affect  the reserve.  I ts  exposure to environmenta l  hazards is 

inseparable  from industr ia l  and p lanning dec is ions .  Munic ipa l 

and prov inc ia l  land-use p lanning rare ly  invo lves Indigenous 

communit ies  in  ways that  are meaningfu l ,  perpetuat ing patterns 

of  d ispossess ion ,  env ironmenta l  exclus ion ,  and p lanning 

without  consent .  Acknowledging Indigenous jur isd ict ion and 

the interconnectedness of  shared systems is  fundamenta l  to 

equi tab le  reg iona l  p lanning. 

In 2024,  the Prov ince of  Ontar io  re leased an updated P ro v i n c i a l 

Pla n n in g  Sta te me n t  (PPS) emphasiz ing “the unique ro le Indigenous 

communit ies  have in  land use p lanning and deve lopment ,”  and 

ca l l ing for  “meaningfu l  early  engagement” and “construct ive, 

cooperat ive re lat ionship -bui ld ing” between munic ipa l i t ies  and 

Indigenous communit ies  (Prov ince of  Ontar io  2024,  1 ) .  On 

paper,  these commitments suggest  a  sh i f t  toward more inclus ive 

p lanning processes .  However,  the language remains vague,  and 

Lands Management
The Aamjiwnaang First 

Nations are able to manage 
“reserve lands, environments 

and resources, including 
pipelines” under these 

programs.

In 2020, the community have 
begun developing a Land Use 

Plan.

First Nations Land 
Management

“enables First Nations to 
transition away from the 

application of the 44 sections 
of the Indian Act relating 

to land and environmental 
management. First Nations 
can then develop their own 

laws about land use, the 
environment and natural 

resources, and take advantage 
of cultural and economic 

development opportunities 
with their new land 

management authorities.”

Reserve Land 
and Environment 

Management Program
“a land management 

capacity building program 
that provides First Nations 

with the tools, skills, and 
knowledge required to 

manage their reserve lands, 
resources and environment 

and undertake Indian Act 
land management activities 
on behalf of the Minister of 

Indigenous Services.”

FIG 2.4
County of Lambton 

Official Plan (2020).

FIG 2.5
City of Sarnia Official 

Plan 2022 consolidated 
in 2025.

FIG 2.6
Ontario Provincial 

Planning Statement 
(2024).
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there are few mechanisms to ho ld munic ipa l i t ies  accountable  for 

how and whether they implement these pr inc ip les .

Addit iona l ly,  under Sect ion 3.5 L a n d  Us e  C o m p a t i b i l i ty ,  3 .5.1 . 

s tates that  p lanning for  major  fac i l i t ies  should be des igned to 

prevent  harmful  impacts whi le  a lso preserv ing the economic 

interests  of  these fac i l i t ies .  The fo l lowing subsect ion ,  3 .5.2 . , 

fur ther addresses :

W h e re  a v o i d a n ce  i s  n o t  p o s s i b l e  i n  a cco rd a n ce  w i th  p o l i c y 

3 .5 . 1 ,  p l a n n i n g  a u th o r i t i e s  s h al l  p ro te c t  th e  l o n g- te r m 

v i ab i l i ty  o f  e x i s t i n g  o r  p l a n n e d  i n d u s t r i a l ,  m a n u fa c tu r i n g 

o r  o th e r  m a j o r  fa c i l i t i e s  th a t  a re  v u l n e rab l e  to  e n c ro a c h m e n t 

b y  e n s u r i n g  th a t  th e  p l a n n i n g  a n d  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f 

p ro p o s e d  a d j a ce n t  s e n s i t i v e  l a n d  u s e s  i s  o n ly  p e r m i tte d 

i f  p o te n t i a l  a d v e r s e  a f fe c ts  to  th e  p ro p o s e d  s e n s i t i v e  l a n d 

u s e  a re  m i n i m i z e d  a n d  m i t i ga te d ,  a n d  p o te n t i a l  i m p a c ts 

to  i n d u s t r i a l ,  m a n u fa c tu r i n g  o r  o th e r  m a j o r  fa c i l i t i e s  a re 

m i n i m i z e d  a n d  m i t i ga te d  i n  a cco rd a n ce  w i th  p ro v i n c i a l 

g u i d e l i n e s ,  s ta n d a rd s ,  a n d  p ro ce d u re s .  ( P ro v i n ce  o f  O n ta r i o 

2 0 24 ,  18 )

This po l icy is  des igned to pr ior i t ize  industr ia l  operat ions over 

nearby sens i t ive uses .  When th is  use cannot  be fu l ly  separated 

from the surrounding infrastructure,  the po l icy a l lows them to 

endure impacts up to a  cer ta in l imit .  L ibo iron ca l ls  th is  the 

“threshold theory of  po l lut ion…that  a l lows some amount of 

po l lut ion to occur and i ts  accompanying ent i t lement to Land to 

ass imi late  that  po l lut ion” (Libo iron 2021 ,  5) .  Anyth ing under 

that  threshold becomes a k ind of  s a c r i f i ce  z o n e  (L ibo iron 2021 , 

57) .  This  means that  communit ies  are expected to l ive  with a 

measured leve l  o f  po l lut ion so that  major  fac i l i t ies  can cont inue 

to operate eff ic ient ly  over the everyday hea l th of  communit ies 

nearby.

Together,  these p lans revea l  how land use is  framed through the 

language of  susta inabi l i ty  and engagement whi le  st i l l  pr iv i leg ing 

petrochemica l  deve lopment and sett ler  inst i tut ions of  author i ty. 

Permits ,  zoning,  and po l icy frameworks are technica l  documents , 

but  they are a lso instruments that  leg i t imize industr ia l  expans ion 

and bypass Indigenous sovere ignty.  As th is  chapter  argues , 

the po l i t ics  of  permitt ing are inseparable  from the broader 

co lon ia l  h istor y traced in the last  chapter,  and these po l ic ies 

leave arch i tects  to  des ign with in a  system that  d ictates where 

and how deve lopment can occur,  leav ing them with l i tt le  agency 

outs ide of  th is  governance.
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Permit Practices in Sarnia

( 75 0 m  to  e d ge  o f  Aa m j i w n a a n g  R e s e r v e )

Appl icat ion Type :  O ff i c i a l  Pl a n  Am e n d m e n t

Fi le  Number(s) :  O PA  n o. 1 2

Owner :  Arl a n x e o  C a n a d a  I n c .

Appl icat ion :  V I P  R ai l  U L C

Agent :  D i l l o n  C o n s u l t i n g  L td .

In 2025,  a  proposed expans ion by VIP Rai l  ULC near the 

Aamj iwnaang First  Nat ion reserve entered the formal  p lanning 

process through a request  for  an  O f f i c i a l  Pl a n  Am e n d m e n t  (OPA) 

in the c i ty  of  Sarnia  (By-Law Number 37 2025) ,  seek ing to 

change the land use des ignat ion from Environmenta l  Protect ion 

to Genera l  Employment .  L ike many deve lopment proposa ls  in 

Ontar io,  th is  process was shaped by a set  of  standard p lanning 

protoco ls ,  includ ing pre -appl icat ion consul tat ion ,  submiss ion of 

a  s i te  p lan ,  a  formal  P lanning Rat iona le,  le tters  of  author izat ion , 

and any suppor t ing documents deemed necessary by munic ipa l 

p lanning staff  (Speak up Sarnia  n .d . ) .  These procedures appear 

outwardly neutra l  and technica l ,  but ,  as  th is  case study revea ls , 

they operate with in a  deeper structure of  land author i ty,  one 

shaped by h istor ies  of  d ispossess ion and the condi t iona l  forms 

of  consent  that  cont inue to def ine sett ler  governance.  The OPA 

is  a  step in  a  long-term,  cumulat ive process through which land 

is  reor iented toward futures that  a l ign with the interests  of  the 

sett ler  state.

Along with the OPA, the P lanning Rat iona le  for  th is  project  was 

submitted on Apr i l  28 ,  2025,  fo l lowed by E n v i ro n m e n tal  I m p a c t 

S tu d i e s  (EIS) on May 19,  2025.  Dougan Ecology completed a 

peer rev iew on June 6,  2025,  and Sarnia’s  Ci ty Counci l  approved 

the project  on June 23.  Fina l  approva l  now rests  with the 

County of  Lambton,  which ho lds jur isd ict ion over Off ic ia l  P lan 

Amendments in  th is  reg ion (Speak up Sarnia  n .d . ) .  This  case 

study examines these p lanning documents as traces of  dec is ion-

making power,  showing what is  stated ,  what  is  assumed,  and what 

is  lef t  unsa id about the re lat ionship between land ,  author i ty, 

500 Kenny Street
Sarnia, Ontario

N7T 7J2

FIG 2.7
Site Plan. Site (500 Kenny Street) 

Border of Aamjiwnaang Reserve

Railway Tracks
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and consent ,  where these moments of  dec is ion occur before the 

arch i tect  enters the process .  By the t ime an arch i tect  encounters 

th is  land ,  permiss ion has a lready been shaped through permits , 

revea l ing how systems of  governance and permiss ion a lready 

predetermine the condi t ions of  des ign .

The s i te  at  500 Kenny Street  carr ies  a  contested h istory 

that  exempl i f ies  the dynamics of  th is  thes is :  the po l i t ics  of 

permitt ing as a  too l  o f  both contro l  and erasure.  This  land was 

once par t  of  a  much larger Aamj iwnaang Nat ion reserve,  which 

they surrendered under coerc ion in  1925 fo l lowing more than 

two decades of  pressure from the City of  Sarnia  and Indian 

Affa irs  off ic ia ls .  Surrender documents just i fy  th is  tak ing with 

c la ims of  underuse,  b laming “the indo lence of  the Indians” for 

the land’s  perce ived fa i lure to generate va lue (“Surrender of 

the Sarnia  Reserve”,  L ibrary and Archives Canada 1871-1907, 

105) .  Members of  the community be l ieved that  “Sarnia  is  badly 

handicapped at  the present  t ime from want of  industr ia l  s i tes” 

(Dr.  Coul ter,  quoted in “Surrender of  the Sarnia  Reserve”, 

L ibrary and Archives Canada 1871-1907,  1 15) .  The c i ty  saw th is 

surrender as necessary for  i ts  economic surv iva l ,  and i t  used 

the promise of  industr ia l  growth to just i fy  the d ispossess ion of 

First  Nat ions’  land to pave the way for  i ts  transformat ion into 

an industr ia l  landscape.

Examining the h istory of  Kenny Street  revea ls  how industr ia l 

necess i t ies  and co lon ia l  author i ty  have shaped land re lat ions 

in  th is  area .  South Sarnia  Proper t ies  Ltd .  in i t ia l ly  env is ioned 

th is  area as a  res ident ia l  subdiv is ion in  1925,  but  the expans ion 

of  heavy industr y quick ly  overshadowed the p lan .  (Evans 

and Amand 2021 ,  242–43) .  Surrounded by major  ra i l  l ines 

and adjacent  to  petrochemica l  operat ions ,  Sarnia’s  industr ia l 

geography quick ly  absorbed Kenny Street .  Today,  under the 

ownership of  Arlanxeo Canada Inc.  ( formerly LANXESS and a 

jo int  venture of  Saudi  Aramco) ,  the s i te  s i ts  at  the intersect ion 

FIG 2.8
A statement from Robert Kirby, a retail 
grocer:

“It is my opinion that the entire Indian 
Reserve should be taken over by the 
City of Sarnia and the land held for 
industrial and building sites. At the 
present time Sarnia has no inducements 
to offer industries who would be glad to 
come here.

The roads on the Reserve are very poor 
and the land is non-productive owing to 
the indolence of the indians. Even the 
best are not producing within seventy-
five per cent of what is possible.

By no produce from the indians and do 
not know of any of them taking produce 
to the market. I do know that they do 
most of their trading on the other side 
of the river.

I would like to see the land sold to 
individuals who would be apt to make it 
a matter of speculation. I think that the 
city should take over the entire Reserve.”

FIG 2.9
A statement from Dr. Coulter, a dentist:

“I consider that the Sarnia Indian 
Reserve should be opened up for the 
white occupation in view of the fact that 
it is at the present time occupied by 
only a few people who are making no 
effort towards having the land produce 
as it should. Some of these indians work 
in the city and others are incapable of 
farming...

Sarnia is badly handicapped at the 
present time for want of industrial sites, 
water frontage and room for general 
growth. It would not be practical to 
look for expansion to the eastward as 
all land lying to the east of the city is 
taken up being utilized for farms and 
market gardens. These lands are very 
productive at the present time nothing 
would be gained by taking them for 
industrial sites...

The greater part of the Reserve is a 
desolation of weeds and undergrowth.”
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FIG 2.10
A cropped map from the 1925 
Surrender files, overlaid on a 
satellite image from Google 
Earth. While the original 
documents include no precise 
location of what was being 
surrendered, letters written 
referred often waterfront lots 
for industry (highlighted in bold 
red). The dotted red line traces 
the boundary of the current 
Aamjiwnaang reserve in relation 
to its 1925 extent, revealing the 
scale of land lost.

Current Aamjiwnaang 
Reserve

Site

1925 Boundaries of 
the Reserve

1925 Land surrender 
boundary
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FIG 2.11
A cropped map from 1922 
showing the conditions prior 
to the 1925 land surrender. 
Buildings are visible along the 
waterfront within the reserve, 
illustrating the use of the land 
before industrial expansion.

Site
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FIG 2.12
A cropped map from 1936 
after the 1925 land surrender. 
Imperial Oil begins to encroach 
down the waterfront, and 
buildings that used to be in that 
area have been demolished and 
moved further south. Although 
no official record of additional 
surrenders was found, the map 
shows Imperial Oil extending 
west, into land that should still 
have been part of the reserve.

Site
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FIG 2.13
A cropped map from 1965, 
where the encroachment has 
hit the border and maybe even 
past north of the reserve. There 
is no public documentation of 
land surrenders after 1925, but 
these refineries expanding west 
suggests that another transfer 
must have occurred between the 
1930s and 1960s.

Site
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of  corporate and co lon ia l  c la ims to land (Lanxess 2018 ;  Arlanxeo 

2020) Up unt i l  2018 ,  most  of  Arlanxeo’s  records were he ld under 

LANXESS. For th is  case study,  I  treat  Arlanxeo and LANXESS 

interchangeably.  The proposed expans ion is  an extens ion of  a 

century- long process in  which land has been reclass i f ied and 

repurposed under the author i ty  of  state and corporate actors .

This  case study i l lustrates how permitt ing funct ions as both a 

procedura l  requirement and a mechanism that  structures land 

and futures .  The Kenny Street  proposa l  s i ts  with in a  system 

where land-use dec is ions are governed by munic ipa l  by laws and, 

more s ign i f icant ly,  by long h istor ies  of  d ispossess ion and the 

ideo log ica l  power of  “permiss ion .”  As earl ier  chapters show, 

permitt ing is  rooted in a  sett ler- co lon ia l  f ramework that  treats 

land as something to be granted and regulated by the state, 

rather than as par t  of  a  re lat ion grounded in sovere ignty and 

stewardship.  The Kenny Street  case exempl i f ies  how these 

structures cont inue to operate.  Land surrendered under coerc ion 

is  now reopened to industr ia l  expans ion through an amendment 

process shaped by the pr ior i t ies  of  the County and City,  not 

by the r ights of  those most  affected .  These approva ls  smooth 

the path for  future industr ia l  encroachment by estab l ish ing new 

base l ines of  what  is  permiss ib le.

This  deve lopment a lso revea ls  that  we cannot separate des ign 

from the permits  that  shape arch i tectura l  pract ice.  The 

arch i tect  of ten enters a  project  a f ter  p lanning author i t ies  have 

interpreted and categor ized the land in the interest  of  the state. 

Robin Evans wr i tes ,  “drawing in arch i tecture is  not  done af ter 

nature,  but  pr ior  to  construct ion ;  i t…produce[s]  a  rea l i ty  that 

wi l l  end up outs ide the drawing” (Evans 1986,  165) .  In other 

words ,  drawings generate the condi t ions that  wi l l  mater ia l ize. 

Because these drawings must conform to zoning,  by laws,  and 

technica l  standards ,  regulat ion shapes the act  of  drawing before 

the arch i tect  even begins .  Archi tects  rare ly  work d irect ly  on 

land or  free ly  with in the drawing space.  Drawings become 

po l i t ica l  instruments ,  trans lat ing governing systems into l ines 

and forms that  a l ign with predetermined po l ic ies .  The space 

between drawing and bui ld ing is  a  structura l  condi t ion in  which 

governing systems u l t imate ly  determine what is  bu i ldab le, 

where,  and for  whom.

The Kenny Street  proposa l  exposes how arch i tecture and any 

deve lopment appl icat ion ,  through the language of  p lans and 

permits ,  become compl ic i t  in  reproduc ing co lon ia l  land re lat ions . 

I t  revea ls  that  des ign extends beyond creat ing space.  I t  works 

with in and re inforces systems of  contro l  that  determine whose 

v is ion of  land is  made poss ib le.  This  dec is ion perpetuates a log ic 

in  which the po l i t ics  of  permitt ing are a cont inuat ion of  co lon ia l 

land re lat ions .  Consent and regulat ion are l inked inextr icab ly to 

h istor ies  of  d ispossess ion and the erasure of  broader re lat ions 

to the land.  Permits  author ize po l i t ica l  changes ,  a long with 

phys ica l  ones ,  sh i f t ing the meaning of  a  s i te  through incrementa l 

acts  that  accumulate into structura l  transformat ion .

By examining th is  deve lopment appl icat ion ,  we can see how 

permits  are not  neutra l  acts  of  governance,  but  that  structure 

the condi t ions in  which arch i tects  can operate,  constra in ing 

des ign dec is ions with in a  contested h istory of  land in Sarnia 

and the ongoing struggle  to  enact  good re lat ions with the land , 

inseparable  from Indigenous sovere ignty and environmenta l 

just ice.  To reth ink arch i tecture requires recogniz ing these 

constra ints  and ask ing how des ign might  nav igate or  res ist 

these po l i t ics ,  espec ia l ly  when arch i tectura l  work begins on ly 

af ter  s ign i f icant  land-use dec is ions have been made.
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FIG 2.14
Flowchart of the Official 
Plan Amendment process for 
500 Kenny Street, mapped 
together with the governing 
documents and regulatory 
frameworks that structure 
and authorize each stage of 
approval

Governing
Documents
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This amendment revea ls  how p lanning language and bureaucrat ic 

procedures contr ibute to shaping land re lat ions .  The technica l 

ad justments of  rezoning or  redrawing a boundary revea l  a 

deeper system of  author izat ion that  redef ines what counts as 

deve lopable  or  protected .

The proposed amendments ,  T h e  O ff i c i a l  Pl a n  Am e n d m e n t ,  “ By -

L a w  n u m b e r  3 7  o f  2 0 2 5  o f  th e  C i ty  o f  S a r n i a” reads :

1 )  Am e n d  S c h e d u l e  1 ,  C i ty  S t r u c tu re  Pl a n  b y  c h a n g i n g  th e 

d e s i g n a t i o n  o f  th e  s u b j e c t  l a n d s ,  a s  s h o w n  i n  S c h e d u l e  ‘A’ ,  f ro m 

‘ T h e  G re e n l a n d s  Sy s t e m ’  to  ‘ Ex i s ti n g  E m p l o y m e n t  Are a ’ .

This f i rst  amendment s ign i f ies  how environmenta l  protect ion 

is  never abso lute but  condi t iona l .  The Greenlands System is  a 

space “where deve lopment sha l l  be restr icted” (City of  Sarnia 

2025,  81) ,  but  i t  has been revoked due to conf l i c ts  with industr ia l 

growth .  The map becomes a l iv ing document of  sh i f t ing pr ior i t ies , 

where eco log ica l  and cu l tura l  va lues ex ist  on ly as they a l ign 

with economic expans ion . 

OFFICIAL PLAN AMENDMENTS

s.5.6 The Greenlands 
System 

City of Sarnia Official Plan
s.5.6.1 Intent and General 

Policies
“a) The intent of the 

Greenlands System is to 
provide a comprehensive and 

connected system of parks, 
open space and natural 

features that are protected, 
maintained, and enhanced 

to support cultural identity, 
a high quality of life, and 

environmental sustainability 
in Sarnia.

b) The Greenlands System 
identified on Schedule 
2 is comprised of two 

designations:
i. The Parks and Open Space 

Designation identifies all of 
their City’s existing public 

parks; and,
ii. The Environmental 

Protection Designation, 
which comprises the defined 

natural heritage features 
that the City shall protect, 

and the natural hazard lands 
where development shall be 

restricted;

c) Schedule 3 identifies the 
Natural Heritage System 
which is comprised of the 
Environmental Protection 

Designation and the Adjacent 
Lands Overlay. The Adjacent 

Lands Overlay is based on 
an approximate 120-metre 

setback from the boundary of 
the Environmental Protection 

Designation...”

FIG 2.15
(Opposite) FIG 2.16
(Opposite) FIG 2.17

The Official Plan Amendment 
signed and approved. 
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2 )  Am e n d  S c h e d u l e  2 ,  L a n d  Us e  Pl a n  b y  c h a n g i n g  th e  d e s i g n a t i o n  o f 

th e  s u b j e c t  l a n d s ,  a s  s h o w n  i n  S c h e d u l e  ‘A’ ,  f ro m  ‘E n v i ro n m e n tal 

P ro t e c ti o n ’  to  ‘ G e n e ral  E m p l o y m e n t ’ .

Within the same log ic ,  the amendment reframes the 

Environmenta l  Protect ion zone as a  technica l  obstacle,  rather 

than “a key e lement of  mit igat ing the impacts of  c l imate change” 

(City of  Sarnia  2025,  8) .  This  is  a  fami l iar  pattern in  co lon ia l  land 

governance,  where environmenta l  stewardship is  acknowledged 

only to  be administrat ive ly  conta ined . 

3 )  Am e n d  S c h e d u l e  3 ,  Na tu ral  He r i ta ge  Sy s te m  b y  re m o v i n g  th e 

s u b j e c t  l a n d s ,  a s  s h o w n  i n  S c h e d u l e  ‘A’ ,  f ro m  th e  ‘ E n v i ro n m e n tal 

P ro te c t i o n’  d e s i g n a t i o n  a n d  a m e n d  th e  ‘ Na tu ral  He r i ta ge  O v e rl ay ’ 

a cco rd i n gly.

4 )  Am e n d  Ap p e n d i x  1 ,  Map  2  –  Na tu ral  He r i ta ge  Fe a tu re s  b y 

re m o v i n g  th e  s u b j e c t  l a n d s ,  a s  s h o w n  i n  S c h e d u l e  ‘A’ ,  f ro m  Na t u ral 

He r i ta ge  Fe a t u re s  ‘  Ty p e  B’ .

Natura l  Her i tage Features Type B areas are des ignated to ensure 

that  “the integr i ty  of  the feature and i ts  eco log ica l  funct ions are 

protected from deve lopment and s i te  a l terat ion .”  These features 

are fur ther governed through zoning regulat ions that  estab l ish 

“bui ld ing restr ict ions ,  bu i ld ing enve lopes ,  and setbacks to 

natura l  features” (City of  Sarnia  2025,  100) .  The removal  of 

th is  des ignat ion e l iminates the requirement for  s i te -spec i f ic 

regulat ions that  a im to protect  b iod ivers i ty  and ecosystem 

funct ion .

5 )  Am e n d  S e c t i o n  5 .7  S i te  a n d  Are a - S p e c i f i c  Po l i c i e s  to  a d d  a  n e w 

S i te  a n d  Are a - S p e c i f i c  Po l i c y  Are a  # 24  fo r  th e  l a n d s  m u n i c i p al ly 

kn o w n  a s  5 0 0  Ke n ny  S t re e t ,  C i ty  o f  S a r n i a ,  a n d  s h o w n  i n  S c h e d u l e 

‘ B’  a s  fo l l o w s :

24 .  Ke n ny  S t re e t

a .  Fo r  a ny  S i te  Pl a n  C o n t ro l  Ap p l i c a t i o n  fo r  th e 

d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  th e  l a n d s ,  th e  fo l l o w i n g  co n d i t i o n s  s h al l 

ap p ly:

i .  S a t i s fy  th e  f i v e  ( 5 )  C o n d i t i o n s  o f  Ap p ro v al  re l a t i n g 

to  S p e c i e s  a t  R i s k  a n d  S i g n i f i c a n t  Wi l d l i fe  Hab i ta t 

o u t l i n e d  i n  th e  E n v i ro n m e n tal  I m p a c t  S tu dy  Pe e r 

R e v i e w,  p re p a re d  b y  D o u ga n  Eco l o gy,  d a te d  Ju n e 

6 ,  2 0 2 5 .

i i .  T h e  Ju n e  6 ,  2 0 2 5 ,  D o u ga n  Eco l o gy  Pe e r  R e v i e w 

a s s e s s e d  th e  No v e m b e r  2 0 24  a n d  May  2 0 2 5 

E n v i ro n m e n tal  I m p a c t  S tu d i e s  p re p a re d  b y  D i l l o n 

C o n s u l t i n g  L i m i te d .

6 )  Am e n d  S c h e d u l e  4  –  S i te  a n d  Are a - S p e c i f i c  Po l i c y  Are a s  to 

i l l u s t ra te  th e  n e w  S i te  a n d  Are a - S p e c i f i c  Po l i c y  Are a  # 24  a s  s h o w n 

o n  S c h e d u l e  ‘ B’ .

These amendments rewr i te  the s i te’s  ident i ty.  What was once 

par t  of  a  protected system is  now des ignated as employment land. 

For arch i tects ,  th is  ra ises d i f f icu l t  quest ions about compl ic i ty 

and agency.  Even i f  arch i tects  are not  the ones draft ing these 

amendments ,  the bui l t  env ironment that  fo l lows is  des igned 

and leg i t imized through the ir  work .  Permitt ing and p lanning 

dec is ions form the ground condit ions upon which arch i tectura l 

pract ice  deve lops .  To engage cr i t ica l ly  with these systems is 

to  recognize that  des ign begins with how land is  def ined and 

author ized for  use.

From th is  perspect ive,  the Kenny Street  amendment is  more 

than a bureaucrat ic  process ;  i t  i s  a  spat ia l  act ,  one that  reshapes 

how land is  perce ived and ut i l i zed .  We see that  permitt ing 

is  not  a  neutra l  step in  governance ;  i t  i s  a  cont inuat ion of 

co lon ia l  governance and industr ia l  expans ion .  Archi tects ,  even 

ind irect ly,  are par t  of  th is  system, and we must reth ink our ro le 

and respons ib i l i ty  with in i t .

s.3.1 Policies for a 
Sustainable/Resilient City
City of Sarnia Official Plan
s.3.1e Environmental 
Protection
The City aims to protect and 
improve the St. Clair River, 
the Lake Huron shoreline, 
and all related waterways 
and natural environments 
so that their ecological 
roles, character, cultural 
importance, and recreational 
value can be enjoyed by 
people today and in the 
future.

Protecting these natural 
systems is an essential part 
of responding to climate 
change. The City will 
therefore work to maintain 
and strengthen important 
natural areas and the 
ecological functions that 
depend on them, following the 
direction set out in this Plan.

Key Concerns
Peer Review by Dougan 

Ecology
The five conditions outline 
concerns regarding species 

at risk within the project 
area. The Peer Review 

highlights the significant 
negative impacts on the 

site, particularly on Riddell’s 
Goldenrod, noting that 

“with only approximately 25 
remaining  populations of 

this species in the province, 
any loss that cannot be 

successfully mitigated would 
be considered a negative 

impact” (Dougan Ecology 
2025, 3). 

The review further concludes 
that “the proposed plan would 

result in the removal of am 
lost all natural habitats within 

the Project Location,” and it 
states that this constitutes “a 
significant change to the area 

mapped as Environmental 
Protection on Schedule 3 of 
the Official Plan, and is not 
a minor adjustment to the 
Environmental Protection 

Boundary.”
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According to Di l lon Consul t ing’s  Pl a n n i n g  Ju s t i f i c a t i o n  R e p o r t , 

the proposed amendment “seeks to expand the ex ist ing ra i l 

yard to the nor th” by redes igning 9.49 hectares of  land from 

Environmenta l  Protect ion to Genera l  Employment (Di l lon 

Consul t ing 2025b,  5) .  The repor t  acknowledges that  the s i te 

is  a  Natura l  Her i tage feature cons ist ing of  “6.68 hectares of 

cu l tura l  th icket  [and] 2 .81  hectares of  cu l tura l  meadow,  both of 

which are conf i rmed Signi f icant  Wi ld l i fe  Habitat  (SWH) and 

conf i rmed Spec ies at  Risk (SAR) habi tat”  (Di l lon Consul t ing 

2025b,  5) .  The appl icat ion then just i f ies  the removal  of  these 

protect ions by emphas iz ing that  the deve lopment wi l l  add “25 

new ra i lway tracks ,  increas ing the storage capac i ty…by up to 

PLANNING JUSTIFICATION REPORT

s.2.3.1.1 “Settlement areas shall be the 
focus of growth and development. Within 
settlement areas, growth should be focused 
in, where applicable, strategic growth areas, 
including major transit station areas.”

s.2.3.1.2 “Land use patterns within 
settlement areas should be based on 
densities and a mix of land uses which:
a) efficiently use land and resources
b) optimize existing and planned 
infrastructure and public service facilities
e) are freight-supportive.”

s.2.8.2.1 “Planning authorities shall plan 
for, protect and plan for all employment 
areas for current and future uses and ensure 
that the necessary infrastructure is provided 
to support current and projected needs.”

s.2.8.2.3 “Planning authorities shall 
designate, protect and plan for all 
employment areas in settlement areas by:
a) planning for employment area uses 
over the long-term that require those 
locations including manufacturing, research 
and development in connection with 
manufacturing, warehousing and goods 
movement, and associated retail and office 
uses and ancillary facilities.”

County of Lambton Official Plan
Map 1 - Growth Strategy
City of Sarnia Official Plan
Schedule “1” City Structure Plan

Schedule “2” Land Use Plan

City of Sarnia Zoning By-law 85 of 2002
Zoning Map Part 75

Provincial Planning Statement (2024)	   (Dillon Consulting 2025b, B-2-B-5)

Property Information

Justification This proposal extends the 
rail yard that threads through the industrial 
lands south of Sarnia, where tracks, 
factories, and storage yards are at the city’s 
industrial edge. The expansion builds upon 
what already exists, reinforcing the freight 
that sustains the area’s economy. The trains 
carry the weight of the region’s production 
and sustains the industrial landscape that 
continues to define Sarnia’s souther horizon.

Justification The rail yard expansion 
reinforces the economy of the employment 
lands that sit in this area, anticipating 
both present and future demands, shaping 
a network of movement that keeps 
goods circulating, preserving the city’s 
infrastructure that keeps production and 
exchange in motion.

Petrochemical Industrial Land

The Built Boundary (Lands within the Built 
Boundary)
Existing Employment Area
The Greenlands System (Natural Features 
& Areas)
General Employment
Environmental Protection

Heavy Industrial 1 Zone (HI1)

(Dillon Consulting 2025, 2)

FIG 2.18
Partial recreation of Map 1 

Growth Strategy, from Lambton 
County Official Plan. 

Site (500 Kenny Street) 

Site (500 Kenny Street) 

Environmental Protection

Natural Features & Areas

General Employment

Urban Centre

FIG 2.19
Partial recreation of Schedule 

1 City Structure Plan and 
Schedule 2 Land Use Plan by 

City of Sarnia Official Plan.

FIG 2.20
Recreation of the table 

summarizing the multiple 
land-use designations 

governing the site.

FIG 2.21
Recreation of the Planning 
Justification Report, 
demonstrating its alignment 
with the Provincial Planning 
Statement and outlining how 
the proposed development 
meets provincial policy 
requirements.

Petrochemical Industrial 
Lands
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752 addi t iona l  cars” (Di l lon Consul t ing 2025b,  6) .  The rat iona le 

re l ies  on ex ist ing p lanning frameworks to construct  leg i t imacy 

for  the erasure of  Environmenta l  Protect ion lands . 

T h e  P ro v i n c i a l  Po l i c y  S ta te m e n t  (2024 PPS) frames industr y as 

an infrastructura l  necess i ty.  The repor t  frames the ra i l  yard 

expans ion as integra l  to  economic stab i l i ty,  s tat ing i t  i s  “des igned 

to suppor t  the growth and deve lopment of  the employment 

area” and is  “ fre ight-suppor t ive,  promot ing the long-term 

operat ion and the economic ro le  of  the industr ia l  area” (Di l lon 

Consul t ing 2025,  B -2-B -3) .  This  a l ignment is  fundamenta l ,  as 

i t  roots  the project  in  prov inc ia l  pr ior i t ies  for  infrastructure 

and economic compet i t iveness .  I t  is  a  foundat iona l  just i f i cat ion , 

where environmenta l  protect ion is  secondary.

T h e  C o u n ty  o f  L a m b to n  O ff i c i a l  Pl a n  (2020) normal izes 

petrochemica l  demand and fo lds i t  into the County ’s  v is ion of 

industr ia l  deve lopment .  The repor t  presents the Petrochemica l 

Industr ia l  Lands po l icy,  which a ims to “accommodate ex ist ing 

and future large -sca le  industr ia l  uses that  are inappropr iate 

e lsewhere” (Di l lon Consul t ing 2025b,  9) .  The Kenny Street 

amendment is  ant ic ipated by county po l icy,  i l lustrat ing how the 

county p lan fac i l i tates the reclass i f icat ion of  land from natura l 

to  industr ia l  use,  re inforc ing that  permitt ing becomes a means 

of  reorder ing land re lat ions to favour state and corporate 

pr ior i t ies .

Last ly,  the C i ty  o f  S a r n i a  O f f i c i a l  Pl a n  (2022) frames the 

deve lopment as re inforc ing Sarnia’s  ident i ty  and purpose.  I t 

a ims to “re inforce Sarnia  as a  trade and employment center  for 

Lambton County” (Di l lon Consul t ing 2025,  B -11) .  Because the 

c i ty ’s  Off ic ia l  P lan is  the instrument that  enacts  loca l  land use, 

connect ing the proposa l  to  the munic ipa l  v is ion transforms i t 

f rom a technica l  rezoning into a  leg i t imate extens ion of  Sarnia’s 

p lanning goa ls .  The munic ipa l  a l ignment serves as the loca l 

anchor that  br idges prov inc ia l  and County v is ions .

Goal “To accommodate the demand for 
industrial land by major petrochemical 
companies that require sites with locational 
and other advantages, in keeping with the 
overall economic development strategy of 
the County.”

s.3.7.3 “The main function of the 
petrochemical industrial lands is to 
accommodate existing and future large 
scale industrial uses that are inappropriate 
elsewhere.”

s.3.7.4 “Local municipalities are encouraged 
to permit other manufacturing, industrial, 
research and development uses, and office 
development associated or compatible with 
these uses. Local municipalities should 
provide policies that identify the type and 
locational criteria for permitted uses.”

s.3.7.6 “Development in the petrochemical 
industrial lands should be integrated with 
the County natural heritage corridors or 
the local municipal natural heritage system, 
where feasible.”

s.5.4 “Promote the continued development 
of Sarnia as the employment, trade, social 
and institutional centre for Lambton 
County.”

s.6.3b) “Preserving and protecting the rail 
system and supportive transportation and 
employment land uses is essential to the 
City’s economic competitiveness and the 
efficient movement of goods and people on 
local, regional, and international scales.”

Justification The proposed expansion is a 
response to the growing industrial demands 
of the client, and extending the existing 
infrastructure will shape efficiency and 
strengthen the operations already in place.

With the Environmental Impact Study, 
the project will ensure that development 
remains in dialogue with the city’s natural 
systems, despite the natural feature zoning 
that extends through the site.

Justification This expansion aligns with 
Sarnia’s Official Plan which positions the 
city as the centre of trade and employment 
within Lambton County.

Justification This project strengthens 
the capacity of the industrial corridor, and 
continues the city’s long-standing narrative 
of industry and exchange, reinforcing 
Sarnia’s role as a point of connection within 
this region.

Lambton County Official Plan (2020)         (Dillon Consulting 2025, B-6-B-10)

City of Sarnia Official Plan (2022)        (Dillon Consulting 2025, B-11-B-12)

FIG 2.22
Recreation of the 
Planning Justification 
Report, demonstrating its 
alignment with the City and 
outlining how the proposed 
development meets Lambton 
County and City of Sarnia 
policy requirements.
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The E n v i ro n m e n tal  I m p a c t  S tu dy  (EIS) ,  prepared by Di l lon 

Consul t ing,  was a requirement for  the appl icat ion to expand 

the ra i l  yard .  I ts  just i f i cat ion rested on the presence of  natura l 

her i tage des ignat ions with in the study area ,  which required an 

assessment of  eco log ica l  condi t ions before deve lopment could 

proceed.  The purpose of  the study was to “document ex ist ing 

condi t ions of  the natura l  env ironment ,  eva luate the potent ia l 

for  environmenta l  impacts assoc iated with the proposed 

act iv i t ies ,  and recommend mit igat ion ,  restorat ion ,  enhancement 

measures ,  and/or compensat ion measures” (Di l lon Consul t ing 

2025a ,  1 ) ,  much l ike the surveys examined in Chapter  One.  The 

EIS framed deve lopment as acceptab le  i f  i t  accompanied the 

technica l  ad justments that  promised they would mit igate r isk . 

I t  turns eco log ica l  protect ion into an administrat ive exerc ise 

that  manages harm rather than prevents i t ,  and where the act 

of  documentat ion i tse l f  becomes a means of  just i fy ing fur ther 

transformat ion of  the land.

To achieve th is ,  Di l lon Consul t ing d iv ided the land into categor ies 

recognizab le  to  p lanners and eco log ists .  The land cons isted of 

“Transpor tat ion and Ut i l i t ies  (CVI) ,  Cul tura l  Thicket  (CUT1) , 

Cul tura l  Meadow (CUM),  and Dec iduous Forest  (FOD)” (Di l lon 

Consul t ing 2025,  20) .  Through th is  act  of  c lass i f icat ion ,  the 

repor t  trans lated the land into a  set  of  manageable  zones that 

they could organize,  eva luate,  and u l t imate ly  govern with in the 

p lanning framework .  In render ing the land leg ib le  to  po l icy,  much 

ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT STUDY & PEER REVIEW

s.4.1.8 “Development and site alteration 
shall not be permitted on adjacent lands 
to the natural heritage features and areas 
identified in policies 4.1.4, 4.1.5, and 4.1.6, 
unless the ecological function of the adjacent 
lands has been evaluated and it has been 
demonstrated that there will be no negative 
impacts on the natural features or on their 
ecological functions.”

Justification The EIS devotes 
considerable attention to Mitigation and 
Overall Benefit Measures, with steps such 
as an Erosion and Sediment Control Plan, 
a Wildlife Impact Mitigation Plan, and the 
establishment of habitat for Species at Risk. 
Among these measures, the EIS calls for the 
creation of more than 9.4 hectares of off-site 
SAR habitat, that has been agreed upon by 
the MECP and will be secured as a condition 
of the final permit.

Provincial Planning Statement (2024)            (Dillon Consulting 2025, B-4-B-5)

The project  is  just i f ied through the p lanning frameworks whi le 

author iz ing erasure.  Natura l  her i tage features are acknowledged 

only to  be reclass i f ied ,  fo lded into the log ic  of  employment 

lands and industr ia l  necess i ty.  These sh i f ts  revea l  how p lanning 

frameworks are structured to pr iv i lege economic deve lopment 

over eco log ica l  or  cu l tura l  re lat ions to land.

For arch i tects ,  the s ign i f icance l ies  in  how these a l ignments 

estab l ish the condi t ions of  pract ice.  They are not  the ones 

draft ing these amendments ,  but  the ir  work unfo lds ins ide the 

permiss ions these po l ic ies  produce.  A s i te  that  moves from 

“Environmenta l  Protect ion” to “Genera l  Employment” redraws 

the boundar ies of  what  can be imagined and bui l t .  Permits 

and zoning d ictate the scope of  arch i tectura l  agency,  leav ing a 

des igner ’s  work to mater ia l ize  in  the reorder ing of  land def ined 

by others .  To reth ink arch i tecture is  to  ask how des ign might 

cha l lenge rather than reproduce the po l i t ics  of  permitt ing and 

how i t  can res ist  the presumpt ion that  deve lopment is  inev i tab le 

once the po l icy frameworks declare i t  permiss ib le.

FIG 2.23
Recreation of the Planning 
Justification Report, 
demonstrating the EIS’ 
alignment with the Provincial 
Planning Statement and 
outlining how the proposed 
development meets provincial 
policy requirements.



Transcending the Settled Ground The Act of Permitting

120 121

of  i ts  h istor y d isappeared .  I t  d id not  refer  to  the s i te’s  deeper past 

as par t  of  Aamj iwnaang terr i tor y,  nor to  the layered h istor ies 

of  extract ion that  have shaped i t .  Whi le  the City ’s  Off ic ia l 

P lan ident i f ied the project  locat ion as par t  of  the “Greenlands 

System” and “Environmenta l  Protect ion” areas (Schedule  1 , 

Schedule  2) ,  the EIS emphas ized that  the zoning des ignat ion 

of  Heavy Industr ia l  zoning took precedence (Di l lon Consul t ing 

2025a ,  1 ) .  The repor t  framed environmenta l  protect ions not  as 

l imits  but  as condi t ions that  they must nav igate around in the 

serv ice of  expans ion .

The EIS revea ls  how arch i tects ,  p lanners ,  and consul tants 

frequently  operate with in frameworks that  v iew land as an ob ject 

that  stakeholders can manage.  The language of  c lass i f icat ion 

reduces the complex i ty of  p lace into administrat ive codes . 

This  k ind of  trans lat ion grants profess iona l  pract ice  to  an 

administrat ive agency,  where we can des ign and p lan with in the 

system. However,  i t  removes re lat iona l  agency and the ab i l i ty  to 

act  eth ica l ly  in  re lat ion to the land and i ts  h istor ies .

The EIS a lso incorporated f ie ld  surveys conducted by 

AtkinsReal is  and was updated by Di l lon in  2024.  These studies 

conf i rmed the presence of  th icket  and meadow habi tats  but 

noted the absence of  prov inc ia l ly  s ign i f icant  wetlands or  Areas 

of  Natura l  and Sc ient i f i c  Interest  (ANSI)  on prov inc ia l  mapping 

(MNRF 2023) .  The repor t  acknowledged that  the proposed 

expans ion would d isp lace ex ist ing habi tat .  However,  i t  just i f ied 

the impact  through the creat ion of  10.82ha for  “SAR- created 

habi tat  to  show an overa l l  benef i t  for  the impact  spec ies” (Di l lon 

Consul t ing 2025,  48) .  The peer rev iew by Dougan Ecology 

(2025) made th is  erasure expl ic i t :  “ the proposed p lan would 

resu l t  in  the removal  of  a lmost  a l l  the natura l  habi tats  with in 

the Project  Locat ion ,”  including “a swath of  land ~600m wide and 

over 120m deep des ignated Environmenta l  Protect ion ,”  ca l l ing 

th is  “a s ign i f icant  change to the area mapped as Environmenta l 

s.8.1.1, s.8.1.4, s.8.1.9, s.8.8.3, & s.8.1.10 
“To identify, map, protect, protect, restore, 
and improve natural heritage systems 
within the County. To promote and protect 
the biodiversity of species found within 
the ecosystems in the County. To promote 
education and stewardship of the natural 
heritage system. To ensure development 
results in no negative impacts to significant 
natural features or their ecological functions.”

s.5.6.3.4a “No buildings or structures, nor the 
removal or placing of fill of any kind whether 
originating on the site or elsewhere, may be 
permitted within the Environmental Protection 
Designation, except with the approval of the 
City, in consultation with the Conservation 
Authority and any other agency having 
jurisdiction. Wherever possible and practical, 
areas designated Environmental Protection 
shall generally not form part of any new lots 
to be created for the purposes of development.”

s.5.6.3.4c “Where development, 
redevelopment and/or site alteration is 
necessary within the Environmental Protection 
Designation, and a negative impact is 
unavoidable as identified on an Environmental 
Impact Study, then the City, in consultation 
with the Conservation Authority and any 
agency having jurisdiction, may accept a 
compensatory mitigation approach. Where a 
compensatory mitigation is proposed, it must 
be demonstrated on an Environmental Impact 
Study that the mitigation results in a net gain 
of the natural heritage features and/or their 
support ecological and hydrological functions.”

s.6.3.4i “Significant changes to the 
Environmental Protection Designation as 
identified  on Schedule 3 may be considered on 
an Environmental Impact Study and/or other 
studies as deemed appropriate by the City in 
consultation with the Conservation Authority 
and any other agency having jurisdiction, 
without the need to amend this Plan. Where 
a minor adjustment to the boundary of the 
Environmental Protection Designation is 
approved by the City, in consultation with the 
Conservation Authority and any other agency 
having jurisdiction, the abutting land use 
designation as identified on Schedule 2, shall 
apply.”

Justification Although the County’s 
mapping does not indicate any natural 
heritage features on the Subject Site, the 
City’s Official Plan identifies one, and 
the property lies near additional features, 
including a Type B and Type C area shown 
on Lambton County’s Map 2. The EIS is 
expected to avoid negative impacts on 
existing natural features, while providing a 
benefit to affected species.

Justification The Environmental 
Impact Studies covers the Environmental 
Protection Designation that exists on the 
site.

Justification The EIS devotes 
considerable attention to Mitigation and 
Overall Benefit Measures, with steps such 
as an Erosion and Sediment Control Plan, 
a Wildlife Impact Mitigation Plan, and 
the establishment of habitat for Species 
at Risk. Among these measures, the 
EIS calls for the creation of more than 
9.4 hectares of off-site SAR habitat, that 
has been agreed upon by the MECP and 
will be secured as a condition of the final 
permit.

Justification The Environmental 
Impact Studies covers the Environmental 
Protection Designation that exists on the 
site.

Lambton County Official Plan (2020)                    (Dillon Consulting 2025, B-8-B-10)

City of Sarnia Official Plan (2022)        (Dillon Consulting 2025, B-11-B-12)

FIG 2.24
Recreation of the Planning 
Justification Report, 
demonstrating the EIS’ 
alignment with the Lambton 
County’s and City of Sarnia’s 
Official Plan.
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Adverse Effects
“Of 11 projects where 
significant potential adverse 
effects were found, eight 
(73%) were still approved, 
as the Governor-in-Council 
determined that the adverse 
effects were ‘justif ied in the 
circumstances.’

The issues that comprised 
significant adverse effects 
included water quality; 
greenhouse gas emissions; 
effects on birds, f ish and 
caribou; use of land and 
resources for traditional 
purposes; and Aboriginal 
rights and culture.”

Protect ion boundary” (Dougan Ecology 2025,  4) .  Despi te 

recogniz ing the sever i ty  of  the loss ,  the rev iew nonethe less 

concluded that  these impacts could be addressed through 

condit ions of  approva l .  “Even though most  of  the concerns were 

addressed e i ther  par t ia l ly  or  complete ly,  some key concerns 

remain… we recommend the proposed act ions be cons idered as 

Condit ions of  Approva l”  (Dougan Ecology 2025,  1 ) .

Rather than serv ing as a  safeguard aga inst  eco log ica l  loss ,  the 

EIS funct ioned to rat iona l ize  i t .  Categor iz ing and mit igat ing 

the land trans lated i t  into a  ser ies  of  quant i f iab le  impacts . 

I t  was administrat ive ly  leg ib le,  but  re lat iona l ly,  the land was 

d imin ished.  With in th is  system of  permitt ing,  acknowledging the 

r isks becomes the f i rst  step toward leg i t imiz ing deve lopment . 

For example,  under the federa l  approva l  process ,  projects  that 

required an environmenta l  assessment (EA) had a 95% approva l 

rate from 2012 to 2018 .  Even when the projects  exhib i ted 

“s ign i f icant  potent ia l  adverse effects”,  73% were st i l l  approved 

(Orenste in 2018 ,  1 ) .

With in these frameworks ,  arch i tectura l  pract ice  is  fundamenta l ly 

constra ined .  Archi tects  operate as intermediar ies ,  a l ign ing 

des ign with requirements .  Their  work is  subjugated to po l icy 

and market  imperat ives ,  leav ing l i tt le  capac i ty  to  intervene 

meaningfu l ly.  Des ign becomes a procedura l  process .

In understanding the stakes of  arch i tectura l  pract ice,  the too ls 

and languages of  des ign are deeply entangled with sett ler-

co lon ia l  structures that  def ine land in terms of  ownership 

and product iv i ty,  but  they present  themselves as ob ject ive. 

Recla iming arch i tectura l  agency requires sh i f t ing profess iona l 

pract ice  toward re lat iona l  accountabi l i ty.

FIG 2.25
Graph reproduced from the 
Canada West Foundation. The 
number of federal projects 
needing an Environmental 
Assessment Report approved 
vs. rejected vs. the project 
being terminated before a 
decision has been made.

Approved

Rejected

Terminated
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FIG 2.26
Recreation of Dillon Consulting 
plan of the species at risk in 
and around the development 
site, mapping the habitats and 
wildlife present. Despite clear 
evidence of environmental 
sensitivity, the City approved 
the plan amendment, effectively 
overlooking the impacts on 
vulnerable species.

SPECIES AT RISK
Terrestrial Crayfish 
Habitat

Butler’s Gartersnake 
Habitat

Bat Roosting Habitat

European Common Reed

Crayfish Chimney

Riddell’s Goldenrod

Butler’s Gartersnake
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Reflections

Understanding arch i tecture as a  re lat iona l  pract ice  estab l ishes 

the eth ica l  terra in with in which arch i tects  pract ice.  I t  means 

recogniz ing that  these acts  of  p lanning and permitt ing are not 

separate from des ign and that  they go beyond s imply estab l ish ing 

the phys ica l  s i te,  where “the negot iat ion of  spaces—their 

constant  pract ice  and hence reproduct ion—means that  soc ia l 

and spat ia l  pract ices are in  a  dynamic re lat ionship” (Wi l l iams 

2013,  17) .  To pract ice  arch i tecture today requires enter ing that 

dynamic cr i t ica l ly,  to  see the permit ,  the p lan ,  and the drawing 

as oppor tuni t ies  for  respons ib i l i ty.  Reor ient ing pract ice  toward 

accountabi l i ty  means attending to what is  made inv is ib le  in 

the process of  author izat ion .  The quest ion for  arch i tects  is  not 

s imply how to des ign with in the l imits  of  po l icy,  but  how to work 

aga inst  i ts  erasures and make v is ib le  the re lat ions that  have 

been systemat ica l ly  obscured .

Boundar ies ,  whether drawn through zoning or  des ign ,  organize 

re lat ions between people  and eco log ies .  As Hayward wr i tes , 

they funct ion “more democrat ica l ly  when they are amenable 

to  change by those they affect ,”  but  “ less democrat ica l ly  when 

they def ine re lat ions of  pr iv i lege and depr ivat ion ,  power and 

powerlessness” (Hayward 2003,  509) .  When p lanning boundar ies 

are redrawn to remove protect ions ,  they re inforce h ierarch ies 

between industr ia l  author i ty  and community wel l -be ing,  eras ing 

re lat ions to p lace and h istory.  Archi tecture’s  ro le  is  not  l imited 

to responding to what is  permitted but  to  quest ion ing how those 

permiss ions came to be.

These ref lect ions po int  toward the next  chapter,  which examines 

what i t  means to be an arch i tect  in  the face of  these condi t ions 

and the systems that  govern us ,  and how drawing,  mapping, 

and other forms of  representat ion can operate not  on ly as too ls 

of  documentat ion but  as acts  of  witness ing,  quest ion ing,  and 

re imagin ing our re lat ions to land.

The approva l  o f  the 500 Kenny Street  deve lopment appl icat ion 

i l lustrates how p lanning and permitt ing shape how land is 

perce ived and va lued ,  rather than how i t  is  used .  Each approva l 

carr ies  a  set  of  assumpt ions about what k inds of  land use are 

leg i t imate and whose interests  those uses serve.  The permit 

funct ions as a  quiet  act  that  reconf igures re lat ionships between 

people  and land ,  author iz ing cer ta in futures whi le  obscur ing 

others .  These administrat ive acts  def ine the condi t ions in  which 

arch i tecture takes p lace.  They determine where bui ld ing can 

occur,  what  is  deemed appropr iate,  and how land is  c lass i f ied 

and contro l led .  In the same project  d iscussed under the P lanning 

and Contro l  sect ion ,  Sarnia’s  mayor,  Mike Bradley,  just i f ied why 

they sought to  appea l  the County ’s  dec is ion :

I  d o n’ t  th i n k  th e re’s  a ny  i n te n t i o n …to  l o o k  a t  h e a v y 

i n d u s t r i a l … B u t  w e  w a n te d  to  h a v e  th e  f re e d o m  to  o p e ra te 

th a t  w ay.  ( Ku l a  2 0 24 )

Each appl icat ion sets  a  precedent for  the next ,  creat ing an 

accumulat ive process of  just i f i cat ion that  d istances respons ib i l i ty 

from those who act  with in i t .  Every rezoning dec is ion broadens 

what is  permiss ib le  and normal izes industr ia l  encroachment 

over t ime.

If  permitt ing is  an act  that  determines what is  poss ib le  on land , 

then where with in th is  process does the arch i tect  appear? In 

Sarnia ,  not  a l l  deve lopment appl icat ions require an arch i tect . 

Some do,  but  even then ,  a  landscape arch i tect  or  engineer is 

of ten suff ic ient .  Archi tecture here becomes a d isc ip l ine that 

arr ives af ter  the c l ient  and c i ty  have a lready made cr i t ica l 

dec is ions about the land.  Yet ,  i t  i s  in  these pre l iminary processes , 

before anyth ing is  bu i l t ,  that  an arch i tect’s  eth ica l  and po l i t ica l 

respons ib i l i t ies  emerge most  c learly. 
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Drawing the Line
Arc h i te c tu re  h a s  a  re s p o n s i b i l i ty  th a t  go e s  fa r  b e y o n d  th e 

co o rd i n a t i o n  o f  s p e c i a l i z e d  te c h n i q u e s  fo r  th e  e f f i c i e n t 

p ro d u c t i o n  o f  co m m o d i t i e s .  T h i s  d e e p e r  re s p o n s i b i l i ty  w i l l 

n o t  b e  b ro u gh t  ab o u t  b y  fo rc i n g  th e  m i n i m u m  re q u i re m e n ts 

o f  b u i l d i n g  o r  e th i c s  co d e s ,  n o r  l e g i s l a te d  b y  i n s t i l l i n g  th e 

fe a r  o f  l a w s u i ts …th e  e th i c al  p ra x i s  o f  a rc h i te c tu re  l i e s  i n 

i t s  p o e t i c  a n d  c r i t i c a l  ab i l i ty  to  a d d re s s  c u l tu ral ly  s p e c i f i c 

q u e s t i o n s  c r u c i a l  fo r  h u m a n i ty.  ( P é re z - G ó m e z  2 0 0 7,  1 2 3 ) 
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The very mechanisms of  regulat ion that  structure munic ipa l 

deve lopment ,  through permits ,  check l is ts ,  and approva ls ,  are 

mirrored with in arch i tecture’s  own systems of  governance. 

Before an arch i tect  pract ices ,  they must f i rst  enter  a  framework 

that  def ines what des ign is  permitted .  Canada structures 

profess iona l  pract ice  through a web of  inst i tut ions and lega l 

codes that  govern the l i cens ing and tra in ing of  arch i tects .  They 

def ine the condi t ions under which arch i tectura l  work can occur, 

in  addi t ion to protect ing the publ ic  and determin ing where an 

arch i tect’s  respons ib i l i ty  begins .

The C a n a d i a n  Ha n d b o o k  o f  P ra c t i ce  (CHOP) ,  publ ished by the 

R o y al  Arc h i te c tu ral  I n s t i tu te  o f  C a n a d a  (RAIC) ,  ar t icu lates 

th is  through four pr inc ip les :  exper t ise,  autonomy,  commitment 

to the publ ic  good,  and accountabi l i ty  (RAIC 2021 ,  ch .  1 .2) . 

These pr inc ip les  attempt to def ine the scope of  profess iona l 

respons ib i l i ty  whi le  a lso h igh l ight ing i ts  l imits .  To serve “the 

publ ic  good,”  is  to  re ly  on a par t icu lar  understanding of  the 

publ ic ,  one informed by the systems that  structure ownership 

and regulat ion .  Whi le  CHOP prov ides guidance,  i t  i s  not  a 

governing instrument .  I ts  pr inc ip les  ga in pract ica l  weight 

through the Ex a m i n a t i o n  fo r  Arc h i te c ts  i n  C a n a d a  (ExAC) that’s 

de l ivered by the  R e g u l a to r y  O rga n i z a t i o n s  o f  Arc h i te c tu re  i n 

C a n a d a  (ROAC),  a  min imum competency exam estab l ished in 

co l laborat ion with other prov inc ia l  governing bodies and the 

O n ta r i o  As s o c i a t i o n  o f  Arc h i te c ts  (OAA).  Pass ing th is  exam is  a 

prerequis i te  for  l i censure,  and i t  embeds CHOP’s pr inc ip les  as a 

required reference document into the assessment of  profess iona l 

readiness as i t  trans lates into the pract ica l  ob l igat ions of 

l i censed arch i tects  (ExAC 2025) .

The OAA then funct ions as the regulatory body that 

operat iona l izes these standards in  everyday pract ice.  I ts  stated 

purpose is  “to regulate the pract ice  of  arch i tecture in  order 

that  the publ ic  interest  may be served and protected” (OAA 

The Systems of Governance



132

Transcending the Settled Ground Drawing the Line

133

n.d . ,  “Regulatory Accountabi l i ty”) .  Under the Arc h i te c ts  Ac t , 

R .S .O.  1 9 9 0,  c .  A . 26 ,  the OAA der ives i ts  author i ty  from the 

government of  Ontar io,  which grants i ts  lega l  power to l i cense 

and d isc ip l ine pract i t ioners .  The Act  def ines the Assoc iat ion’s 

(OAA) ob ject ive :

to  re g u l a te  th e  p ra c t i ce  o f  a rc h i te c tu re  a n d  to  go v e r n  i t s 

m e m b e r s …i n  o rd e r  th a t  th e  p u b l i c  i n te re s t  m ay  b e  s e r v e d  a n d 

p ro te c te d .  ( O n ta r i o  1 9 9 0,  s . 2 ( 2 ) )

While  the term “publ ic”  is  not  expl ic i t ly  def ined ,  i t  i s  genera l ly 

understood to include both the populat ion and the c l ients  that 

arch i tects  serve.  By regulat ing pract ice  in  Ontar io,  i t  ensures that 

arch i tects  under the OAA create safe,  access ib le,  and funct iona l 

bu i ld ings that  meet  qua l i f i cat ion standards .  The arch i tect 

is  lega l ly  const i tuted through th is  regulat ion .  I t  is  a  form of 

permiss ion that  author izes pract ice  with in the boundar ies of 

the publ ic  interest  as def ined by the state.  As we saw in Sarnia , 

th is  “publ ic  interest”  can be interpreted to pr ior i t ize  industr ia l 

deve lopment over loca l  hea l th ,  env ironmenta l ,  or  Indigenous 

concerns .  I t  revea ls  how regulatory frameworks shape both 

what is  permiss ib le  and what is  va lued .

This  framework pos i t ions arch i tecture as a  regulated serv ice 

rather than a cu l tura l  or  spat ia l  pract ice.  Systems such as 

CHOP, ExAC, and OAA trans late  the profess ion into procedura l 

phases and de l iverab les ,  emphas iz ing coordinat ion and r isk 

management (RAIC 2021 ,  Par ts  3-6) .  Archi tects  inher i t  projects 

a lready framed by regulat ion ,  and the ir  work is  constra ined to 

what can be approved,  leav ing l i tt le  room to cr i t ica l ly  engage 

with the eth ica l  and h istor ica l  d imensions of  land and community. 

Peggy Deamer ident i f ies  th is  condi t ion as a  contradict ion with in 

the profess ion .  Archi tecture’s  autonomy depends on the very 

systems that  l imit  i t .  She wr i tes that  “cl ient  appeasement doesn’t 

equa l  arch i tectura l  advocacy” (Deamer 2020,  99) .  Profess iona l 

FIG 3.1 
Architectural regulation in 
Canada is provincial, with 
the OAA governing practice 
in Ontario. The OAA played 
a key role in creating 
the national ExAC exam, 
which references CHOP as 
a required document for 
the exam, but CHOP itself 
along with the RAIC do not 
regulate or govern architects.

Governing

Non-Governing
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To ask what i t  means to be an arch i tect  under these systems is  to 

cons ider the profess ion’s  respons ib i l i t ies  and l imitat ions with in 

broader structures of  governance.  Me r r i a m -We b s te r  def ines 

an arch i tect  as “a person who des igns bui ld ings and advises 

in  the ir  construct ion” or  “a person who des igns and guides 

a p lan or  under tak ing” (Merr iam-Webster  n .d . ) .  Whi le  c lear, 

th is  def in i t ion f lattens the complex i ty.  Alber to Péréz - Gómez 

descr ibes arch i tecture as “ inf in i te ly  complex ,  both sh i f t ing with 

h istory and cu l ture,”  yet  a lways confront ing endur ing human 

quest ions of  mora l i ty  and be longing (Péréz - Gómez 2007,  1 19) .  I f 

arch i tecture carr ies  these mora l  and cu l tura l  d imensions ,  then 

the ro le  of  the arch i tect  extends beyond the ro le  of  des igner or 

consul tant ,  par t ic ipat ing in  a  wider network of  re lat ions that 

shape both the bui l t  and soc ia l  env ironment .

Profess iona l  f rameworks attempt to ar t icu late  these 

responsib i l i t ies in spec i f ic  ways .  Under Profe s s ion al  Re s pon s ib i l i ty , 

CHOP states that  an arch i tect’s  duty “extends beyond the c l ient 

to  fe l low profess iona ls ,  the profess ion ,  and soc iety in  genera l ,” 

acknowledging that  the arch i tect’s  work “has a major  impact  on 

human act iv i ty  and the p lanet”  (RAIC 2021 ,  ch .  1 . 1 ) .  In  E m e rg i n g 

T re n d s ,  CHOP fur ther acknowledges that  “the concepts of  hea l th 

and safety are expanding to encompass the susta inabi l i ty  of 

the globa l  env ironment and access ib i l i ty  for  a l l  persons” (RAIC 

2021 ,  ch .  1 .3) .  These statements frame arch i tects  as par t ic ipants 

with eth ica l  ob l igat ions that  reach beyond ind iv idua l  projects . 

However,  they a lso pos i t ion the arch i tect’s  agency in terms of 

the arch i tect’s  ab i l i ty  to  persuade cl ients ,  f raming susta inabi l i ty 

and soc ia l  respons ib i l i ty  as dependent on cl ient  approva l  rather 

than as an ob l igat ion .  The handbook casts  i t  as  the arch i tect’s 

“reasonable  effor ts”  to  guide c l ients  toward susta inable 

opt ions .  The impl icat ion is  that  the arch i tect  can recognize 

the entanglement of  des ign with soc ia l ,  cu l tura l ,  and eco log ica l 

systems,  but  act ing on i t  re l ies  on a c l ient’s  approva l .

Defining the Architect

l eadership should “move beyond the most  bas ic  def in i t ion of 

arch i tects ’  respons ib i l i t ies  as administrators of  bu i ld ing hea l th 

and safety and advocate for  soc ia l  just ice” (Deamer 2020,  100) . 

For Deamer,  profess iona l  organizat ions ,  whether the Am e r i c a n 

I n s t i tu te  o f  Arc h i te c ts  (AIA) ,  OAA, RAIC,  or  others ,  have 

“demonstrated ne i ther the wi l l  nor the incent ive to address 

fundamenta l  tens ions in  the profess ion or  dea l  with structura l 

impediments” (2020,  101) .  I t  def ines arch i tectura l  respons ib i l i ty 

in  procedura l  rather than re lat iona l  terms,  making i t  eas ier  to 

fu l f i l l  ob l igat ions to c l ients  than to p lace and h istory.

The RAIC 2 0 2 5 - 2 0 2 7  S t ra te g i c  Pl a n  attempts to extend 

respons ib i l i t ies  beyond procedura l  compl iance,  committ ing 

to “meaningfu l  advocacy” (RAIC 2025) as one of  i ts  key 

pr ior i t ies .  L ike CHOP, i t  cannot  enforce these ob ject ives . 

The power to regulate pract ice  remains with governing 

inst i tut ions .  Recogniz ing th is  is  not  to  d ismiss the profess ion , 

but  to  s i tuate i t  wi th in i ts  context  or  a  larger regulatory and 

cu l tura l  f ramework .  We pract ice  arch i tecture through systems 

of  regulat ion and author izat ion ,  and i t  i s  these systems that 

def ine the boundar ies of  profess iona l  agency.  They a lso offer 

a  star t ing po int  for  reth ink ing what that  agency could mean 

i f  arch i tects  are to engage with quest ions of  the land and i ts 

h istor ies ,  star t ing with confront ing the condi t ions that  def ine 

what we are permitted to see and do.
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The OA A  C o d e  o f  E th i c s  (2014) ,  s imi larly  ca l ls  on arch i tects  to 

act  “with integr i ty,  honesty,  and profess iona l  competence,”  and 

to “have regard for  the best  interests  of  both the ir  c l ients  and 

the publ ic .”  They must “demonstrate respect  for  the natura l  and 

cu l tura l  env ironments of  the people  and p laces that  are inf luenced 

by the ir  work” (OAA 2014) .  These guid ing pr inc ip les  promote 

an awareness of  context  and care,  though they remain open to 

interpretat ion and lack spec i f ic i ty.  I t  leaves room for  arch i tects 

to  interpret  th is  respons ib i l i ty  with in the c ircumstances of  each 

project .  Al though the OAA ident i f ies  “mainta in ing standards 

of…profess iona l  eth ics  among i ts  members” (OAA n.d . )   as  par t 

of  i ts  mandate and references th is  respons ib i l i ty  in  Sect ion 

2(3.3)  of  the Archi tects  Act ,  the Code i tse l f  i s  not  a  governing 

instrument .  As a resu l t ,  eth ica l  pract ice  is  interpret ive with in 

deve lopment that  is  f requently  constra ined by munic ipa l 

governing systems.

Simi larly,  the A I A  Ha n d b o o k  o f  P ro fe s s i o n al  P ra c t i ce  (2014)  is 

non-b inding,  but  i t  approaches eth ics  in  a  broader phi losophica l 

standpoint ,  s i tuat ing profess iona l  duty in  re lat ion to :

Pa s t  ge n e ra t i o n s  ( v i a  p re s e r v a t i o n ) ,  to  o th e r  s p e c i e s  ( v i a 

s u s tai n ab i l i ty ) ,  a n d  to  u n d e r s e r v e d  co m m u n i t i e s  ( v i a 

p u b l i c  i n te re s t  d e s i g n ) .  W h a t  d i s t i n g u i s h e s  p ro fe s s i o n s 

f ro m  o rd i n a r y  b u s i n e s s e s  i s  th e  o b l i ga t i o n ,  e m b e d d e d  i n 

p ro fe s s i o n al  l i ce n s u re ,  o f  u s i n g  d i s i n te re s te d  j u d g m e n t  to  d o 

th e  r i gh t  th i n g,  re ga rd l e s s  o f  th e  b i a s e s  o f  p a r t i c u l a r  i n te re s t 

g ro u p s .  ( A I A  2 0 14 ,  14 )

Where the OAA provides pr inc ip les  l ike integr i ty  and respect 

for  natura l  and cu l tura l  env ironments ,  the AIA s i tuates 

profess iona l  duty with in a  re lat iona l  context ,  o ffer ing arch i tects 

pathways to cons ider impacts beyond the immediate project . 

Both frameworks ,  though non-governing,  shape how arch i tects 

understand and exerc ise agency in pract ice. FIG 3.2 
OAA Code of Ethics

To bui ld  is  a lways to intervene and to inscr ibe new re lat ions into 

the land.  With in profess iona l  f rameworks ,  land typ ica l ly  appears 

as proper ty,  an asset  to  be managed and deve loped.  CHOP sees an 

arch i tect’s  respons ib i l i ty  to  “add va lue to the bui l t  env ironment” 

(RAIC 2021 ,  ch .  1 . 1 ) ,  and i t  begs the quest ion :  va lue for  whom, 

and at  whose expense? I t  def ines va lue in  terms of  product iv i ty, 

where the arch i tect  has a respons ib i l i ty  to  “maximize the va lue 

of  the s i te  for  [ the c l ient]”  (RAIC 2021 ,  ch .  6.1 ) .  This  abstract ion 

perpetuates a co lon ia l  log ic ,  where survey ing and permitt ing 

cont inue the erasures that  f i rst  structured sett lement .  There is 

a  l inger ing assumpt ion that  the ground is  sett led and ready for 

use.
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In environments such as Chemica l  Val ley,  these quest ions ho ld 

a par t icu lar  weight .  Archi tects  working near or  with in such 

landscapes of ten operate under frameworks that  author ize 

deve lopment without  acknowledging Indigenous land r ights or 

the potent ia l  for  environmenta l  harm. Even when arch i tects 

are not  d irect ly  invo lved in industr ia l  construct ion ,  the ir 

profess iona l  too ls  par t ic ipate in  mainta in ing the condi t ions of 

co lon ia l ism.  These are systemic outcomes of  how profess iona l 

agency is  def ined and de l imited .  Peggy Deamer argues that  “an 

eth ica l  arch i tecture profess ion ,  in  other words ,  cannot  avo id 

tak ing po l i t ica l  condi t ions” (2020,  101) .  Eth ica l  pract ice,  then , 

is  not  separate from these systems but  embedded with in them.

Being an arch i tect  under these systems is  a  ba lanc ing act 

of  mora l  recogni t ion and procedura l  restra int ,  between the 

acknowledgement that  arch i tecture can mediate re lat ions 

among people,  land ,  and h istory,  and the rea l i ty  that  regulatory 

structures can make i t  cha l lenging to do so.  I f  arch i tects  owe 

dut ies  to  the profess ion ,  to  c l ients ,  and to the publ ic  ,  then , 

what  is  miss ing here,  perhaps ,  is  the acknowledgement that  the 

land is  centra l  to  arch i tectura l  pract ice,  and that  i t  i s  as much 

a subject  of  respons ib i l i ty  as i t  i s  a  duty that  we act  upon 

(RAIC 2021 ,  ch .  1 .3) .  With in CHOP, one of  the f i rst  instances 

of  interpret ing the land and feas ib i l i ty  occurs dur ing predes ign , 

where the handbook descr ibes i t  as  “the foundat ion of  des ign .” 

However,  they exclude i t  f rom the arch i tect’s  “bas ic  serv ices” 

(RAIC 2021 ,  ch .  6.1 ) .  The very phase in  which eth ica l  and 

spat ia l  quest ions begin to emerge is  a lso where the l imits  of 

arch i tectura l  respons ib i l i ty  star t  to  unfo ld .

FIG 3.3 
OAA’s additional 
responsibilities that 
extend beyond serving 
the public interest.
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During the des ign process ,  arch i tects  re ly  on check l is ts , 

d iagrams,  and surveys—tools  intended to standardize the 

industr y and br ing order to uncer ta inty.  These too ls  promise 

c lar i ty,  but  they a lso def ine what can be revea led and what 

is  cons idered leg i t imate.  What cannot  be measured often fa l ls 

outs ide the frame of  des ign .  Michae l  Jenson reminds us that 

“representat ion does not  a l low an encounter  with the world 

as i t  tru ly  presents i tse l f,  in  i ts  essent ia l  s tate  of  tempora l i ty 

and Becoming.  I ts  interpret ive structures const i tute restr ict ive 

forms of  thought and act ion in  accordance with f ixed and 

normat ive va lues” (2008,  172) .  Representat ion ,  therefore,  i s 

never neutra l .  To trans late  a  s i te  into d iagrams is  to  shape the 

condi t ions through which we understand i t ,  rather than just 

record informat ion .  Representat ion can be both an exerc ise 

of  agency and an act  of  erasure.  I t  produces knowledge whi le 

determin ing which rea l i t ies  we exclude from v iew.

Profess iona l  f rameworks re inforce th is  log ic .  In R A I C  D o c u m e n t 

6 ,  predes ign—the phase in  which a s i te  is  most  open to 

interpretat ion—is excluded from the arch i tect’s  “bas ic  serv ices” 

The Threshold of Agency

FIG 3.4 
Recreation of chart of what 
is typically included in an 
architect’s basic services.

Outside an 
architect’s basic 
services, according 
to CHOP



142

Transcending the Settled Ground Drawing the Line

143

(RAIC 2021 ,  ch .  6.1 ) .  The act  of  interpret ing the ground is 

of ten de legated to c l ients  or  externa l  consul tants ,  shaping 

the knowledge that  structures a l l  subsequent des ign dec is ions 

before the arch i tect  even enters the process .  This  threshold 

exposes the instab i l i ty  of  arch i tectura l  agency.  Cl ients  ask 

arch i tects  to  respond to the condi t ions of  a  s i te  whi le  they are 

s imultaneous ly excluded from def in ing the frameworks through 

which those condi t ions are understood.  Predes ign marks the 

moment when we f i rst  trans late  land into the language of 

arch i tecture.  To d iagram and survey a s i te  is  to  determine what 

counts as knowledge.  With in th is  phase,  the power to def ine 

a s i te’s  poss ib i l i t ies  l ies  beyond the arch i tect’s  eth ica l  hor izon 

unless consc ious ly  recla imed.

CHOP fur ther exempl i f ies  th is  abstract ion .  Archi tects  are 

instructed to assess a s i te’s  “su i tab i l i ty  and ‘h ighest  and best 

use’”  (RAIC 2021 ,  ch .  6.1 ) ,  t reat ing land as a surface to be 

opt imized for  product iv i ty.  This  framing erases the complex 

entanglements of  h istor ies  and re lat ions that  shape every s i te. 

Land is  abstracted from i ts  re lat ions and trans lated into the 

language of  regulat ion .  With in th is  framework ,  the arch i tect’s 

respons ib i l i ty  is  narrowed.

This  emerges from a h istor ica l  tra jectory in  which the arch i tect’s 

respons ib i l i t ies  and agenc ies have steadi ly  decreased ,  sh i f t ing 

away from broader re lat ions with land and community and 

toward the administrat ion of  projects .  Carl is le  and Pevzner 

reca l l  how nineteenth- century des igners drew street  sect ions 

that  co l lapsed d ist inct ions between engineer ing,  landscape, 

and arch i tecture.  As profess iona l  boundar ies hardened in the 

twent ieth century,  th is  integrated understanding began to 

erode.  The “be low-grade infrastructure moved out  of  arch i tects ’ 

purv iew,”  and arch i tectura l  drawings were re legated to the “white 

empt iness of  poché” (Carl is le  and Pevzner 2012) .  S imi larly, 

maps are “abstracted and empt ied of  [ the ir ]  soc ia l  content ,  so 

better  and eas ier  to  subject  to  contro l”  (Awan,  Schneider,  and 

Ti l l  2011 ,  29) ,  f la tten ing the layered ground into a form that 

can be owned and contested .  With in th is  abstract ion ,  the white 

spaces of  arch i tectura l  drawings stand in for  the erasures that 

a l low sett lers  to  manage land.  Each act  of  mapping par t ic ipates 

in  the consc ious dec is ion of  “what is  se lected and pr ior i t ized 

in  the map [and] what is  subsequently  lef t  as ide or  ignored” 

(Corner 2011 ,  91) .  In Sarnia ,  the Aamj iwnaang First  Nat ion 

reserve is  rendered inv is ib le,  as  a  b lank spot  on some munic ipa l 

and county maps . 

FIG 3.5 
Section drawn by Adolphe 

Alphand between 1867-
1873, a French landscape-

architect and civil engineer, 
of sections of what looks like 
to be a power generator. This 

drawing is part of a larger set 
of urban planning in Paris, all 
done by Alphand, showcasing 
the interdisciplinary nature of 

practice in the 19th century.

FIG 3.6 
Plans and sections drawn by 
Adolphe Alphand between 
1867-1873, of landscaping 
of Parisian streets and 
the design of the city’s 
underground sewer network.
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Yet predes ign is  not  on ly a  s i te  of  l imitat ion ,  i t  i s  a lso a  space 

of  potent ia l  agency.  By understanding drawing as an eth ica l 

and interpret ive act ,  arch i tects  can recla im the power to 

represent  the s i te’s  re lat ions and h istor ies  through counter-

mapping.  Predes ign becomes a threshold where inher i ted log ics 

of  “h ighest  and best  use” can be unsett led and rep laced with 

an understanding of  land as l iv ing and re lat iona l ,  shaped by 

h istor ies  of  d ispossess ion that  pers ist  beneath the surface.

Drawing,  then ,  becomes a form of  stewardship.  I t  becomes a 

way of  dwel l ing with the s i te  before intervening upon i t .  Pérez -

Gómez wr i tes that  moderni ty ’s  technolog ica l  worldv iew has of ten 

treated nature “as a co l lect ion of  resources to be explo i ted” 

(2007,  127) ,  sever ing our re lat ion to the more -than-human world . 

Through “h istor ica l  reco l lect ion” and “our future or ientat ion ,”  he 

suggests ,  arch i tecture reta ins the poet ic  potent ia l  “ to d isclose 

and ce lebrate the or ig ina l  mystery as i t  appears” (Pérez - Gómez 

2007,  128) .  To draw is  to  par t ic ipate in  a  d ia logue with a s i te’s 

tempora l  and eth ica l  d imensions .  To l is ten ,  to  interpret ,  and to 

revea l  what  cannot  be reduced to data . 

Predes ign becomes a threshold where arch i tects  can dec ide 

whether to reproduce inher i ted frames of  ownership and 

product iv i ty,  or  to  open the poss ib i l i ty  of  d i f ferent  re lat ions ;  to 

treat  land not  on ly as proper ty,  but  as a  re lat ion ,  as  a  layered 

h istory.  With in th is  threshold ,  drawing recla ims i ts  agency as 

an act  of  care,  a  way of  th ink ing with land rather than about i t .

FIG 3.7
Plan and sections drawn 
by Adolphe Alphand 
between 1867-1873, a French 
landscape-architect and civil 
engineer, illustrating the 
deep interconnection between 
disciplines that shaped 
19th-century urban design. 
On the left is a section of 
the geological makeup and 
on the right is a section of a 
well to provide a freshwater 
source for Paris. Together, 
these drawings demonstrate 
how the boundaries between 
technical systems and 
ecological understanding were 
seen as inseparable aspects 
of design.
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FIG 3.8 
County of Lambton Map 2 - 

Natural Heritage System. The 
green indicate the primary 
natural corridors, yet they 

stop at the boundary of the 
Aamjiwnaang First Nation 

reserve, illustrating how 
political borders are imposed 

on landscapes, even though 
natural systems ignore these 

human-made lines.

FIG 3.9 
Official Plan from the City of 
Sarnia - Schedule ‘3’ Natural 
Heritage System, Similar 
to the County of Lambton 
plan, this map shows the 
Environmental Protection 
zone abruptly ending at the 
boundary of the Aamjiwnaang 
First Nation reserve. This 
abstraction mirroring what 
Carlisle, Pevzner, and Corner 
described as rendering 
aspects of the land invisible 
within systems of planning 
and control.
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Before any proposa l  reaches the stage of  approva l ,  we must 

survey and trans late  the s i te  into a  measurable  form,  a  process 

that  cu lminates in  the creat ion of  a  s i te  p lan .  The s i te  p lan 

funct ions as a  bureaucrat ic  map,  reduc ing the complex i ty of 

land into boundar ies and setbacks that  conform to regulatory 

categor ies  of  use and ownership.  With in munic ipa l  systems of 

governance,  th is  drawing serves as both a technica l  and lega l 

document ,  estab l ish ing what is  v is ib le  to  author i ty  and,  by 

extens ion ,  what  can be acted upon.  I t  transforms the ground 

into an administrat ive ob ject .  Mapping marks one of  the f i rst 

acts  through which land becomes leg ib le. 

This  trans lat ion is  rare ly  impart ia l .  Edward T.  White descr ibes 

“contextua l  ana lys is”  as “a predes ign research act iv i ty”  ( 1983, 

6) ,  emphas iz ing how such representat ions are instrumenta l , 

meant to  prepare the ground for  des ign rather than quest ion 

the assumpt ions embedded in that  preparat ion .  Mapping,  in  th is 

context ,  becomes an act  of  order ing rather than understanding. 

I t  is  a  way to render land leg ib le  to  author i ty  rather than 

re lat iona l  to  i ts  context  and h istor ies .

E v e r y  l i n e  o n  a n  a rc h i te c tu ral  d ra w i n g  s h o u l d  b e  s e n s e d 

a s  th e  a n t i c i p a t i o n  o f  a  f u tu re  s o c i a l  re l a t i o n s h i p ,  a n d  n o t 

m e re ly  a s  a  h a rb i n ge r  o f  a e s th e t i c s  o r  a s  a n  i n s t r u c t i o n  to  a 

co n t ra c to r.  ( Aw a n ,  S c h n e i d e r,  a n d  T i l l  2 0 1 1 ,  3 0 )

Yet ,  wi th in current  systems,  those re lat ionships are redef ined in 

terms of  both law and economics .  The l ine becomes a proper ty 

boundary rather than an express ion of  re lat ion .  The act  of 

drawing should be a means of  interpretat ion and reve lat ion , 

rather than a gesture of  compl iance and just i f i cat ion .

James Corner,  in  T h e  Age n c y  o f  Map p i n g,  exposes how these 

abstract ions act ive ly  shape the rea lm of  arch i tectura l  poss ib i l i ty. 

A map’s  se lect ive representat ions are “v ir tua l  abstract ions that 

Mapping as Witness
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possess great  force in  terms of  how people  see and act”  (Corner 

2011 ,  90) .  They shape the very imaginat ion of  what  arch i tecture 

can be.  “The very bas is  upon which projects  are imagined and 

rea l ised der ives prec ise ly  from how maps are made” (Corner 

2011 ,  91) .  Under Sarnia’s  S i te  Pl a n  Ap p ro v al  Po l i c y ,  check l is ts 

def ine which aspects  of  a  s i te  the c i ty  recognizes as leg i t imate. 

Elements that  do not  conform to these categor ies—histor ies 

of  contaminat ion ,  Ind igenous land re lat ions ,  or  eco log ica l 

systems—remain inv is ib le  to  the des ign process .  The resu l t  is  a 

narrowing of  arch i tectura l  agency,  in  which the arch i tect’s  ro le 

is  to  comply with a predef ined order rather than quest ion i t . 

Whi le  these too ls  are usefu l  for  administrat ion ,  they re inforce a 

stat ic  and par t ia l  understanding of  the s i te.

Mapping a lso ho lds potent ia l  for  res istance.  I t  can revea l  what 

systems choose not  to  see by expos ing the condi t ions of  leg ib i l i ty 

that  structure our representat ions of  land .  Helen D.  Hazen and 

Lei la  M.  Harr is  (2006) “understand counter-mapping as any 

effor t  that  fundamenta l ly  quest ions the assumpt ions of  b iases 

of  car tographic  convent ions ,  that  cha l lenges predominant power 

effects  of  mapping” (1 15) .  C o u n te rc a r to g rap hy ,  then ,  is  a  way to 

undo co lon ia l  mapping,  transforming the map away from a too l 

o f  contro l ,  and to expose the inv is ib le  layers that  convent iona l 

s i te  p lans leave out .

A counter- car tographic  context  p lan ,  even whi le  remain ing a 

drawing,  restores some of  the re lat ions that  were str ipped away. 

I t  does not  co l lapse the gap between drawing and bui ld ing,  but  i t 

a l igns them more eth ica l ly.  I t  a l lows the abstract ions that  guide 

p lanning and arch i tecture to reg ister  the rea l i t ies  that  have 

been excluded,  making the drawing less v io lent  and,  potent ia l ly, 

more accountable.

FIG 3.10 
Radio Free Alcatraz: 
Territories. 2014. By Chris 
Cornelius, of all the different 
layers of the land, combining 
human and more-than-human 
elements to starts showing 
the history of the site.
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FIG 3.11
Radio Free Alcatraz: 
Trajectories. 2014. By 
Chris Cornelius, of all the 
paths that cross through 
the site, such as the ferry 
routes, air f light paths, ways 
understanding data beyond 
numbers and graphs.

Ind igenous arch i tects  such as Chr is  Corne l ius have demonstrated 

how mapping can become an eth ica l  act  of  acknowledgment 

rather than contro l .  In  h is  project ,  R a d i o  Fre e  Al c a t ra z  (2014) , 

Corne l ius re imagines the map as a l iv ing document ,  layer ing 

narrat ives of  geo logy,  the environment ,  and the human to res ist 

the co lon ia l  f la tten ing of  land (Corne l ius 2014) .  Incorporat ing 

layers of  re lat ion is  what  James Corner descr ibes as the most 

neutra l  map,  “without  centre,  h ierarchy or  s ingle  organiz ing 

pr inc ip le”  (Corner 2011 ,  96) ,  making space for  the stor ies  that 

pers ist  beneath i ts  surface.

To witness through mapping can repos i t ion the arch i tect  as 

an interpreter  of  re lat ion ,  respons ib le  for  mediat ing between 

systems of  governance and the ground’s  l ived rea l i t ies .  White 

reminds us that  “ i t  i s  not  the des ign or  the bui ld ing i tse l f  which 

is  our u l t imate respons ib i l i ty  as des igners but  the predict ion 

and de l iver y of  a  set  of  consequences or  effects  that  have been 

deemed pos i t ive and poss ib le”  ( 1983,  9) .  In p laces l ike Chemica l 

Val ley,  th is  respons ib i l i ty  is  he ightened.  The maps that  once 

leg i t imized industr ia l  encroachment on Aamj iwnaang First 

Nat ions terr i tor y cont inue to d ictate what is  permiss ib le.

To map consc ious ly  and to witness are,  therefore,  acts  of 

accountabi l i ty.  I t  means understanding that  every representat ion 

is  a  dec is ion about what we recognize and what we ignore.  By 

approaching mapping as a form of  eth ica l  pract ice,  arch i tects 

can begin to recla im agency with in the systems that  govern 

them. The drawing becomes a means of  revea l ing the inter twined 

soc ia l ,  po l i t i ca l ,  and environmenta l  condi t ions that  arch i tecture 

must address .  Archi tecture,  Chr is  Corne l ius wr i tes ,  “ is  how we 

reconc i le  ourse lves with the ear th” (2014) .
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Reflections

Current  models  of  pract ice,  as  Lola  Sheppard notes in  Be y o n d 

Pa t ro n a ge :  R e co n s i d e r i n g  Mo d e l s  o f  P ra c t i ce ,  “star t  with a c l ient 

f ind ing a s i te,  estab l ish ing the stakeholders ,  the program, and 

then se lect ing an arch i tect  to  g ive shape and form” (Sheppard 

2015,  140) .  Here,  the arch i tect’s  agency is  react ive rather than 

generat ive,  pos i t ioned to mater ia l ize  dec is ions that  have a lready 

been made.  Organizat ions such as the RAIC and the OAA leave 

l i tt le  space to ask how pract ice  might  be regrounded to account 

for  remediat ing re lat ions with the land and h istory.  I f  these 

regulatory systems structure the profess ion ,  then the quest ion 

becomes how to act  with in them cr i t ica l ly,  and how to des ign 

with the awareness of  the condi t ions that  permit  des ign i tse l f. 

In  th is  sense,  “agency and structure should be understood as 

a dua l i ty,  two l inked but  separate ly  ident i f iab le  condi t ions” 

(Awan,  Schneider,  and Ti l l  2011 ,  31) .  To navigate th is  dua l i ty, 

the arch i tect  must  recognize that  pract ice  is  shaped by these 

systems but  not  whol ly  def ined by them. Awareness of  these 

dynamics is  a  form of  agency,  an acknowledgment that  every 

dec is ion ,  however constra ined ,  par t ic ipates in  shaping the world .

Reth inking pract ice  invo lves “quest ion ing and repos i t ion ing the 

ro le  of  the arch i tect  with in our phys ica l  and cu l tura l  env ironment” 

and learn ing “to understand a much broader set  of  spat ia l , 

tempora l ,  and human re lat ionships” (Sheppard 2015,  127) .  This 

requires attent ion not  on ly to  the v is ib le  surface of  a  s i te  but  to 

what l ies  above and be low i t ,  acknowledging that  “the idea that 

the s i te  is  three - d imensiona l ,  that  i t  has a th ickness above and 

be low ground.  These systems have var iab le  boundar ies :  where 

spec ies migrate may be ent ire ly  d i f ferent  from the boundary of 

human occupat ion” (Sheppard 2015,  144) .  To des ign with in such 

condit ions is  to  acknowledge that  every s i te  extends beyond 

proper ty l ines ,  and that  regulatory maps cannot conta in i ts  l i fe.

Agency,  therefore,  emerges through engaging the layered systems 

rather than through contro l .  Peggy Deamer,  in  Arc h i te c tu re  a n d 

L ab o r ,  reminds us that  “th is  means an embrace of,  as  opposed 

to an ind i fference to,  the non-arch i tectura l  agents with whom we 

necessar i ly  interact”  (Deamer 2020,  155) .  To act  is  to  l i s ten to 

the forces that  cont inua l ly  shape the systems we des ign with in . 

Reth ink ing an arch i tect’s  respons ib i l i ty  is  about cu l t ivat ing 



156

Transcending the Settled Ground Drawing the Line

157

sens i t iv i ty  to  these interdependenc ies and acknowledging that 

des ign is  a lways entangled with in larger systems of  labour and 

governance.

With in th is  entanglement ,  drawing becomes the f i rst  gesture of 

re lat ion .  To recla im predes ign as par t  of  arch i tectura l  pract ice  is 

to  recla im the poss ib i l i ty  of  see ing d i f ferently,  and to understand 

drawing as a cr i t ica l  and interpret ive act .  Each l ine drawn 

def ines what is  seen and what is  poss ib le.  Archi tects  can begin 

to make v is ib le  the systems that  shape the land and the bodies 

that  occupy i t .  Mapping becomes a form of  witness ing,  a  way of 

trac ing re lat ions rather than just  descr ib ing the ir  condi t ions . 

Predes ign can become a p lace of  res istance and respons ib i l i ty, 

where representat ion can transform from a technica l  serv ice 

into an eth ica l  pract ice.

Dr.  David T.  For t in descr ibes th is  approach as c r i t i c a l 

re l a t i o n al i s m ,  a  way of  ask ing “what re lat ions matter”  and 

“what re lat ions have we lost  through co lon izat ion ,  through our 

d isconnect  with the p laces where we l ive” (For t in 2023) .  For 

For t in ,  “arch i tecture and the l iv ing world” requires recogniz ing 

that  our re lat ions with the more -than-human world are not 

per iphera l  but  fundamenta l ,  urg ing us to “pr ior i t ize  the more -

than-human world in  our des ign process in  very meaningfu l 

ways” (For t in 2023) .

To draw is  to  par t ic ipate in  an eth ica l  pract ice  of  attent ion . 

I t  is  to  see arch i tecture as both product  and process and as 

structure and agency.  I t  is  a  way of  s i tuat ing onese l f  wi th in 

the l iv ing systems we inev i tab ly a l ter.  When we draw,  i t  i s  not 

on ly a  representat ion of  the world .  We are act ive ly  shaping the 

condi t ions through which i t  can be known.  To pract ice  with th is 

awareness is  to  transform des ign from an act  of  compl iance into 

an act  of  care.

In Sarnia ,  th is  means engaging d irect ly  with the contradict ions 

embedded in profess iona l  eth ics ,  recogniz ing that  the systems 

that  grant  leg i t imacy to arch i tecture are the same ones that 

enable  extract ion and erasure.  Regrounding pract ice  means 

witness ing the co lon ia l  h istor ies  of  i ts  regulatory forms and 

ask ing what i t  would mean to des ign otherwise.
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‘ T h e  w o rl d  [ i s ]  t ra v e r s e d  w i th  i n te r s e c t i n g  l i n e s’ .  Al o n g  s u c h 

i n te r s e c t i n g  l i n e s  a re  i d e a s ,  c a te go r i e s  o r  te n s i o n s  th a t  o f te n 

co n n e c t  e a c h  o th e r  i n  d i f fe re n t  w ay s . . .  I n te r s e c t i o n s  c a n  b e 

co n ce p tu al i z e d  n o t  o n ly  a s  i n te r s e c t i n g  l i n e s  b u t  a l s o  a s 

s p a ce s  th a t  a re  c re a te d  a t  th e  p o i n ts  w h e re  i n te r s e c t i n g  l i n e s 

m e e t .  S p a ce s  c re a te d  b y  i n te r s e c t i n g  i d e a s ,  te n d e n c i e s  o r 

i s s u e s  a re  s i te s  o f  s t r u g gl e  th a t  o f fe r  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  fo r  p e o p l e 

to  re s i s t .  ( T u h i w ai  S m i th  2 0 1 2 ,  2 0 1 - 2 0 2 )
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As I  ref lect  on the poss ib i l i t ies  for  arch i tectura l  pract ice,  I  see 

des ign and p lanning as p laces where accountabi l i ty  can begin to 

take form.  Embedding land h istor ies  into mater ia l  and spat ia l 

dec is ions means more than just  acknowledging them; i t  a lso 

invo lves understanding the ir  s ign i f icance and impl icat ions . 

Archi tecture is  entangled in  power,  and every project  ref lects 

cho ices about whose h istor ies  we a l low to guide the des ign 

process .

At the sca le  of  profess iona l  p lanning,  th is  imbalance becomes 

espec ia l ly  v is ib le.  In Chapter  One,  I  out l ined how overlapping 

h istor ies  of  d ispossess ion ,  sett lement ,  and extract ion have 

shaped land in Canada.  The systems of  zoning,  permitt ing,  and 

approva ls  I  examined in Chapter  Two are extens ions of  those 

same h istor ies .  These mechanisms determine who has access 

to land ,  whose vo ices matter  in  dec is ion-making,  and which 

futures are made poss ib le.  They can erase as eas i ly  as they can 

protect ,  as  seen in the just i f i cat ion for  removing environmenta l 

protect ions from a parce l  o f  land .

When I  f i rst  began to explore the ob l igat ions arch i tects 

have in  understanding the land on which we des ign ,  and the 

impl icat ions of  pract ic ing profess iona l ly,  I  turned toward the 

idea of  deco lon izat ion .  In arch i tectura l  d iscourse,  deco lon izat ion 

is  a  top ic  we often d iscuss .  Readings such as L e a r n i n g 

d e co l o n i z a t i o n ,  u n l e a r n i n g  a rc h i te c tu re  (Herscher and León 2021) , 

and C o l o n i al i s m  a s  a  C o n t i n u o u s  P ro ce s s  Arc h i te c tu re  a s  a  S p a t i a l 

Ap p a ra tu s  (Lambert  2017)  examine how the d isc ip l ine has been 

bui l t  on co lon ia l  foundat ions ,  how “co lon ia l  arch i tecture” has 

been reduced to a  sty l is t ic  c lass i f icat ion ,  and how arch i tectura l 

h istor y of ten frames co lon ia l ism as a “h istor ica l  per iod 

rather than a system of  dominat ion” (Lambert  2017) .  These 

conversat ions are important ,  but  I  quest ion what deco lon izat ion 

could mean in pract ice  for  me,  a  sett ler  working with in the 

profess ion of  arch i tecture.

The Ethics of Design
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Eve Tuck and K .  Wayne Yang wr i te  that  “deco lon izat ion 

spec i f ica l ly  requires the repatr iat ion of  Indigenous land and 

l i fe.  Deco lon izat ion is  not  a  metonym for  soc ia l  just ice” (2012 , 

21) .  For Tuck and Yang,  deco lon izat ion cannot  be reduced to 

reconc i l ia t ion ,  d ivers i ty,  or  inclus ion in i t iat ives that  a l low sett lers 

to  fee l  repr ieved whi le  leav ing the structure of  occupat ion intact . 

They ca l l  these gestures “sett ler  moves to innocence.”  Acts that 

ease sett ler  gui l t  wi thout  address ing the d ispossess ion of  land 

i tse l f  (Tuck and Yang 2012 ,  21) .  This  framing made i t  c lear  that 

deco lon izat ion is  not  something I  can cla im or enact  with in my 

profess ion as a  sett ler ;  i t  i s  a  process that  must mater ia l ly 

invo lve the return of  land and l i fe  to  Indigenous peoples .

That  is  why I  turn instead to ant ico lon ia l  pract ice  as the 

framework that  better  f i ts  th is  thes is .  I f  deco lon izat ion is  about 

land back ,  then ant ico lon ia l  work ,  as  Max Libo iron argues ,  is  about 

refus ing to “reproduce sett ler  and co lon ia l  ent i t lement to land , 

Indigenous cu l tures ,  concepts ,  knowledges ,  and l i fe”  (Libo iron 

2021 ,  132) .  Ant ico lon ia l  pract ices foreground accountabi l i ty  in 

the way quest ions are asked and dec is ions are made. 

Mary O’Br ien ,  quoted by Libo iron ,  reminds us that  every research 

or  des ign quest ion is  a  po l i t ica l  cho ice because choos ing one 

quest ion necessar i ly  forecloses others .  There is  a  strong para l le l 

here with zoning and p lanning.  Dec id ing to des ignate land for 

industr y rather than conservat ion ,  or  to  pr ior i t ize  deve lopment 

over eco log ica l  repa ir,  are dec is ions that  assume whose needs 

matter  most  and whose harms are acceptab le.  O’Br ien res ists 

treat ing land as a tox ic  landf i l l  in  her sc ient i f i c  research ,  and 

arch i tects  must res ist  understanding land as an empty resource 

wai t ing to be parce l led or  extracted (Libo iron 2021 ,  132) .

How do we implement th is  in  pract ice? I  c i rc le  what Wi l l ie 

Ermine (2007) ca l ls  the “eth ica l  space of  engagement .”  Ermine 

descr ibes th is  as “an ana logy of  a  space between two ent i t ies , 

as  a  space between the Indigenous and Western thought worlds” 

(Ermine 2007,  194) .  This  is  not  a  neutra l  zone but  a  meet ing 

ground where “human-to -human d ia logue can occur” (Ermine 

2007,  202) .  For arch i tects ,  our work often takes p lace in  th is  in-

between space.  Between land and regulat ion ,  between cl ient  and 

community,  between ex ist ing condi t ions and imagined futures . 

To cons ider des ign as an “eth ica l  space” reframes pract ice  as an 

ongoing act  of  negot iat ing these re lat ions ,  wi th the awareness 

that  co lon ia l  systems a lready structure them unequal ly. 

Zoe Todd,  however,  speaks of  a  s imi lar  “space between” (2023, 

166)  that  is  not  on ly an eth ica l  poss ib i l i ty  but  a lso an unavoidable 

condi t ion of  working with in sett ler- co lon ia l  systems and what 

Denze l  et  a l .  ca l l  the “co lon izer- ind igene hyphen” (Denzin et 

a l .  2008,  5-7) .  As Libo iron notes ,  Todd and other Indigenous 

scho lars work across two d i f ferent  frameworks :  between 

Western ideo log ies that  treat  land as ownership and knowledge 

as a  commodity,  and Indigenous lega l  orders that  locate people 

with in “ l iv ing and ongoing re lat ionships to one another,  to  land , 

[and] to  the more -than-human” (Libo iron 2021 ,  136) .  These 

Indigenous lega l  orders ,  Todd argues ,  “ fundamenta l ly  cha l lenge 

the author i ty  of  Euro -Western academies which operate with in 

unceded,  unsurrendered and sent ient  lands and Indigenous 

terr i tor ies  in  North America” (Todd 2023,  166) .  The centra l 

quest ion then becomes:  how do we conduct  research ,  or  des ign , 

in  th is  in-between space? As Libo iron emphas izes ,  “ the answer 

wi l l  p lay out  d i f ferently  for  sett lers ,  and for  d i f ferent  k inds of 

sett lers  and non-Indigenous people  that  aren’t  sett lers ,  than for 

Indigenous sc ient ists”  (2021 ,  136) .

To incorporate Ermine’s  idea is  to  recognize that  eth ica l  space 

requires stepping outs ide of  a l leg iances ,  such as the comfor t 

The Anticolonial Space
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of  d isc ip l inary trad i t ions or  sett ler  assumpt ions ,  and to meet 

others in  ways that  are not  pre -scr ipted by dominant systems. 

This  resonates with Libo iron’s  ins istence that  “ob l igat ions do not 

ex ist  and are not  enacted in atomized and ind iv idua l ized one -

on- one re lat ionships but  in  a  d ivers i ty  of  re lat ionships where 

some re lat ions matter  more than others” (Libo iron 2021 ,  137) . 

Read together,  the ir  work reframes arch i tecture as a  pract ice 

entangled in  mult ip le,  uneven re lat ionships .  In arch i tectura l 

terms,  th is  means that  we cannot reduce pract ice  to  a  contract 

between the c l ient  and the arch i tect .  I t  must  account for  a 

broader set  of  re lat ions :  wi th land ,  with communit ies  who are 

affected ,  and with systems of  governance that  ho ld the power to 

e i ther  reproduce or  d isrupt  co lon ia l  ent i t lements .

These re lat ions are a lso not  ones we get  to  choose.  L ibo iron 

descr ibes how “choos ing your k in instead of  be ing inv i ted in  and 

chosen by k in (which is  a  s ign of  Whiteness according to Ai leen 

Moreton-Robinson and Darry l  Leroux) ,  excluding undes irab le 

k in whi le  s imultaneous ly extending the def in i t ion of  k in” ref lects 

a  tendency to avo id “unwelcome” re lat ions .  Extending k inship to 

non-humans ,  they wr i te,  “a lmost  never mean p last ics”  (Libo iron 

2021 ,  106) .  We cannot escape the rea l i ty  that  some re lat ions—

such as the petrochemica ls  in  Sarnia  or  the infrastructure 

that  susta ins sett ler  economies—are entangled with our l ives . 

Bui ld ings re ly  on concrete,  stee l ,  g lass ,  and p last ics ;  mater ia ls 

from extract ive industr ies  that  many of  us would re ject  i f  we 

could .  However,  these mater ia ls  suppor t  l i fe  in  soc iety,  heat ing 

our homes and f i l l ing the wal ls  of  the schools ,  hospi ta ls ,  and 

hous ing we des ign .  Ignor ing these t ies  would mean overlooking 

the rea l i t ies  that  shape arch i tectura l  pract ice  i tse l f.

I t  i s  an ant i thes is  to  act  ant ico lon ia l ly  whi le  l iv ing on d ispossessed 

land ,  benef i t ing from the very economies that  extract ion has 

made poss ib le.  We must confront  the co lon ia l  systems we are 

a lways entangled in ,  and any attempt to undo them is  necessar i ly 

par t ia l  and imperfect .  Perhaps th is  is  another k ind of  between 

space,  not  un l ike Ermine’s  eth ica l  space,  where act ion and 

accountabi l i ty  remain suspended between pract ice  and act ion . 

The cha l lenge is  for  arch i tects  to  remain with in i t  and to work 

from i ts  contradict ions without  pretending we can erase them. 

As Libo iron wr i tes ,  “do ing ant ico lon ia l  sc ience with in a  dominant 

sc ient i f i c  context  is  s imultaneous ly a  commitment to dominant 

sc ience and a d ivestment from i t ,  which makes i t  un ique ly 

compromised” (Libo iron 2021 ,  134) .  The same could be sa id of 

arch i tecture.  Pract ic ing with in profess iona l  standards ,  such as 

those estab l ished by CHOP, and with in zoning or  permitt ing 

systems inev i tab ly commits arch i tects  to  frameworks shaped 

by co lon ia l  h istor ies .  Refusa l  to  reproduce sett ler  ent i t lement 

is  st i l l  poss ib le  through the k inds of  quest ions we choose to 

ask and the procedures we adopt in  des ign .  Compromise is  the 

condi t ion of  pract ic ing eth ica l ly  in  a  f ie ld  structured by unequal 

power re lat ions (Libo iron 2021 ,  134 ;  Denzin et  a l .  2008,  6) .

And as what ant ico lon ia l  pract ice  could mean for  arch i tecture,  I 

return to Libo iron’s  reminder that  a l ter ing co lon ia l  land re lat ions 

depends on spec i f ic i ty  (Libo iron 2021 ,  13) .  I t  requires refus ing 

broad subst i tut ions ,  such as treat ing environmenta l ism as 

equiva lent  to  deco lon izat ion ,  and instead grounding profess iona l 

pract ice  in  the h istor ies  and ob l igat ions t ied to the land on 

which I  am working.  To work with th is  spec i f ic i ty  is  to  ask how 

zoning has h istor ica l ly  d isp laced communit ies ,  or  how p lanning 

dec is ions have pr ior i t ized some l ives over others .

This  is  why Libo iron frames ant ico lon ia l ism not  on ly as a  theory 

but  as a  set  of  pract ices and too ls  that  a l low a l ternat ive re lat ions 

with land to take form (Libo iron 2021 ,  121) .  This  becomes an 

inv i tat ion for  arch i tecture to mend how we approach des ign and 

p lanning,  so that  they begin not  with the assumpt ion of  land as 

a resource,  but  with the recogni t ion of  land as re lat ion .
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Such a sh i f t  ca l ls  for  a  reth ink ing of  how arch i tecture as a 

profess ion def ines i ts  respons ib i l i t ies .  I f  “re lat ionships do not 

mere ly shape rea l i ty,  they are rea l i ty,”  then pract ice  i tse l f  i s 

const i tuted by re lat ions ,  wi th land ,  and with co lon ia l  sett lements 

that  cont inue to structure Canadian c i t ies .  The quest ion is  not 

whether arch i tects  should be he ld accountable,  but  how the ir 

pract ice  can recognize and susta in ob l igat ions that  come from 

be ing in re lat ion (Styers and Zinga 2013,  292) .

The idea of  inclus iv i ty  a lready appears in  CHOP, drawing on the 

OCAD Inclus ive Des ign Research Centre’s  def in i t ion of  inclus ive 

des ign as :

D e s i g n  th a t  co n s i d e r s  th e  f u l l  ra n ge  o f  h u m a n  d i v e r s i ty  w i th 

re s p e c t  to  ab i l i ty,  l a n g u a ge ,  c u l tu re ,  ge n d e r,  a ge  a n d  o th e r 

fo r m s  o f  h u m a n  d i f fe re n ce .  ( O CA D  Un i v e r s i ty  i n  R A I C  2 0 2 1 , 

c h .  1 . 1 )

I t  descr ibes the arch i tect  as “an ambassador for  inclus ive des ign 

so that  the spec i f ic  needs ,  va lues and concerns of  a  d iverse 

soc iety are ref lected and integrated in i ts  bui ld ings” (RAIC 

2021 ,  ch .  1 . 1 ) .  Whi le  CHOP has pr imar i ly  appl ied th is  focus 

to access ib i l i ty,  we can understand inclus iv i ty  as a  re lat iona l 

ob l igat ion ,  a  recogni t ion that  des ign is  never separate from 

cul tura l  d i f ference or  the layered h istor ies  embedded in the land.

The RAIC has taken steps toward th is  reor ientat ion .  The 

I n d i ge n o u s  Ta s k  Fo rce  ( ITF) ,  launched in 2016 with the goa l  “ to 

foster  and promote Indigenous des ign and arch i tecture in  Canada , 

in  rura l ,  Mét is ,  and Northern Communit ies ,  First  Nat ions and 

urban spaces ,  and to advocate with and on beha l f  o f  Indigenous 

communit ies”  (RAIC n .d . ) .  The T r u th  a n d  R e co n c i l i a t i o n  Ta s k 

Fo rce  o f  the RAIC was estab l ished in 2020 to s imi larly,  “prov ide 

leadership on how the organizat ion can advance reconc i l ia t ion 

with Indigenous peoples” and to “ fac i l i tate  susta inable  act ions 

From Ethics to Obligation
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that  wi l l  foster  reconc i l ia t ion with in the profess ion” (RAIC 

n .d . ) .  These in i t iat ives mark important  progress ,  but  the 

representat ion of  Indigenous arch i tects  is  smal l .  In  2017,  there 

were on ly seventeen reg istered arch i tects  (Stewart  and For t in 

2017) .  This  gap ind icates that  reconc i l ia t ion cannot  re ly  so le ly 

on Indigenous arch i tects .

At the beginning of  2025,  the RAIC re leased an updated 2 0 2 5 -

2 0 2 7  S t ra te g i c  Pl a n ,  and i t  i s  here that  we can begin to see the 

outcomes of  these organizat ions .  The RAIC ident i f ies  s ix  va lues : 

integr i ty,  ag i l i ty,  des ign exce l lence,  soc ia l  equi ty,  reconc i l ia t ion , 

and environmenta l  respons ib i l i ty,  wi th respons ib i l i t ies  extending 

to the arch i tectura l  community,  educators and students ,  a l l i ed 

des ign profess iona ls ,  the publ ic ,  and “the p lanet  and a l l  l iv ing 

th ings” (RAIC 2025,  9-10) .  

These va lues are essent ia l  to  the reconc i l ia t ion process ,  and 

the ir  inclus ion in  CHOP could strengthen the document’s 

a l ignment with the RAIC’s broader commitments .  The RAIC 

Strateg ic  P lan offers  a  strong foundat ion for  what an expanded 

E m e rg i n g  T re n d s  sect ion might  look l ike.  Incorporat ing these 

pr inc ip les  d irect ly  into C h ap te r  1 .3 :  P ro fe s s i o n al  C o n d u c t  a n d 

E th i c s  would make the profess ion’s  commitments to reconc i l ia t ion 

more v is ib le  and act ionable.  A usefu l  precedent here is  Pa r t  1 , 

C h ap te r  4 :  P u b l i c  I n te re s t  D e s i g n  in  the AIA Handbook ,  which 

clearly  outl ines how arch i tects  can s imultaneous ly funct ion 

under systems of  governance but  can f ind agency in the form 

of  soc ia l  respons ib i l i ty,  grounded in phys ica l  case studies that 

trans late  eth ica l  pr inc ip les  into pract ice  (AIA 2014 ,  1 17-131) . 

Integrat ing such spec i f ics  with in CHOP would ensure that 

arch i tects  understand re lat iona l  and environmenta l  ob l igat ions 

are integra l  to  profess iona l  eth ics .

Fur ther,  Chapter  1 .6  of  CHOP, O rga n i z a t i o n  o f  th e  P ro fe s s i o n  i n 

C a n a d a ,  a l ready prov ides a br ief  h istor y of  the profess ion’s 

Best Practices to a Socially Responsible Project:
“To practice socially responsible design, an architect doesn’t have to change jobs, request a 
new project, or get knee-deep in a pro bono project. Instead, one can offer a different approach 
or adjust participation within the context of current work.

Establish a team mission:

Facilitate a participatory 
design process:

Establish a project vision 
and measurable goals:

Utilize design research:

Design to actively promote 
the health and well-being 
of occupants:

Incorporate and forward 
sustainable design 
principles:

Perform life cycle analysis:

Engage in the execution of 
the design:

Evaluate the completed 
project:

Inquire with engineers, consultants, and vendors as to 
their social responsibility practices.

Identify all relevant stakeholders. Be inclusive and 
solicit feedback from all stakeholders, starting early in 
the design process and integrating it into the work.

Collectively create goals that ref lect the values of the 
stakeholders and develop ways to measure the success 
and results. Dig deep in the needs and risk assessment 
to uncover potential opportunities and challenges for 
the duration of the life of the building.

Consult publications and media for case studies, 
research, materials, and technologies.

Incorporate design elements that reduce sensory 
stress, encourage movement and interaction, provide 
access to natural light and the outdoors, and contribute 
to thermal comfort, good indoor air quality, and sound 
control for all occupants.

Address the deeper needs of the environment, the 
community, and the occupants through your design 
process.

For all the investment in creating the building, consider 
what happens after the project is complete. Assess the 
viability of meeting long-term goals and structure’s 
durability, adaptability, and re-usability. Discuss the 
building’s end of life and how it may be disassembled.

Create a plan with the owner to have the design 
administered responsibly during construction to ensure 
design intent and safety standards are met.

While measuring success can be difficult, particularly 
of an individual design element, interviews with clients, 
users, and public feedback can be illuminating. Create 
case studies to evaluate whether specific goals have 
been met.

The Architect’s Handbook of Professional Practice          (AIA 2014, 125)

FIG 4.1 
Recreation from the AIA 
Handbook that outlines 
recommendations for 
ensuring a project responds 
ethically to community, 
social, and broader public 
obligations.
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estab l ishment .  A para l le l  sect ion could be deve loped to 

foreground Indigenous stewardship,  co lon ia l  sett lement ,  and 

the h istor ies  of  d ispossess ion that  make pract ic ing arch i tecture 

poss ib le.  Including such a sect ion ,  a longs ide the adopt ion of 

formal  land acknowledgements ,  would ensure that  a l l  arch i tects , 

regard less of  tra in ing or  or ig in ,  beg in pract ice  with a shared 

understanding of  the re lat ions that  shape the ir  work .  The RAIC 

has a lready committed to T RC  C al l  to  Ac t i o n  92  and to UNDRIP 

as a framework for  reconc i l ia t ion ,  and embedding th is  into CHOP 

would he lp reframe arch i tecture as a  pract ice  of  ob l igat ions 

(Truth and Reconc i l ia t ion Commiss ion of  Canada 2015) .

The OAA has a lso taken meaningfu l  steps toward reconc i l ia t ion , 

such as introduc ing T h e  Pa th :  Yo u r  Jo u r n e y  T h ro u gh  I n d i ge n o u s 

C a n a d a  in  2022 ,  a  cont inu ing educat ion course on Indigenous 

h istor ies  and governance,  and mainta ins nearly  400 i tems in 

i ts  database referenc ing First  Nat ions (OAA 2022) .  Much l ike 

the RAIC,  the OAA can make th is  informat ion more v is ib le 

and access ib le  to  a l l  members who v is i t  the s i te.  Much l ike 

CHOP, deve lop ing a publ ic  pos i t iona l i ty  on reconc i l ia t ion would 

make these ob l igat ions expl ic i t ,  ensur ing that  the profess ion’s 

commitments are embedded in the frameworks that  regulate 

arch i tectura l  pract ice  rather than just  ava i lab le  to  arch i tects 

who seek them out .

C h ap te r  1 .5 :  Ad m i s s i o n  to  th e  P ro fe s s i o n  a l ready emphas izes the 

duty to “regulate members of  the ir  respect ive profess ions for 

the protect ion of  the publ ic”  (RAIC 2021 ,  ch .  1 .5) ,  wi th mult ip le 

pathways to l i censure,  including accredi ted degrees ,  RAIC’s 

Syl labus Program, or  cer t i f i cat ion of  internat iona l  qua l i f i cat ions . 

However,  not  a l l  arch i tects  enter ing the profess ion may carr y the 

knowledge of  the h istor ies  that  shape Canadian land.  T h e  T r u th 

a n d  R e co n c i l i a t i o n  C o m m i s s i o n’s  ( T RC )  C al l  to  Ac t i o n  92 -9 4  makes 

clear  that  th is  knowledge of  Indigenous peoples ,  Treat ies ,  and 

the res ident ia l  schoo l  system is  essent ia l  for  newcomers and,  by 

The Social Impact of Design
“Architects, through their involvement in design and construction, have direct and indirect 
impacts on people, the economy, and the environment, and are well positioned to engage in 
socially responsible activities.

Socially responsible design aims to address social, environmental, economic, and political 
issues through design and design thinking.

This collaborative process is a shift from designing for people to designing with people, ensuring 
the vision is one the community will continue to invest in over time. As a form of problem-
seeking, participatory design elicits different ideas, interests, and values that inform the final 
design and ultimately add richness, variety, and character to a community environment. People 
who find it hard to break through a complex, formal governing system find their voices in an 
open visioning process, achieving greater equity and social justice through design.”

Equity and justice:

Diversity:

Participatory decision 
making:

Quality of life:

Integrative approach:

Place-based solutions:

Design excellence:

Advocating with those who have a limited voice in 
public life.

Promoting social equality through discourse that 
ref lects a range of values and social identities.

Building structures for inclusion that engage 
stakeholders and allow communities to make decisions.

Advancing the right of every person to live in a socially, 
economically, and environmentally healthy community.

Creating strategies that reach beyond the design of the 
built environment.

Generating ideas that grow from place and build local 
capacity.

Promoting the highest standards of quality in the 
design and construction of the built environment.

(AIA 2014, 117-119)The Architect’s Handbook of Professional Practice

FIG 4.2 
Recreation from the AIA 

Handbook that outlines 
recommendations for the 

effects that design decisions 
have on human and more-
than-human communities.
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I f  spec i f ic i ty  is  the foundat ion of  ant ico lon ia l ism,  I  look to how 

we can a lso enact  these ob l igat ions in  the systems that  govern 

p lanning pract ice.  In 2018 ,  the City of  Sarnia  formed a Un i te d 

Na t i o n s  D e c l a ra t i o n  o n  th e  R i gh ts  o f  I n d i ge n o u s  Pe o p l e s  (UNDRIP) 

working group,  marking the beginning of  a  sh i f t  and recogniz ing 

that  the c i ty  is  inseparable  from the lands and l ives of  nearby 

Indigenous communit ies .  With weekly meet ings beginning in 

2019,  th is  cu lminated in a  summit  in  May 2025 to deve lop an 

implementat ion p lan (City of  Sarnia  2019 ;  Ci ty of  Sarnia  2025) . 

The City Counci l  representat ive,  Bryan White,  acknowledged 

that :

A  l o t  o f  th e  d e c i s i o n s  th a t  th e  c i ty  m a ke s  d o e s  h a v e  a n  i m p a c t 

o n  n e i gh b o u r i n g  co m m u n i t i e s ,  a s  w e l l  a s  I n d i ge n o u s  m e m b e r s 

w i th  th e  co m m u n i ty.  I t’s  i m p o r ta n t  fo r  u s  to  u n d e r s ta n d  h o w 

th e  c i ty ’s  d e c i s i o n s  a n d  th e  w ay  th a t  w e  co n d u c t  o u r  b u s i n e s s 

i m p a c t  th o s e  fo l ks .  ( C h a v e z  2 0 2 5 )

White’s  words revea l  an emerging awareness that  munic ipa l 

governance,  such as p lanning and permitt ing,  is  an ongoing 

negot iat ion over land and power.

In Sarnia ,  where the f i rst  commerc ia l  o i l  we l l  in  North America 

meets the lands of  the Aamj iwnaang First  Nat ion ,  the h istory 

of  co lon ia l ism weighs heav i ly.  Systems that  pr iv i lege extract ion 

over care have long shaped the c i ty ’s  industr ia l  landscape.  The 

resu l t  has been decades of  contaminat ion ,  a  s low v io lence of 

accumulat ing petrochemica l  lands that  have transformed both 

bodies and landscapes .

The estab l ishment of  UNDRIP in Sarnia  demonstrates a  step 

toward reconc i l ia t ion .  I t  marks a moment where governance 

begins to acknowledge i ts  entanglements in  these h istor ies .  I t 

i s  an opening to the poss ib i l i ty  of  an administrat ive framework 

that  recognizes Indigenous h istor ies  as para l le l  to  munic ipa l 

Towards Good Relations

extens ion ,  for  arch i tects  who work on these lands (Government 

of  Canada 2018) .  Incorporat ing th is  awareness into CHOP and 

prov inc ia l  f rameworks would ground profess iona l  respons ib i l i ty 

in  ob l igat ions to land and re lat ion .

This  goes back to spec i f ic i ty,  where our ob l igat ions and 

respons ib i l i t ies  cannot  remain abstract ,  recogniz ing that 

sett ler  co lon ia l ism is  not  on ly an ideo logy but  a lso a  “set  of 

technolog ies” (Libo iron 2021 ,  121)  that  susta in and s impl i fy  the 

ground into a standing reserve for  sett ler  use.  I f  co lon ia l ism is 

mainta ined through such mechanisms,  then ant ico lon ia l  pract ice 

must be understood as a pract ice  that  susta ins re lat ions rather 

than reduc ing them to resources .  This  means beginning not  with 

abstract  accountabi l i ty  to  a  universa l  publ ic  in  arch i tecture,  but 

with the ob l igat ions that  emerge from be ing in re lat ion to land , 

communit ies ,  and h istor ies .  From th is  perspect ive,  accountabi l i ty 

can be seen as the ongoing pract ice  of  good re lat ions .
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FFIIRRSSTT NNAATTIIOONNSS LLEEAADDEERRSSHHIIPP CCOOUUNNCCIILL

News Release  
October 19, 2022

FNLC Supports City of Vancouver’s UNDRIP Task Force; Calls on all BC 
Municipalities to Follow City of Vancouver’s Example on Implementation of UN 

Declaration

s (Tsleil-
This morning, the Musqueam Indian Band, Squamish 

Nation, and Tsleil-Waututh Nation presented their final report to Vancouver City 
Council as part of the City of Vancouver’sUnited Nations Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) Task Force. 

The City of Vancouver convened the UNDRIP Task Force in 2021 in partnership with 
the Musqueam, Squamish, and Tsleil-Waututh Nations, upon whose unceded 
territories the city resides. With support from a technical team, including staff from 
each Host Nation, the Task Force worked collaboratively to develop 
recommendations on how the City of Vancouver can implement UNDRIP as a core 
element of its work on reconciliation and Indigenous relations. 

The Task Force’s final report is a historic document as the first co-developed strategy 
between Indigenous nations and a municipal government in Canada. 

BC Assembly of First Nations (BCAFN) Regional Chief Terry Teegee stated, “In 
2014, the City of Vancouver committed to being a ‘City of Reconciliation.’ Following 
through on the expert recommendations outlined in the Task Force’s final report is 
integral to fulfilling that commitment. It is an honour to support the Musqueam, 
Squamish, and Tsleil-Waututh Nations in their landmark work with the UNDRIP Task 
Force. I hold my hands up to everyone involved, and I anticipate further progress 
toward implementing the UN Declaration now that Vancouver City Council has been 
presented with a clear path forward.”

“This achievement is admirable and must be duplicated across the province. A 
strong, respectful government-to-government relationship is crucial to reconciliation 
and the long-overdue work to redress colonial impacts on First Nations people and 
communities. By Resolution 2022-64, the UBCIC Chiefs Council calls on municipal 
governments to strengthen unique First Nation-municipal relations, continuously work 
in consultation and cooperation with First Nations in BC, and uphold and fully 
implement the UN Declaration as required by the Declaration Act. It’s time for all BC 
municipalities to step up to this responsibility, as the City of Vancouver has done,” 
stated Kukpi7 Judy Wilson, Union of BC Indian Chiefs (UBCIC) Secretary-Treasurer.

First Nations Summit Political Executive Cheryl Casimer stated, “Vancouver is home 
to the second largest Urban Indigenous population in our country. It is encouraging to 
witness and support the Musqueam, Squamish, and Tsleil-Waututh Nations as they 
lead ground-breaking progress on reconciliation in Vancouver through the UNDRIP 
Task Force. Every other municipality in British Columbia should look to this 
partnership as an example of an opportunity to advance reconciliation in their own 
community. I thank the Musqueam, Squamish, and Tsleil-Waututh Nations, the 
UNDRIP Task Force, and the City of Vancouver for leading by example.”

The First Nations Leadership Council (FNLC) strongly supports the Musqueam 
Indian Band, Squamish Nation, and Tsleil-Waututh Nation in their vital work with the 

Page 2 of 2 

City of Vancouver’s UNDRIP Task Force. We applaud the Host Nations for this 
historic partnership and urge every municipality in BC to replicate this initiative. 

 
-30- 

  
The FNLC is comprised of the political executives of the BC Assembly of First 
Nations, First Nations Summit, and the Union of BC Indian Chiefs. 
  
For further information, please contact: 
 
Colin Braker, First Nations Summit   Phone: (604) 328-4094 
Annette Schroeter, BC Assembly of First Nations Phone: (778) 281-1655 
Ellena Neel, Union of BC Indian Chiefs  Phone: (778) 866-0548 

author i ty.  This  gestures toward what an ant ico lon ia l  pract ice  of 

p lanning might  look l ike,  creat ing a path into the space between 

sett ler- co lon ia l  and Indigenous Knowledge systems.

The City of  Vancouver ’s  UNDRIP Act ion Plan (2024-2028) is  an 

important  precedent that  demonstrates how the City has enacted 

ant ico lon ia l  f rameworks through i ts  po l ic ies  and co l laborat ions . 

The Act ion Plan outl ines 88 de l iverab les across 18 act ion groups , 

out l in ing top ics  such as redress ,  hous ing,  cu l tura l  access ,  publ ic 

accountabi l i ty,  and environmenta l  just ice.  What made th is 

p lan s ign i f icant  is  that  i t  was “ent ire ly  co - deve loped by the 

intergovernmenta l  UNDRIP Task Force together with co l leagues 

at  the staff  and Counci l  leve l  f rom Musqueam, Squamish , 

Ts le i l -Waututh and the City of  Vancouver” (UNDRIP 2024,  6) . 

I t  was a lso shaped through “ in i t ia l  engagements with d iverse 

urban Indigenous community members ,”  with the intent ion of 

cont inu ing these engagements to ensure that  pr ior i t ies  remained 

embedded throughout implementat ion .  In i ts  f i rst  s ix  months , 

Vancouver incorporated a l l  18  act ion groups ,  br ing ing together 

staff  f rom the City and the Nat ions ,  which they descr ibed as 

“the most  comprehens ive and rec iproca l  co l laborat ion in  the 

City ’s  h istor y” (City of  Vancouver 2025) .

The UNDRIP Act ion Plan l i s ts  spec i f ic  issues and so lut ions 

and ident i f ies  re levant  stakeholders .  I t  is  unambiguous ,  so that 

depar tments such as “Vancouver Board of  Parks and Recreat ion” 

or  “Engineer ing Serv ices” can reference th is  repor t ,  cross -

reference the c lear  Act ion Groups appl icab le  to  them, and see 

whether they are meet ing the goa ls  set  out  (UNDRIP 2024,  27) . 

This  process reframes p lanning as a re lat iona l  pract ice.  The 

18 act ion groups met to create deta i led Act ion Char ters and 

deve lop a f ive -stage framework to track progress from early 

p lanning through to de l iver y.  Act ion Group 14 ,  which addresses 

environmenta l  rac ism,  and Ac ti o n  G ro u p  1 5 :  I n f ra s t r u c tu re  a n d 

FIG 4.3
2022 News Release from the 

First Nations Leadership 
Council in support of the 

UNDRIP Task Force and a 
call for all municipalities in 

BC to follow by example.
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E n v i ro n m e n t ,  are par t icu larly  re levant  here.  Group 14 works 

with the Nat ions to co - def ine what environmenta l  rac ism means , 

document past  and ongoing cases ,  and deve lop stewardship 

po l ic ies  that  ref lect  Indigenous va lues ,  r ights ,  and laws (UNDRIP 

2024,  26-29) . 

Group 15 :

Ac kn o w l e d ge s  a n d  a d d re s s e s  p a s t  a n d  o n go i n g  h a r m s  a n d 

a c t i v e ly  e n ga ge s  w i th  [ Fi r s t  Na t i o n s  G ro u p s ]  e a rly  i n  th e 

p l a n n i n g  s ta ge s  o f  i n f ra s t r u c tu re  i n i t i a t i v e s  w i th  p o te n t i a l 

e n v i ro n m e n tal  i m p a c ts .  T h e  C i ty  a d o p ts  a  co m p re h e n s i v e 

ap p ro a c h  i n  p l a n n i n g,  d e s i g n i n g,  b u i l d i n g,  a n d  m ai n tai n i n g 

i n f ra s t r u c tu re  to  a c h i e v e  o u tco m e s  th a t  s u p p o r t  M u s q u e a m , 

S q u a m i s h ,  a n d  Ts l e i l -Wa u tu th  p r i o r i t i e s ,  r i gh ts ,  a n d  l a w s . 

( C i ty  o f  Va n co u v e r  2 0 24 ,  2 8 )

Here,  the City does not  reduce environmenta l  harm to a technica l 

r isk ,  recogniz ing that  we cannot separate environmenta l  just ice 

from co lon ia l  h istor ies  of  land d ispossess ion and contaminat ion . 

Pathways to reconc i l ia t ion invo lve the engagement between First 

Nat ions groups and sett lers  a l ike,  and i t  i s  here where we can see 

a c lear  example of  what  that  d ia logue in the eth ica l  in-between 

space d iscussed earl ier  can look l ike (Ermine 2007,  196) .  Both 

Sarnia  and Vancouver remind us that  re lat ions are not  stat ic ; 

they are constantly  be ing d iscussed and reconf igured .  Whether 

through po l icy,  des ign ,  or  everyday pract ice,  we can learn to 

rewr i te  the systems steeped in sett ler- co lon ia l  h istor ies . 

UNDRIP Strategies include (s.2.4-2.5):
Strategies include working closely with the Musqueam, Squamish, and Tsleil-Waututh Nations 
to ensure that its environmental initiatives actively confront environmental racism. This 
involves not only reviewing and repairing infrastructure that may be causing harm but also 
maintaining an open and ongoing dialogue with the Nations, sharing progress and decisions 
throughout the process to ensure accountability and collaboration to prevent harm in the 
future.

Managing Stakeholders
Engineering Services, Real Estate, Environment and Facilities Management, Vancouver Board 
of Parks and Recreation, Management Planning, Urban Design and Sustainability

Goals
There are ten deliverables for Action Group 14 and 15 combined, grounded in collaboration 
with the local First Nations communities. One objective is to develop “a shared definition 
of environmental racism and cataloguing historic and ongoing examples with the goals to 
acknowledge truths” (Vancouver 2024, 27) Each goal emphasizes partnership among 
relevant stakeholders to ensure that actions are informed, accountable, and rooted in mutual 
understanding.

(Vancouver 2024, 26-29)City of Vancouver UNDRIP Action Plan 2024-2028

FIG 4.4
Review of the City of 
Vancouver’s UNDRIP 
strategies that seek to 
address environmental 
impacts, pollution, and the 
protection of the environment 
in alignment with Indigenous 
Rights.
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For sett ler  arch i tects  working with contested land in Canada , 

ob l igat ion begins with recogniz ing that  the des ign process is 

never separate from the h istor ies  of  d ispossess ion that  shape 

the ground we bui ld  upon,  and that  each act  of  intervent ion 

reproduces these same h istor ies .  Our ob l igat ions go beyond 

cl ients  or  codes and to the lands and communit ies  whose stor ies 

pers ist  beneath the surface of  every s i te.  They require us to 

understand that  every act  of  bu i ld ing is  an act  of  dec id ing what 

we erase and who we permit  to  be long. 

I t  ca l ls  for  a  pract ice  of  l i s ten ing before des igning,  ask ing that 

we be consc ious of  the too ls  that  make des ign poss ib le  and 

cons ider how they might  be re imagined through rec iproca l 

re lat ions .  They inv i te  us to approach p lanning and des ign as 

re lat iona l  pract ices ,  where good arch i tecture is  more than just 

the des ign ,  but  in  the eth ics  of  i ts  foundat ions .

Reconc i l ia t ion ,  for  the sett ler  arch i tect ,  i s  not  an endpoint  but 

an ongoing process of  good re lat ions .  I t  means working with in 

systems that  shape how land is  understood and regulated ,  whi le 

a lso remain ing aware of  the h istor ies  that  those systems carr y. 

To des ign on contested ground is  to  nav igate th is  tens ion ,  to 

par t ic ipate in  estab l ished frameworks even as we tr y to imagine 

new ways of  pract ic ing through them. 

How can a sett ler  arch i tect  ever reconc i le  the ir  p lace with in 

the very systems of  ownership and regulat ion that  they seek to 

unsett le?

Emerging Questions
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The Context Plan

I  return to the check l is t  as an attempt to unsett le  the ground 

through a context  p lan .  Across the course of  th is  research , 

mapping has become a pract ice  of  witness ing and a means of 

recla iming agency,  a  way of  see ing and acknowledging re lat ions 

that  are of ten rendered inv is ib le.  The proposed context  p lan is 

an accumulat ion of  everyth ing learned and unlearned throughout 

the thes is ,  a  too l  that  moves beyond Sarnia  and speaks to the 

same h istor ies  that  have shaped Canada.

The context  p lan reframes the s i te  p lan as a  re lat iona l  and eth ica l 

document ,  rather than so le ly  a  technica l  one.  What would i t  mean 

for  deve lopment appl icat ions to ref lect  the h istor ies ,  human, 

and more -than-human condit ions that  extend beyond proper ty 

l ines? By making v is ib le  the layered h istor ica l ,  in frastructura l , 

soc ia l ,  and eco log ica l  re lat ions of  a  s i te,  i t  broadens how we 

understand and eva luate deve lopment .

The goa l  is  not  to  rep lace the City of  Sarnia’s  formal  check l is t , 

nor that  of  any other munic ipa l i ty,  but  to  estab l ish an addi t iona l 

f ramework a longs ide i t .  The ex ist ing l i s t  is  a  form of  governance 

that  orders the world through measurement .  They are necessary, 

but  a lso incomplete.  The context  p lan offers  space for  a  para l le l 

f ramework that  revea ls  what p lanning and deve lopment processes 

might  overlook .

Perhaps th is  context  p lan can be included in deve lopment 

appl icat ions as a  reference for  p lanning staff,  as  wel l  as 

other depar tments and communit ies ,  to  in i t iate  an ongoing 

conversat ion on reconc i l ia t ion ,  publ ic  hea l th ,  and environmenta l 

care.  I t  o ffers  governments r isk mit igat ion ,  better  long-term 

EPILOGUE
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environmenta l  management ,  a l ignment with reconc i l ia t ion 

commitments ,  and more trusted dec is ion-making.  For 

communit ies ,  i t  prov ides transparency and recognizes l ived 

condit ions .  For the environment ,  i t  ensures that  more -than-

human systems are par t  of  the dec is ion-making process .  This 

context  p lan a lso extends the ongoing work of  learn ing and 

se l f-ref lect ion on reconc i l ia t ion .  I t  a l igns par t ia l ly  with TRC’s 

C al l  to  Ac t i o n  57 ,  which states ,  “We ca l l  upon federa l ,  prov inc ia l , 

terr i tor ia l ,  and munic ipa l  governments to prov ide educat ion to 

publ ic  servants on the h istory of  Abor ig ina l  peoples…” (TRC 

2015,  7) .

For arch i tects ,  i t  sh i f ts  how we might  operate with in governing 

systems.  Bylaws and permits  determine what arch i tects  are 

required to draw and,  by extens ion ,  what  can be made v is ib le. 

The context  p lan expands th is  f ie ld  of  respons ib i l i ty.  I t  o ffers 

a  way to work with in systems whi le  making space to reshape 

them. I t  narrows the d istance between drawing and ground, 

reminding us that  our profess iona l  drawings carr y h istor ies  and 

re lat ions that  cont inue to matter.

This  sh i f t  a l igns with the TRC’s C al l  to  Ac t i o n  92 ( i i i )  for 

arch i tects  and a l l ied profess ions ,  to  “Prov ide educat ion for 

management and staff  on the h istory of  Abor ig ina l  peoples” 

(TRC 2015,  10) .  Integrat ing th is  context  p lan is  a  way to make 

learn ing operat iona l ,  embedding i t  d irect ly  into everyday des ign 

and p lanning work instead of  supplementary tra in ing.  In do ing 

so,  i t  pos i t ions arch i tectura l  pract ice  as par t  of  a  broader 

movement toward accountabi l i ty  and care.

a.	 Land Acknowledgment and 
Territorial Context

b.	 City Structures

c.	 Community Impacts

d.	 More-than-Human Movements

e.	 Surface and subsurface 
infrastructure

i.	 Known Treaties, surrenders, and land 
transactions

ii.	 Territories and nations whose lands the 
site sits upon

i.	 Current zoning and land-use designations
ii.	 Existing buildings and roads
iii.	 Survey Grid

i.	 Exposure reports (soil, air, water 
contamination)

ii.	 Pollution sources, active or legacy
iii.	 Records of community engagement, 

concerns, or advocacy
iv.	 Environmental risks, such as f lood zones, 

etc.

i.	 Green corridors and waterways
ii.	 Ecological communities that are present
iii.	 Wind and solar patterns

i.	 Existing pipelines
ii.	 Wells (active, capped, or abandoned)
iii.	 Rail lines and other industrial networks

Context Plan Checklist

Call to Action 57
“We call upon federal, 

provincial, territorial, and 
municipal governments to 

provide education to public 
servants on the history of 

Aboriginal peoples, including 
the history and legacy of 

residential schools, the 
United Nations Declaration 
on the Rights of Indigenous 

Peoples, Treaties and 
Aboriginal rights, Indigenous 

law, and Aboriginal-Crown 
relations. This will require 

skills-based training in 
intercultural competency, 

conf lict resolution, human 
rights, and anti-racism.”

Call to Action 92(iii)
“Provide education for 

management and staff on 
the history of Aboriginal 

peoples, including the history 
and legacy of residential 

schools, the United Nations 
Declaration on the Rights 

of Indigenous Peoples, 
Treaties and Aboriginal 

rights, Indigenous law, and 
Aboriginal–Crown relations. 

This will require skills based 
training in intercultural 

competency, conf lict 
resolution, human rights, and 

anti-racism.”

FIG 4.5
Proposal of a formal context 

plan checklist.
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FIG 4.6
This layer represents surface 
water in shared watersheds, 
green spaces, and habitats for 
species at risk. Incorporating 
helps reduce risk when 
approving development in 
hazard zones, aligns with 
Conservation Authority 
regulations, and supports 
climate resilience planning.
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1:10,000

FIG 4.7
This layer shows publicly 
available treaty and documented 
land surrenders, to acknowledge 
and respect Indigenous 
histories, and helping the city 
plan in a way that is historically 
informed and socially 
responsible. Understanding the 
land’s history aligns with the 
TRC’s Call to Action 92.
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FIG 4.8
This layer provides the 
foundations of the city’s built 
environment. Layered on top of 
the rest of the layers, we can 
start making more informed 
decisions and anticipate impacts 
on both natural and social 
systems.
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FIG 4.9
This layer provides insight into 
the city’s industrial footprint, 
helping departments to 
understand ongoing hazards, 
manage land use safely, and 
anticipate risks associated with 
future development.
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Predicted Annual Benzene 
Concentration

County of Lambton Source 
Protection Plans

City of Sarnia Natural Hazards

FIG 4.10
This layer helps the city identify 
and recognize areas of potential 
health and safety concern, 
guide development away from 
high-risk zones, and support 
planning that prioritizes 
environmental protection and 
community resilience. 
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FIG 4.11
Where I propose the Context 
Plan be integrated in the 
development application 
process, alongside an Action 
Framework created by First 
Nations communities to 
establish priorities and govern 
what should be included in 
the Context Plan, before being 
sent to an Indigenous Review 
Council for review. This way, 
collaborating and engagement 
starts from the very beginning 
of the development process, 
and breaks the closed loop 
where state interests reinforces 
themselves.
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Reflection

This thes is  is  wr i tten at  a  moment when the federa l  government 

once aga in p laces economic growth and extract ion ahead of 

Indigenous consent .  Bi l l  C -5,  the O n e  C a n a d i a n  Eco n o my  Ac t , 

passed in June 2025,  just  two weeks af ter  i ts  introduct ion . 

The second leg is lat ion under th is  Bi l l ,  the B u i l d i n g  C a n a d a 

Ac t ,  a l lows projects  declared to be “ in the nat iona l  interest”  to 

bypass environmenta l  impact  assessments and proceed without 

publ ic  par t ic ipat ion or  the consent  of  Indigenous communit ies 

(Harv ie  et  a l .  2025) .  This  language pers ists  in  the re laxat ion of 

env ironmenta l  regulat ions and in agreements suppor t ing new 

pipe l ine infrastructure,  each framed as necessary for  the publ ic 

good even as consent  is  withhe ld .  In nor thern Br i t ish Columbia , 

protected landscapes are be ing cleared to make th is  poss ib le 

(Prest  2025) .  The approva l  o f  th is  Bi l l  s tresses how close ly  the 

nat iona l  interest  has come to stand in for  the publ ic  good,  and 

how cons istent ly  both are mobi l ized to just i fy  sacr i f ice.

Throughout much of  th is  research ,  the language of  the publ ic 

good remains large ly  impl ic i t .  I t  comes into focus at  the end, 

through the work i tse l f  and through the conversat ions that 

shaped my defence.  In arch i tectura l  pract ice,  the publ ic  good is 

reduced to compl iance with approva ls  and bui ld ing codes .  What 

is  lost  in  th is  trans lat ion is  the quest ion of  who the publ ic  is  and 

whose interests  are be ing served.  I  have come to understand 

the publ ic  good not  as a  stab le  or  universa l  condi t ion ,  but  as 

something re lat iona l  and contested ,  produced through ongoing 

re lat ionships between people,  land ,  more -than-human systems, 

and future generat ions .  Archi tecture cannot  remain neutra l  in 

th is  process .  I t  d irect ly  par t ic ipates in  def in ing the boundar ies 

of  which re lat ionships are protected and which are erased for 

the sake of  progress .

AFTERWORD
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Architecture,  I  have learned,  is  inseparable  from reconc i l ia t ion . 

I t  is  bu i l t  on land and,  in  do ing so,  par t ic ipates in  h istor ies  of 

d isrupt ion that  long predate any project  boundary.  Ref lect ing 

on th is  work now,  I  see the thes is  less as a  reso lut ion and 

more as a  set  of  ob l igat ions .  Pract ic ing with th is  awareness 

may require s lower t imel ines ,  deeper forms of  engagement ,  or 

a  wi l l ingness to s i t  wi th uncer ta inty.  In a  po l i t ica l  c l imate that 

cont inues to frame extract ion as necessary for  the publ ic  good, 

th is  awareness a lso requires acknowledging that  some forms 

of  deve lopment may not  be just i f iab le  despi te  the ir  regulatory 

approva l .  In  some cases ,  refusa l  might  be the necessary eth ica l 

response.

The Context  P lan emerges from th is  pos i t ion .  Proposed as a 

sh i f t  in  how arch i tectura l  work begins ,  i t  would be in i t iated 

dur ing the pre - des ign phase and deve loped through engagement 

with First  Nat ions on whose lands and terr i tor ies  the proposed 

project  would affect .  Ind igenous communit ies  would determine 

the terms of  par t ic ipat ion ,  including how and whether they wish 

to par t ic ipate,  what  knowledge may be shared and represented , 

and which forms of  documentat ion are appropr iate.  Par t ic ipat ion 

could include workshops ,  mapping sess ions ,  ora l  h istor ies ,  and 

i terat ive feedback .  Community- def ined pr ior i t ies ,  such as land 

stewardship,  Treaty ob l igat ions ,  or  hea l th and environmenta l 

impacts ,  would guide what is  v is ib le  in  the Context  P lan .  The 

drawings become less a  representat ion of  land and more a record 

of  negot iated re lat ionships .

Because the OAA or the Archi tects  Act  do not  regulate eth ics , 

the Context  P lan offers  a  mater ia l  form of  accountabi l i ty.  I t  cou ld 

funct ion as a  required pre - des ign submiss ion with in permitt ing 

processes ,  a longs ide Si te  P lan Contro l  or  Environmenta l  Impact 

Assessments .  Suppor ted by profess iona l  bodies such as the OAA 

or RAIC,  through recommended best  pract ices ,  profess iona l 

standards ,  or  cont inuing educat ion requirements ,  the context 

p lan could then be an expected component of  eth ica l  pract ice 

instead of  an opt iona l  one.  I ts  inclus ion in  the permitt ing process 

would re inforce profess iona l  ob l igat ions and potent ia l ly  add to 

the Archi tect’s  Act  the requirement that  f i rms meaningfu l ly 

interpret  ex ist ing research and Indigenous community- def ined 

pr ior i t ies .

In pract ice,  th is  would require f i rms to work carefu l ly  with 

h istor ica l  research and to document community concerns 

in  ways that  are leg ib le,  traceable,  and open to cha l lenge.  In 

Sarnia ,  the Context  P lan could move forward a longs ide the Si te 

P lan Contro l  appl icat ion ,  enter ing the same procedura l  pathway 

rev iewed by the City ’s  S i te  P lan Review Committee,  the Director 

of  P lanning and Bui ld ing,  and the County of  Lambton.  Indigenous 

engagement would be embedded d irect ly  with in th is  process .

One po int  of  entr y would be an Act ion Framework a l igned with 

UNDRIP,  authored and mainta ined by Indigenous communit ies 

themselves .  This  framework would ar t icu late  long-term 

pr ior i t ies ,  l imits  re lated to land use,  Treaty respons ib i l i t ies ,  and 

environmenta l  hea l th .  I t  would not  be wr i tten in  response to a 

s ingle  project ,  but  would instead estab l ish a shared reference 

that  arch i tects  and munic ipa l  staff  are required to engage at 

the star t  of  any proposa l .  The Context  P lan would then make 

v is ib le  how these pr ior i t ies  have been understood,  where they 

have informed dec is ion-making,  and where conf l i c ts  remain 

unreso lved .

Alongs ide th is  framework ,  an Indigenous Review Counci l  cou ld 

be estab l ished ,  composed of  community members who have 

chosen to work with the c i ty  on an ongoing bas is .  Funct ion ing 

l ike the City ’s  S i te  P lan Review Committee,  th is  counc i l  would 

rev iew each Context  P lan as i t  enters the approva l  process , 

assess ing whether the commitments ar t icu lated in  the Act ion 

Framework are be ing meaningfu l ly  addressed .  I f  a  p lan 
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misrepresents community input or  omits  key impacts ,  i t  cou ld 

tr igger fur ther rev iew and de lay approva ls .  Rather than be ing 

f ina l ized in  iso lat ion ,  i t  would move back and for th between 

inst i tut ions and communit ies .

Although th is  thes is  is  grounded in a  spec i f ic  s i te  in  Sarnia ,  the 

condi t ions shaping the s i te  extend far  beyond i ts  boundar ies . 

Contaminat ion ,  watershed systems,  po l lut ion ,  and more -

than-human systems exceed the l imits  of  proper ty l ines .  The 

Context  P lan must therefore operate across mult ip le  sca les—

site,  watershed,  reg iona l ,  and tempora l—to res ist  the i l lus ion 

that  impacts are conta ined .  This  could include nested drawings 

that  operate s imultaneous ly at  the s i te,  watershed,  reg iona l , 

and treaty sca les ,  as  wel l  as  tempora l  mappings that  reg ister 

h istor ica l  and future impacts .

Even then ,  I  recognize the l imits  of  what  arch i tecture can do. 

The Context  P lan cannot  undo d ispossess ion .  I t  cannot  return 

land ,  nor can i t  reso lve the contradict ions of  pract ic ing with in 

co lon ia l  systems.  What i t  can do is  make those contradict ions 

v is ib le  and harder to ignore.  I t  can s low down processes that 

are des igned to move quick ly  and create space for  refusa l . 

Ending th is  work ,  I  am lef t  with the understanding that  every 

intervent ion on land carr ies  eth ica l  weight ,  and that  pract ic ing 

arch i tecture means cont inua l ly  negot iat ing what I  am wi l l ing to 

abstract ,  refuse,  and carr y forward .  Our ob l igat ions ,  then ,  begin 

with a commitment to pract ice  d i f ferently,  wi th greater  care for 

the systems and respons ib i l i t ies  that  arch i tecture engages with .

But everything else can l ive without us.

We alone as human beings cannot l ive on this land without 
everything else.

Oil is as natural as anything else in the world. But its clear 
our society’s relationship with it  is unhealthy.

FIG 4.12
Stills from “The Forgotten 
Origin of Big Oil” 
documentary. 2025.
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