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(and the rest of Toronto) 
Scarborough 

Wants In! 
Rethinking Toronto’s 

Official Tourism 
Promotion 



We have a dream! 
Rewriting the beginning of Martin Luther King’s ‘I have a dream’ speech  
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Sixty one years ago in 1954, a great amalgamation took place in Toronto.   This momentous 

occasion came as an important beacon light of hope to tens of thousands of suburban 

residents who had learned that they had gained equality in a metropolis that they came to 

join as equal partners.  

Amalgamation ended the long night where we lived as a local grouping of towns and 

neighborhoods, a municipal afterthought without a seat at the table of prosperity. 

But sixty one years later, the Scarborough resident is not considered an equal and his 

district is not recognized.  

Sixty one years later, the lives of Scarborough residents are still sadly ignored by their fellow 

residents and live in the heart of a narrative that segregates them and discriminates against 

them.  

Sixty one years later, the Scarborough resident in the eyes of many Torontonians lives on a 

lonely island of poverty in the midst of a vast ocean of material prosperity.  

Sixty one years later, Scarborough residents are still languishing in the corners of Toronto 

society and find themselves as exiles in their own city.    



Toronto draws visitors… 

• Torontonians recognize the benefits of drawing visitors to 
the various attractions, businesses and neighbourhoods 
that define our city and showcase its unique character, 
including: 
– urban and natural enclaves 
– diverse cultural experiences  
– a variety of cuisines and restaurants 
– sports, entertainment and world-class retail 

• The success of the Pan/Parapan Am Games has opened the 
door for other tourism bids, new infrastructure projects 
and unprecedented levels of tourism 

• Residents from all across the six districts of the City 
contribute to its unique character and stand to benefit from 
the social and economic benefits that come from tourism 
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 We extend an ‘official’ welcome 

• Visitors and locals likely turn to the Official Toronto 
Tourist Guide produced by Tourism Toronto (the official 
destination marketing organization for the city) when 
trying to decide where to spend their time and money 

• Sponsored by all three levels of government, the 
Official Guide is the primary government-endorsed 
reference tool for tourism promotion in Toronto and 
can be found at key hubs around the city as well as 
online 

• For many, this Guide serves as a go-to compendium of 
nearly 700 attractions located across the city, including 
all six districts: Old Toronto, York, East York, Etobicoke, 
North York and Scarborough 
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“Scarborough is the best ethnic food suburb I have 
seen in my life, ever, and by an order of magnitude.”  

 
- U.S. economist Tyler Cowen, author of An Economist Gets Lunch: New Rules 
for Everyday Foodies, March 2015  
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Each district has its own unique draws 



But when we check the Guide… 
• Of the Official Guide’s nearly 200 culinary venues, the Mandarin 

buffet and Tim Horton’s are two of only three spots found in 
Scarborough (nothing to support Cowen’s praise) 

• In fact, despite comprising 22% of the city’s population and 30% of 
its land area, Scarborough is only home to 2.6% of the entire 
Official Guide (23 attractions) 

• If the intention is to lead visitors and leisure-seekers to unique 
businesses and sites, it is effectively saying of Scarborough:  “Move 
along, folks; there’s nothing to see here”.  

Scarborough Wants In! 6 

All Food Transport 
Accomoda
-tion 

Recrea-
tion 

Retail/ 
Other 

Total 869 205 37 82 397 148 

Toronto 697 186 25 72 303 111 

Scarborough 23 3 4 3 12 1 

Share 2.6% 1.5% 10.8% 3.7% 3.0% 0.7% 



So, where does the Guide promote? 
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Some clear winners and many losers 

• Although 23 items are technically in Scarborough, 11 of 
these are general to the entire city (e.g. Summerlicious, Pan 
Am Games)  

• Besides the very downtown core, much of the city goes 
unrepresented– the ‘Scarborough Sahara’ only one major 
example of an attraction desert 

• Yorkdale Shopping Centre (at 29) has more entries than the 
entire district of Scarborough 

• Many entries are clustered around Pearson Airport 
• Some iconic landmarks curiously missing, such as the 

Scarborough Bluffs, Rouge Valley and Scarborough Town 
Centre 

• Brampton and Mississauga appear to be arbitrarily 
highlighted compared to the other 905 suburban regions 
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 Why does this matter? 
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Reason #1:  
Taxpayers are subsidizing the Guide 

• While logos from all levels of government are attached to 
Guide, it receives more than 25% of its funding from the 
Ontario Ministry of Tourism 

• However, correspondence revealed that the content in the  
‘Official Guide’ has no formal government oversight despite 
conspicuous government partnerships and funding  

• Tourism Toronto, the official destination marketing 
organization and creator of the Guide, is also known as the 
Toronto Convention and Visitors Association, a private and 
self-appointed entity 

• This means that Scarborough taxpayers are getting a raw 
deal from those who should be driving the economic 
engine of tourism to all of our city’s attractions, not just to 
a few select areas 
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Reason #1:  
Taxpayers are subsidizing the Guide 

• The involvement and funding of government is used to lend 
the Guide ‘officialdom’ but does not come with the 
associated standard of accountability or representation 

• Think: would an ‘Official’ NHL or MLB guide include 55 
pages on a few teams and only 4 on the rest? 

• Two-thirds of the total funding for the Guide actually comes 
from the Greater Toronto Hotel Association, which may 
play a more significant role in determining what gets 
promoted 

• If private interests are footing the bill and creating the 
content, how is broader accountability to the city ensured? 
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Reason #2:  
We’re losing out on potential revenue 
• In addition to building and promoting Toronto’s distinctive 

‘brand’ on the world stage, tourism also generates real 
money for local businesses and neighbourhoods 

• According to the City of Toronto’s website,  
– Toronto received 25 million visitors in 2012  
– who spent $5.1 billion  
– adding $3.8 billion to Toronto’s GDP; and  
– $2.5 billion in labour income 

• Assuming that the Official Guide is successful in directing 
tourist spending and that the City’s figures for 2012 are not 
just the usual boasting: 

• Scarborough is missing out on up to $1 billion a year that it 
would have received had it benefitted from its proportional 
share of “official” promotion.  

Scarborough Wants In! 13 



Reason #2:  
We’re losing out on potential revenue 
• The current methodology also seems to ignore two key 

facts: 
1. Not all visitors stay downtown 

• While many tourists will undoubtedly want to stay close to the most 
familiar landmarks, many will stay in the outer portions of the city due 
to proximity to relatives, cost, or access to specific events or 
attractions 

• In addition, not all visits are very short-term, for example, many out-
of-town students will settle in suburban neighbourhoods near 
universities, colleges and institutions 

2. Not all visitors stay in hotels 
• Many tourists who come from out of town are likely to stay with 

friends or relatives, or even take advantage of the new sharing 
economy (i.e. Airbnb or Couchsurfing) rather than hotels 

• By failing to be inclusive in its promotion, the Guide is 
missing out on untapped tourism dollars 
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Reason #3: 
We can reap socio-cultural benefits 

• Tyler Cowen’s comments shed light on the fact that unique 
attractions and experiences are located in all corners of 
Toronto, not just in the downtown core 

• Not only can the less glamourized areas of the city stand to 
benefit from economic impacts of local tourism, there are 
also socio-cultural benefits to reap: 
– Increased development of needed infrastructure and facilities, 

support for beautification and safety measures 
– Increased protection of community assets, heritage 
– Creation of local tourism or leisure-related jobs  
– Relief of traffic congestion in traditional tourist areas 
– Stimulation of local and civic pride, promoting a sense of 

identity and belonging 
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Reason #3: 
We can reap socio-cultural benefits 

• Continued stigma against Scarborough and other areas of the city 
will only further polarize the dense downtown core and ever-
growing suburbs 

• A Tourist Guide that highlights hidden gems from all 
neighbourhoods of Toronto can spur inter-city exploration and 
facilitate greater social cohesion and understanding of community 
issues 

• Toronto’s appeal comes from many aspects, but its diversity is its 
claim to fame– we demand that official tourism promotion 
showcase not just Toronto’s ethnic diversity, but its geographic 
diversity as well 

• With Toronto’s global profile on the rise, it’s time to rethink how we 
brand ourselves- not just to support private interests but to engage 
our collective identity 
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Queens, New York… not so different 

• Travel guide publisher Lonely Planet named Queens, New 
York the no. 1 U.S. travel destination of 2015 

• Locals from the previously low-profile borough react to this 
news on the NYTimes: 

Scarborough Wants In! 17 

“There’s kind of a psychological barrier about Queens.” 

“The one issue that might hurt us is the fact that there are only 
a few public transportation lines.” 
 

“What I like about Queens is the ambiance, the people, the culture. There’s a 
lot of culture, a lot of diversity.” 

http://www.nytimes.com/2015/08/26/nyregion/tourists-have-landed-in-queens-theyre-staying.html


Queens, New York… Not so different 

- Jack Friedman, former executive director of the Queens Chamber of Commerce, 2012 
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“[NYC & Company (New York’s tourism marketing 
agency)] takes credit for the steep increase in 
tourism to our great city, and from a Manhattan 
perspective much of that credit is deserved. The 
only problem is, when it comes to Queens, their 
efforts are nonexistent.” 

-Jack Friedman, former executive director of the 
Queens Chamber of Commerce, 2012 

 



 What can be done? 
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We can rethink our approaches… 

1. By promoting exploration of our entire city (not just 
the most familiar sites) 

2. By structuring the Guide by neighbourhood (instead 
of only by category) 

3. By engaging with local residents to create more 
community-driven content and recommendations 
(rather than privately-sponsored content) 

4. By acknowledging that, while downtown certainly has 
a more dense concentration of attractions, there are 
countless unique businesses, sights and events across 
the rest of Toronto that give character to the city and 
should be promoted to a much greater degree 
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QUESTIONS? 
Thank You   
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