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RECOMMENDATION FOR DEDICATION OF BILLBOARD TAX 
REVENUE THROUGH THE BUDGETING PROCESS  
 
BACKGROUND 

BeautifulCity.ca first introduced the idea of a tax on billboards to enhance public spaces via art 
during the 2001 Creative City Consultations. Since then, over 4500 people have signed a 
petition in support and over 60 organizations from across Toronto have endorsed it. According to 
both 2007 Environics and 2009 EKOS Polling 7/10 Torontonians are in favour. In 2007 Council 
directed staff to report on a billboard tax ñspecifically for the purposes of raising revenue to 
administer the by-law and for city beautification, arts or cultural initiativesò (Council Decision 
Document Oct 22/23). This city building idea was then singled out in multiple staff reports as 
achieving a broad spectrum of public support and as the most popular in the Revenue Tools 
Consultations. Funding art was also used as the key reason for implementing the tax in official 
documents, further consultations, city press releases and consultantôs reports. On Nov. 4

,
 2009, 

the billboard tax to fund art and enforcement was unanimously passed by PGM Committee with 
all further amendments to occur at Council. On Dec. 7,

 
2009 Council passed the bylaw and tax 

at 10.4 million with a 29/12 decision. The key justification given for the decided tax level (above 
bylaw enforcement costs) was to support public realm improvements through arts and culture. 
The necessity of the tax as a means to fund art was stated over 45 times by councillors and 
staff. A motion was also separately passed that directed allotment of prospective revenue to the 
budgeting process. This was accompanied by explicit direction from the Budget Chief that in no 
way should this be construed as taking the revenue away from the arts ï only that the regular 
process should be followed in disbursing the funds.(See Appendix 1ï3). This city building 
initiative may still be in danger of being undermined or sent back into the deferral and delay 
cycle by concern over the cityôs current financial straights. However, with the announcement of a 
surplus, Councillor Carroll recently indicated that there will be a much improved arts plan on the 
table at the April 7

th
 Executive meeting. According to EKOS Research, only 18% of Torontonians 

are supportive of a billboard tax that goes to general revenue. 
 
 
CURRENT POSITION  
1) After enforcement, 3.4 million is projected in billboard tax revenue this year. The revenue from 
the billboard tax is needed to start improving our communities this year. Despite the surplus, the 
BeautifulCity.ca Alliance remains supportive of the objective of fiscal prudence and would like to 
be part of the solution while similarly setting the conditions for the long-term economic and 
cultural health of Toronto. In the short-term, the Alliance supports putting 10% of the new revenue 
the billboard tax has brought to the table towards balancing the city budget in 2010. This would 
effectively put twice the percentage asked of reductions from city agencies. However, the Alliance 
calls for the 2010 budget to allocate 90% of all incoming billboard tax revenues towards 
investments in public realm improvements through arts and culture, as outlined on page 2. This 
will be in accordance with how the tax was both conceived and sold to the public, will recognize 
the importance of strong citizen engagement and will build trust in the city. Such a move would 
generate tremendous public goodwill and set a positive precedent for the 2011 cycle to build on.  

2) Going forward, the BeautifulCity.ca Alliance supports a proposed multi-year service agreement 
/contract between the arms-length Toronto Arts Council (TAC) and the city. Over 10.4 million 
dollars are projected to be available in the 2011 cycle. Considering upcoming political leadership 
changes in Toronto, allotting 90% percent of these funds via a service contract with the TAC will 
serve to enshrine the wishes of the majority of Torontonians and create a highly visible living 
legacy. Actively encouraging the TAC to better serve stakeholders outside the downtown core, 
the service agreement needs to specify that 25% of funds go to youth and high need/priority 
communities, 25% be divided by ward and 50% for city wide-projects. This formula was ratified by 
the sixty organizations that make up the BeautifulCity.ca alliance in April 2009.  
 
The city now has the resources to accomplish the commitments of the Culture Plan and 
Agenda for Prosperity, to ensure marginalized youth have a voice and thus ownership in 
their communities and support hundreds of beautification projects across every ward. 
Letôs move this dream and opportunity for building a better city one step closer to reality. 
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FUNDING PRIORITIES AND OUTCOMES 
 
The TAC is uniquely positioned to administer the funds as overhead in setting up the new programs will be minimal and 
the funds will be well protected in the foreseeable future. The TACôs advanced capacity for supporting excellence in 
both professional and community art is well established and overhead is comparatively low (less than 11% due to strong 
volunteer commitment.) The organization is also currently improving its ability to support youth and neighbourhood 
targeted programming through the Block-to-Block Program and the Neighbourhood Arts Network and should be 
encouraged in this direction. The outcome of supporting such activities will increase the value of the institution with 
stakeholders outside the downtown core and create a more connected Toronto.  To protect the wishes of council, the 
type / scope of projects to be supported would need to be pre-determined within an agency contract (i.e. a percent of 
support available per-ward and to youth programs) and outcomes reviewable on an annual basis. Starting 2010 a legal 
contract / agency agreement could be put into effect between the TAC and the City of Toronto to provide 90% of the 
billboard tax revenue gathered (minus enforcement costs) towards satisfying the following obligations:  
 
1. The first priory is that 25% of the funds (0.85 million this year and 2 million next) go to youth arts in high-
need communities. One of the key objectives of BeautifulCity.ca is diversifying access to expression in public spaces. 

For example, consider the positive impact of 0.85 million this year and 2 million next going to ensuring that youth feel 
they have a voice and thus ownership in their communities. Think of the pride and leadership that could be nurtured by 
one hundred youth run projects, about 20K each, every year across Toronto. Defining high-need and determining which 
target groups to focus on will need further exploration, but one approach could be that, after administrative expenses, 8 
substantial projects could be established in each priority neighbourhood, every year. This could be accomplished 
though the TACôs Block-by-Block program or through the Community Resources Unit. A service contract with the TAC is 
advantageous as it will protect the funds in the foreseeable future and reward/bind the agency to push further out of the 
downtown core. One possible partner recipient in this endeavour could be Artreach Toronto. This organization provides 
accessible funding and capacity building to a multitude of hard to reach youth arts organizations in marginalized 
communities across Toronto.  
 
2. The second major priority is for 25% of the funds to be divided by ward (20K this year, 45K next per ward) for 
localized urban beautification and streetscape projects. This includes everything from greening, to community 
gardens to murals, to street festivals and to graffiti transformation. When the tax matures, this will mean roughly 40K for 
each ward or 20K this year. This will further ensure goodwill across the city ï making highly visible grassroots changes 
in neighbourhoods this summer. This could be accomplished through the Public Realm Unit / Clean and Beautiful 
program or preferably through a service agreement through the TACôs new Neighbourhood Arts Network. One potential 
beneficiary is the Graffiti Transformation Project. This city project has an excellent history of creating partnerships with 
small businesses to paint over graffiti tagging with murals done by youth. This is one of the most effective and 
affordable solutions to graffiti tagging, engaging youth, passing on creative skills and re-connecting them to the built 
environment in a positive format ï according to the police, approximately 80% of sites are never tagged again. 
 
3. The third priority is that 50% of the funds (or approximately 1.7 this year, 4 million next) be channeled to city 
wide artists, arts organizations, festivals, Local Arts Service Organizations and the Majors. This would be 

distributed via grants directly to artists and organizations, arts festivals, outdoor performances and projects that enliven 
the public realm, ideally via the TAC. This would solidify the support of the core of the city by getting us one giant step 
closer to finally achieving Councilôs commitment of Culture Plan and put some serious weight behind the Agenda for 
Prosperity.  One example could be a variety of arts projects and ongoing programming along the planned 
pedestrianization of John Street. This would give a human scale and feel to the space and transform it into a top tourist 
destination. Investment would also serve to visually link the many cultural organizations along this street. (Bell Lightbox, 
AGO, OCAD, CBC, the Theatre District etc.) 
 

 
WHAT WILL THIS DO FOR TORONTO ? 
 
- Vibrant public spaces enhance property values and increase traffic for small businesses; they boost civic pride and 
tourism, build community cohesion and give something highly visible back to residents. 
- Strategic investment is an important part of long-term fiscal stability. A McKinsey and Co. study in 2006 found that 
"for every 1 dollar of public arts funding in a regional economy, 8 are generated." 
- Toronto is falling behind other cities in relative cultural spending: according to the Martin Prosperity Institute after 
inflation, cultural funding has been stagnant since 1991 and average cities around the country have expanded their 
cultural expenditures by more than 4 times as much as Toronto, putting the city on the low end of competitive 
growth. 



 

RATIONALE FOR ALLOTMENT TO ENHANCING PUBLIC SPACES WITH ART 

 
1) A PUBLIC GOOD WITH WIDE GEOGRAPHIC AND SECTORAL SUPPORT   
Enhanced funding to art in public spaces (murals, accessible programming, free festivals, outdoor 
performances etc.) will provide a wide public benefit to all Torontonians. Further so in that policy will include a 
funding formula that will benefit all city wards and put a priority on youth art and high-need communities. The 
proposed use of revenue towards supporting the arts in public spaces is also endorsed by some of the top 
environmental, sustainable transport, education, cultural and poverty reduction organizations in Toronto as well 
as groups located across the city. Funding the enhancement of public spaces is by its nature for all of Torontoôs 
citizens ï not only for artists as some have misunderstood. 
 
 
2) BOLSTER THE CITYôS ECONOMY  
According to the Martin Prosperity Institute, directed investment in arts and culture dramatically improves 
economic competitiveness, impacting innovation, creativity and producing a more vibrant city. However, in 
2008, the Institute found that "the fact that average cities around the country have expanded their cultural 
expenditures by more than 4 times as much as the City of Toronto has put Toronto on the low end of 
competitive growth." According to EKOS research 80% of Torontonians believe that government investments in 
arts and culture to enhance public spaces improve the local economy. The results are based on 700 
respondents and are valid +/- 3.7 percentage points 19/20. (At a full GTA sample of 1200 respondents and 
deviation of +/-2.8, support is at 77%.) 
 
 

 
EKOS RESEARCH 2009 ï DOWNLOAD FULL PACK HERE  
http://www.beautifulcity.ca/ekos.pdf   

  

 

 
3) FIX MARKET FAILURE, ENHANCE ACCESS AND FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION 
Almost all other forms of advertising subsidize cultural content in exchange for your attention (e.g. TV includes 
45 minutes of educational or entertaining content in exchange for 15 minutes of advertising, newspapers about 

http://www.beautifulcity.ca/ekos.pdf


 

50/50.) Billboards do not have to give back a visible and broader public good as people donôt have a choice in 
viewing the messages. Billboards provide one of the cheapest, per-view forms of advertising. The ócostô is 
passed on to public spaces and the look of our city, while undermining more democratic media. The billboard 
tax for art was sold to the public as a fair and just means for outdoor advertisers to take responsibility for their 
impact on the city and contribute to enhancing our environment and expanding freedom of expression. 
 
 

4) FISCAL STABILITY MEANS STRATEGIC INVESTMENT  
7.74 million (10.4 projected, minus 2.66 for enforcement [1.8] and servicing the deficit [.86]) constitutes a 
rounding error in the context of the total city budget (0.09 % of 8.7b).  Scuttling this city building idea to solely 
address the current budget crisis will ultimately be counterproductive to the long-term health of the economy, 
competitiveness, perceived integrity of our city politicians, youth participation and even sense of ownership in 
Toronto. Also, consider that a McKinsey and Co. study in 2006 found that "for every 1 dollar of public arts 
funding in a regional economy, 8 are generated.ò 
 
 

5) LIVE UP TO COMMITMENTS TO ENHANCE COMPETITIVENESS AND TOURIST DRAW 
City Council approved the Culture Plan for the Creative City in 2003. This included increasing the per capita 
spending on culture to $25 by 2008. This has failed: consider Torontoôs current $18 per capita spending as 
compared to Vancouver at $19, Montreal at $32, New York at $54 and San Francisco at $80. 
 
 

6) TORONTONIANS WANT THIS TO GO TO ART ï REGARDLESS OF THE EXCUSES OR CONTEXT 
Torontonians want this tax to increase arts funding in order to enhance the city and most notably were surveyed 
during peaks of the last two major budget crises. Torontonians understand the connection between culture and 
the process of rebuilding a healthy economy. According to Ipsos Reid, reported in Municipal World Magazine in 
2007, ñ91% of respondents agreed that ña vibrant arts and cultural scene can be a significant contributor to a 
communityôs economy.ò Only 18% of Torontonians are supportive of a billboard tax where the funds go to 
general revenue.  
 

 

 



 

7) CHOOSE PROSPERITY - ATTRACT / RETAIN JOBS AND TALENT 
Creativity and cultural investment is one of the four pillars of the cityôs Agenda for Prosperity (2006). In 
Successful Canadian Cities: Mission Possible (2007) the Conference Board of Canada argues ñif Canadaôs 
largest cities are to become world-class centers of design, architecture, and culture, and attract young, talented, 
creative people, they will have to do more than invest in physical infrastructure. They will have to sustain vibrant 
cultures and become centers of excellenceéCities that offer a high quality of life attract and retain firms and 
workers in the knowledge-intensive and creative fields.ò Well designed public spaces also boost property values 
and create opportunities for small business. 
 
 

8) BUILD HEALTHIER, MORE VIBRANT AND REFLECTIVE COMMUNITIES 
According to a report from the University of Pennsylvania, Social Impacts of the Arts Project "low income 
neighbourhoods with higher cultural participation are four times more likely than average to have low 
delinquency rates. Neighbourhoods with an active arts scene are nearly three times more likely to see their 
poverty rates decline and their population increase." Some politicians have divisively attempted to position this 
as an either-or situation in supporting the arts or social services. However, though artists on average exist below 
the poverty line many are engaged in highly effective and efficient social work. 
 
 
9) BUILD TRUST, MAINTAIN OWNERSHIP AND CIVIC PARTICIPATION 
The position of the city in all consultations, most media interviews and all publicly released reports has been that 
the funds will eventually go to supporting arts and culture. Revoking the provision to improve public spaces and 
diverting funds to general revenue alone will be perceived as a óbait and switchô in selling the tax to the public. 
Deceptive action undermines trust in the city, the legitimacy of civic participation and may produce long-term 
disenfranchisement for the thousands of young people who have participated in creating and pushing this policy 
forward for the past eight years. Widely supported, citizen led attempts to improve the city should be rewarded 
with actionable policy. Furthermore interests that bring resources to the table should not be punished with a 
failure to follow-through with recognition and support. Additionally, a legal challenge to the tax by the industry 
will be less tenable on a public relations level if the funds are allotted to the arts, particularly as the challenge is 
likely be based on a ófreedom of expressionô argument.  

 
 



 

APPENDIX 1 ï COUNCIL VIDEO 
 
 

 

 

 
 

Watch a video recap of council here: http://www.beautifulcity.ca  
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APPENDIX 2- CITY DOCUMENTS 

 

 
2001 - Culture Plan Youth Consultation Summary http://www.beautifulcity.ca/bc/time/consult.jpg 


