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Introduction 
The Province of Ontario is committed to bringing high-speed rail to the Windsor, London, Kitchener-

Waterloo and Toronto corridor, in addition to moving forward with the Environmental Assessment 

process. Prior to launching the EA, the Ministry of Transportation and Argyle Public Relationships 

developed and implemented a series of engagement sessions with local stakeholders to gather 

knowledge and hear their input into the project and the process. 

 

Context 

On October 30, 2015, the Minister of Transportation and the Minister of Economic Development, 

Employment and Infrastructure publicly announced that the province had appointed the Honourable 

David Collenette as a Special Advisor for High Speed Rail. 

 

The Special Advisor was assigned to work with public and private sector stakeholders, as well as First 

Nations and Métis partners, to identify economic development opportunities associated with high-

speed trains, assess international experience with HSR and provide advice on a preliminary business 

case and potential financing models. 

 

Purpose 

Argyle was retained to help the Ministry of Transportation (MTO) plan and deliver a series of 

introductory engagement sessions in southern Ontario with municipal governments, chambers of 

commerce, boards of trade and First Nation Chiefs. The purpose of these sessions was to: 

 

¶ Facilitate engagement between the Special Advisor and relevant stakeholders; 

¶ Provide an overview of the work planned for the HSR project; 

¶ Gather preliminary feedback and input on the HSR initiative. 

 

The series of introductory engagement sessions with municipalities and local stakeholders took place in 

February 2016, with sessions in Toronto, Waterloo Region, London and Windsor. A separate meeting 

was held near Sarnia hosted by the Aamjiwnaang First Nation, with attendance by several other regional 

chiefs and band members. The feedback from all five of these meetings is included in this report. 

 

ArgyleΩǎ ǊƻƭŜ ǿŀǎ ǘƻ implement and facilitate these engagement sessions, including: event planning; 

onsite management of each session; facilitation of select sessions; and minute-taking and summary 

report writing for each session. 

 



 

 

Key Learnings 

Overwhelmingly the issues raised during the engagement sessions related to a desire for more detail 

and information about the project. There is an obvious logic to the proposal, but stakeholders need 

more detail to be able to engage with it in a meaningful, constructive way. The key learnings we heard 

were: 

1. Stakeholders want to see a business case for the line, including economic analysis, potential 

benefits and opportunities, and the impact on other sectors. 

2. There are many questions that need to be answered, including inquiries about the choice of 

corridor, service levels, ridership levels, origins and destinations, and the potential stations  

3. There are communities that will be served directly, and others that will not. Each has its own 

specific needs, development opportunities and alignments. and transportation 

infrastructure that need to be taken into consideration.  

 

  

 

Feedback was captured through table discussion, individual worksheets and in the plenary discussion. 



 

 

Overview of the meetings 

Logistics 

The Ministry of Transportation executed the first phase of a series of 12 meetings in the Greater Toronto 

Area, Waterloo Region, London and Windsor. The meetings were for elected officials and a small group 

of key stakeholders. The sessions, including the questions that were asked, looked for insight into 

opportunities and challenges along the route as well as for key considerations for planning the project. 

More than this, however, we wanted to know what individual people think and feel and gain insight into 

attitudes within the affected communities through discussions with their elected officials. The approach, 

therefore, focused less on gathering varied input from multiple channels and more on gaining key 

insights from specific participants.  

 

During the planning phase, Argyle looked for venue options that met specified criteria:  

¶ Capacity;  

¶ Round table set-up;  

¶ Audio-visual;   

¶ Accessibility for stakeholders with disabilities;  

¶ Food and beverage;  

¶ Accessible by local transit; and  

¶ Available parking.  

 

Once the venue criteria were met, the Argyle team selected three options for each consultation location 

to present to the Ministry staff. The engagement sessions were held at the Sheraton Gateway Hotel ς 

Terminal 3 in Toronto, Crowne Plaza Kitchener-Waterloo, Best Western Plus Stoneridge Inn + 

Conference Centre in London and the Windsor Public Library. The subsequent meeting near Sarnia was 

organized by the Ministry and hosted by the Aamjiwnaang First Nation. 

 

Many of the stakeholders, including local mayors and municipal managers, received letters by email 

prior to Argyle being retained. In collaboration with the Ministry, the invitation was extended to include 

other municipal representatives, educational and civil society institutions. Argyle sent invitation and 

reminder emails and undertook one round of phone calls to the expanded list. 

Argyle had staff dedicated to note-taking at each meeting. We used name tags and, for smaller 

meetings, tent cards to identify participants.  

 

Feedback was invited in multiple ways: 

¶ Plenary feedback ς captured by Argyle note taker on a laptop; 

¶ Table workbooks ς A single workbook for each table (at larger meetings); 



 

 

¶ Comment sheet ς A single sheet for each participant to share the following: name, key points 

relative to the community that the Ministry should know and any specific questions; 

¶ Flipcharts were available at the front of the room and each table (at larger meetings); and 

¶ We encouraged participants to complete a meeting evaluation form. This feedback focused 

more on process and less on content. 

 

During our facilitation work, we carefully managed participant expectations, assured them of the value 

of their input, balanced voices in the room to avoid any one group or individual monopolizing the 

narrative, demonstrated that the Ministry is listening to feedback and set up a framework to ensure 

candour and civility. The participants at these consultations, however, are all deeply experienced in 

meeting participation.  

 

Discussion topics 

The engagement sessions were designed to explore four key areas:  

1. Engagement 

2. Opportunities 

3. Considerations 

4. Other related projects that the Ministry should be made aware of.  

In collaboration with the Ministry we developed a series of questions that would; 

¶ Attract broader input and stimulate discussion; 

¶ Allow us to capture concerns constructively; and 

¶ Be accessible to all audiences (asked in plain language). 

The questions posed of participants were: 

1. Thinking socially, economically, and environmentally, what will a high speed rail service 

mean for your community? 

o What opportunities can be maximized? 

o What impacts must be mitigated? 

2. Below are some examples of considerations that we presented that we need to incorporate 

as we plan for high speed rail in Ontario. Are there others? Which are most important to you 

and why? 

o Service, travel time and passenger experience 

o Interconnection with existing and planned infrastructure 

o Local and regional economic and social development 

o Environmental benefit and impact 



 

 

o Other 

3. Are there any related projects planned in your community that we should be aware of? 

4. How can we best engage with you and your community? 

 

Stakeholder Attendance  
 

 MTO Municipal MPPs MPs Other  Media Total 

Toronto  13 11 0 9 3 0 36 

KW Region 9 24 3 0 4 1 41 

London  8 17 2 3 2 0 32 

Windsor  7 7 1 1 2 1 19 

Sarnia  6 n/a n/a n/a 13 0 19 

Totals       147 

 

 

  

 

Special Advisor Collenette providing a summary of the discussion. 



 

 

What we heard 

Key Themes 

1. Business case, opportunity cost and economic impact in general 

The economic underpinning of the project was the subject of much discussion. Stakeholders were 

generally positive about the potential economic benefit of the proposal. They also see the essential logic 

of providing connections to cities with different (but complementary) economies. However, they expect 

a strong business case to be presented for the line before lending it more enthusiastic support. Some of 

the topics raised for inclusion in the business case include analysis and information of: 

¶ Impact on economic productivity; 

¶ Potential manufacturing benefits, such as bringing train manufacturing back to London or other 

follow-on effects; 

¶ Opportunities to use the service as a catalyst for other economic development and 

diversification; and 

¶ Talent recruitment and retention. 

 

2. Route selection and alignment 

Many questions and comments were heard about the choice of the Toronto-Windsor corridor and the 

potential stations and alignments. In moving forward with planning there are several issues that need to 

be studied in greater detail: 

¶ Possible extensions to, or connections with, service to Ottawa, Quebec and into the United 

States; 

¶ Service level assumptions and ridership analysis;  

¶ Origin-destination studies along the corridor; 

¶ The impact on other existing service in the corridor (such as VIA Rail); 

¶ Protection of the high quality farmland along the route; and 

¶ The role of the Federal Government, especially in regard to possible extensions. 

 

3. Local integration 

Several critical issues were raised about integration with local services and communities. Accessibility 

was an issue for communities near (but not served by) the proposed line. As for those communities 

where the new service is proposed also require the planning team to give thought to integration with 

existing service and planning. The specific issues raised include: 

¶ Combined with the airport, the ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ƎƛǾŜǎ ²ƛƴŘǎƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ ǘƻ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ŀ άǘǊŀƴǎƛǘ Ƙǳōέ 

for the region; 

¶ Fast, convenient and reliable local connections are need for the service to compete with car 
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