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  Forward  

Welcome to Canada!  Many new immigrants find while adapting to their new 
environment, that it can be difficult to recreate the networks they relied on in 
their countries of origin.  One explanation for this is that Immigration Canada 
distinguishes between desirable, wealthy candidates and those who simply fill an 
employment gap.  Wealthy candidates have greater access to networks because 
they interact more freely in the public sphere.  Another reason is because land-
use in Southern Ontario is not conducive to communities.  It sprawls across the 
landscape and has a far lower density than the origin countries of many migrants.  
Many people in Canada are detached from their environment.  They rely on 
expressways to travel large distances between destinations by auto.  

This manual is presented in 2 parts.  In part 1 you learn to identify informal 
communities within the public sphere.  It describes how to stimulate interaction 
among marginalized people using examples of informal settlements around the 
world.  In part 2, a piecemeal plan to formalize public spaces on neglected sites 
is outlined.  It includes diagrams of the materials, details and techniques for 
building an aggregate structure to accommodate a self-determining community 
of “invisible” people.

Canada is a young country.  It has a lot to offer and a lot to learn.  Generations 
of immigrants have had an undeniable influence on its growth and development.   
As a modern migrant, you are a central protagonist in current processes of global 
transformation1 and are entitled to basic civil rights.  These rights will be assured 
when non-status immigrants are recognized as part of the public sphere.  The best 
way for a counter-public to be recognized is with organization.  The Free City 
Manual is a strategy guide for organizing a subaltern counter-public of non-status 
immigrants.

“Immigrants, today’s proletarians” – Etienne Balibar2 
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  Neglected Spaces  

“If you are a nobody, and you don’t know anybody who isn’t a 
nobody, the only way you can make yourself heard in a large 
city is through certain well defined channels.  These channels 
all begin in holes-in-the-wall.” 

Jane Jacobs3

Ideal visions of Canada do not include dilapidating towers, long commutes and 
industrial parks, yet that may describe the daily routine you or someone you know 
has accepted.  New immigrants are increasingly settling in peripheral communities 
of the Greater Toronto Area.  These are enclaves for non-status people because 
they offer low rent and access to underground economic attractors - revenue 
generating activities that do not require legal documents4.  The diagram below 
illustrates the correlation between these enclaves and priority areas, tagged by the 
city for rehabilitation.  Trivializing these fringe neighbourhoods amplifies their 
risk of becoming ghettos.  To be recognized, these communities need to become 
organized.

 To activate a Free City network, first identify a forum for social discourse.  
The outlying zones of Toronto are largely residential while economic attractors 
are in the industrial zones beyond; this separation of daily activities inhibits social 
discourse.  The public transit map on page 4 shows a transit network connecting 
the Jane & Finch neighbourhood to the city of Vaughan.  Residents of this priority 
area are commuting north to work in the many warehouses of the industrial park.  
Vaughan provides an inherent pool of non-status people, all breaking from their 
labours at the same time every day.  The warehouses are cheap replicas of each 
other but the people inside are not.

20+% No Citizinship5

Priority Area6
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Vaugha
n

Toronto

Zoned Industrial7

Zoned Residential8

Public Transit Network

Right: Jane and Finch is 
a priority neighbourhood 
with a high concentration 
of non-status people.  It 
is situated on the margin 
of Toronto and Vaughan-
The City Above Toronto.  
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  Site Survey  

This is your factory, or might as well be.  Be conscious that work is conducted 
here; truck and trailer traffic is regular.  Their large turn radius requires wide 
swaths of asphalt and leaves plenty of residual space, illustrated below.  These 
spaces will be the focus for intervention.

Each company operating in this area has an identical floor plan, offices facing the 
road.  This is where impressions are made and reputations are preserved.  The 
back of the building is the front of the warehouse, where many non-status people 
find work.  So, the front face of the building is a matter of perspective; the Free 
City chooses to consider the interior courtyard a public square for its potential to 
stimulate social discourse.

By law, employees receive 3 breaks during a shift.  The site exhibits limited social 
activity during these periods as workers exit the warehouse and intermingle.  A 
social activator is required to focus the workers.  Anything can potentially fill the 
role of activator so it is worth investing some time observing how the site is used.  
In this case, picnic tables promote social interaction by providing a place to sit, 
smoke, eat and converse.

office warehouse

picnic bench

residual space
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Figure 2:  Activated Condition

Figure 1:  Existing Condition

Figure 1 shows the existing site condition, picnic tables distributed evenly 
around the site and limited networking potential.  Figure 2 centralizes the picnic 
tables, creating a single break area and a rudimentary public forum is activated.  
Coordinating will make the Coffee Truck drivers job that much easier.
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  Network Settlements  

After choosing a derelict space able to host a public forum, formalize it with 
a simple structure.  This first intervention will later become a useful landmark 
and symbol for the community.  Provide a comfortable shelter large enough for 
everyone to eat lunch together.  An outdoor lunch area is efficient and improves 
employee moral, it should not cause objection from property owners.  The Canteen 
is the first in a sequence of programs devised to stimulate a network for non-
status people and provide access without fear to essential services.  Organizations 
like No One Is Illegal (www.nooneisillegal.org) have underlined the most vital 
resources not available to non-status people.  They are:

Housing
Health Care
Education
Social Services
Emergency Services

Consider these prospective programs for more developed networks.

You may choose to be more or less aggressive with your intervention.  An 
aggressive intervention denies the subversive power of invisibility but is more 
likely to provoke a reaction.  Following are two case-studies that analyze public/
private mediations of informal settlements in other areas of the world.  Each 
promotes self-determination as a positive means for marginalized people to 
organize an alternative public.

noone is illegal
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Name:  BASECO
Location:  Manila, Philippines
Density:  43,079 people/km2

Rapid population growth and land speculation in Metro Manila are 
reducing access to affordable housing.  Without a strategy to deal with 
the critical shortage, over half the population lives in squatter settlements 
distributed across all cities and municipalities of the metro area.  Legal 
property is a vague concept without a formal definition respected by the 
majority.  These settlements offer no services or exhibit any obvious 
organizational framework, yet there is evidence of an underlying order 
unique to these communities.  

2 10 50m Private

Public

  Case Study #1  



Free City Networks_2010_vol. 1

10

Without an effective growth strategy, informal settlements are emerging from 
vacant public lots, abandoned private lots, under bridges and along easements by 
rivers and railways.  BASECO is a squat of about 50 hectares and home to over 
4,000 families at the mouth of the Pasig River, strategically located adjacent to 
shipping docks where most residents are employed.

Though this settlement is characterized by haphazard cluster formation, there are 
distinct organizational and operational frameworks at play.  Clustering resolves 
the need for privacy while maintaining social connections.  The clustering system 
is defined by access to public paths as well as the public or private orientation 
of individual units.  Circulation systems create a hierarchy of path types with 
different levels of access: a cluster is said to be open when non-members can 
pass through and closed when only members can make use of it.  The density of 
development led to new ways of creating privacy in a public setting including 
setbacks, smaller windows, and greater floor heights9.

The first commercial units defined the primary circulation path.  Because of their 
enduring presence, they became community landmarks and points of public 
discourse.

  Conclusion  

Because government administrators have no clear policies or guidelines to control 
the growth of slums, their presence is immediately obvious.  These communities 
fill the available spaces that exist between the formal uses of a site.  

With BASECO, the connection between economic attractors and subaltern 
communities is unmistakable.  This settlement is for the employees of the shipping 
industry and as such becomes a forum for issues of common concern among the 
community.  

Landmarks provide the social centres around which clusters form.  Clustering, 
in turn, provides a permeable boundary that facilitates private interactions in the 
community, within the greater metro area.

  Analysis  
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Name:  C-Squat
Location:  Manhattan, USA
Density:  27,394.3 people/km2

During the 1970's, landlords abandoned thousands of aging properties rather 
than face rising operating costs on unprofitable stock.  Many derelict spaces 
were appropriated by poor and politically weak immigrants.  Property owners 
had no recourse, as their claim on the land was contingent upon settling their 
taxes.  Squatters were challenged by city administrators but with the help of 
the Urban Homesteading Assistance Board (UHAB), a progressive system 
was implemented that adapted existing housing policies to use abandoned 
spaces for relieving the housing shortage.

Private

Public

  Case Study #2  
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Though technically illegal, the occupation of thousands of derelict properties in 
fringe neighbourhoods of New York City was a practical means of housing the 
poor.  Although the government relocated hundreds of squatters, the residents of 
12 buildings outlasted official resistance.  

The non-profit organization UHAB backed the rights for these people to keep 
their homes, on the condition that they demonstrate their capacity to manage and 
maintain the property as a co-operative.  Because the condition of these buildings 
did not meet code, UHAB helped secure loans and building permits, as well as 
legal advice and architectural plans.  The city agreed to reimburse all material 
costs as long as the tenants themselves performed the rehabilitation; a deal they 
called sweat equity.  In return, the city counts these units as low-income housing 
and their resale value is limited.  In 2002, UHAB brokered a deal with the city to 
grant ownership of certain buildings on the Lower East Side to their residents for 
one dollar10. 

Under the new arrangement, C-Squat in Alphabet City was occupied legally.  
While it is a punk house, it maintains a subaltern community that provides alternate 
debates within the public sphere.  Regular punk rock concerts and alternative art 
showcases substantiate its presence within the community.  A skateboard half-
pipe located in the basement behaves as a social activator.

  Conclusion  

The occupation of C-Squat was from the inside out.  The community was able to 
exist undetected because they settled an invisible space, concealed by an ordinary 
facade in the neighbourhood.  

The city showed innovation by adapting housing policies to manage existing 
housing problems.  Officials recognized squatters as legitimate owners based 
on their ability to manage a co-operative, but it was the ability of the settlers to 
become organized that stimulated the formalization of a community.

  Analysis  
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  Scenario #1  

sub-corridors

primary corridor

public forum
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canteen

carpool
terminal

transition space

Private

Public

The BASECO strategy appropriates unused spaces adjacent to an economic 
attractor without interfering with formal site activities.  The placement of 
landmarks controls the development of primary, public corridors as well as private 
circulation.  Privacy is provided by clustering units around public areas.  The 
network is very visible, imposing itself on the existing landscape.  Its capacity to 
organize is governed by its ability to synchronize with the environment.
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  Scenario #2  

3

1

4

2

fringe

public forum

invisible networks
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canteen

carpool
terminal

transition space

Private

Public

The C-Squat strategy is more private and more aggressive.  In this case, the 
attractor is placed inside the building so that work and social life occupy the 
same space.  The interior hides clandestine activities while the rooftop provides 
a large public forum for community members.   A connection with the exterior 
is made when the network is large enough to engage loading bays as formal 
points of entry.  The occupation is legitimized when by the community members 
demonstrate their ability to operate a culturally significant public space.
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Scenario #3 was designed based on successful innovations from informal 
settlements in Manila and Manhattan.  This solution layers daily work and social 
functions to stimulate community involvement, recognized from the BASECO 
case study with the aggressive provocation of antiquated government protocol 
demonstrated when C-Squat persuaded city officials to adapt housing bylaws for 
their mutual benefit by proving its ability to organize a functional co-operative.  

This scenario straddles the wall of the host structure to support a level of vertical 
growth so the settlement is more actively engaged with the environment.  The 
Canteen social attractor is placed in an unused, flat space near the picnic bench.  
The street-level area interface is very public.  It clusters around a vertical pathway 
that increases privacy with each storey.  

The extent of single-story development in the Vaughan industrial park provides 
an undisturbed view of the Toronto skyline.  This establishes an unmistakable 
connection with the downtown.  If another network settlement is established 
within the industrial park, a roof-level network strategy could be mapped.  

  Scenario #3  
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2

public forum

access roof plane

clusters
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Private

Public

canteen

carpool
terminal

transition space

This design is only one of many possibilities.  Part 2 will introduce the tools 
and techniques recommend for realizing the concepts described in Part 1 of the 
manual.  Maintain constant dialogue regarding the common concerns of the 
network and always be customizing your development as conditions change.  An 
open discourse is the most efficient way to organize the network.
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  Material Schedule  

The necessary materials are intentionally kept as simple as possible.  Affordable 
and universal methods promote empowerment by involving the whole community.  
Be creative re-useing available materials like skids, tarps and aluminum siding.

Following is a catalogue of the components and techniques for erecting a new 
public space.  

  Tools  
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Jack Base w Concrete Foot:
290mm x 290 x 890

  Scaffold Componants  

Tube Casters:
320mm diameter

Steel Walk Through Frame:
2600mm x 2000

Steel Mason Frame:
2600mm x 2800

3.0 M Standard:
2600mm x 40 diameter

Single Section Ladder:
2600mm x 650
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Galvanized Scaffold Tube:
50mm diameter x 2500

Scaffold Boards:
300mm x 50 x (custom)

Fabricated Scaffold Deck:
700mm x 40 x 2500

Layer Beam:
350mm x (custom)

Step Unit:
700mm x 2000 x 2500

Swivel Clamp:
50mm diameter x 135
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  Typical Connection Details  

swivel clamp

rigid clamp

clip at runner

aluminum clip

post

joint connection

base plate
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  Cantilevers  

Platform Units
Guardrail System

Outrigger Beam

Suspension Wire Rope

Counterweights

Tieback

Anchorage System

Existing Structure

Exterior Interior
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  Construction Fundamentals  

1. Establish a perimeter based on standard scaffolding unit sizes.  2. Orient walls 
in a crosshatch pattern to map paths and dwelling units.  3.  Add cross bracing for 
shear resistance.  4. Roof as required.
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  Program Typologies  

1. Canteen:  This is the primary social area for the Free City network.  
Coordinate employee breaks with the catering truck schedule and provide a 
formal shelter space.  Make the shelter available to anyone in the vicinity that 
wishes to participate.  The Canteen is a classic social forum where community 
members share information and ideas.

2. Carpool Terminal:  The Carpool Terminal is the first service program designed 
to help non-status members of the network.  It is difficult to function in suburban 
landscapes without a vehicle and many new immigrants share rides with 
members of their Diaspora community.  This area is for coordinating incoming 
and outgoing ride shares between residential zones and the economic attractor.  
If you already carpool to work, congratulations!  You have a keen sense of 
networks.

3. Private Unit:  The ultimate intent of the network is to provide access without 
fear to essential services, including housing, health care, education, social and 
emergency services.  Private units provide spaces for developing these services, 
as short-term housing or consultation offices between community members and 
non-government organizations.

4. Corridors:  Corridors should be elaborate and complex.  They are critical 
for establishing degrees of privacy between the exterior and interior public 
spaces (the exterior is for all members of the public sphere while the interior is 
dedicated to associates of the subaltern community).

5. Stairwell:  A typical scaffold stair assembly.  A dense and aggressive network 
will require secure vertical circulation paths.  These provide direct access 
between the Ground and Roof levels and all points between.

It is not a race!  Each typology is phased for construction as conditions allow.  
Each completed phase is a functional iteration of the final program requirements.
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  Snack Bar  

2

1

1. Lay a basic structure to formalize the space.  2. Consider a concession stand 
for revenue.
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4

3

3. Define a large enough volume to host an assembly.  Large spans require deeper 
structure.  4. Roofing provides an access point to the roof.
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This space is the catalyst for social networking.  Its primary function is activating 
a place for public discourse.  The lunch area creates an opportunity to generate 
catering revenue.  
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  Carpool Terminal  

2

1

1. Orient walls parallel with the warehouse face. 2. Define a large enough room 
to host an assembly.  
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4

3

3. Reinforce structure to carry hardware.  4. Include speakers podium
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This forum addresses network-dependent community members.  There is still a 
benefit to employers but public and private interests begin to be distinguished 
within the community.
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  Private Unit  

2

1

1. Block in a small area.  2. Elevate.
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3. Line the box, leaving an entrance.  4. Include a public/private transition space.
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These small zones of confidence provide a place outside of the public forums for 
private consultatio; their placement may be scattered around clusters.  Critical 
discourses are developed here.
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  Corridors  

1

2

1. Orientate corridors for public or private use.  2. Cluster bays to create secondary 
spaces.
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3

4

3. Lay corridors with boards to create levels.  4. Ladder for vertical circulation
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5

6

5. Use perpendicular bays to open or close clusters.  6. Vertical development.



Free City Networks_2010_vol. 1

40

Denser settlements will include extensive corridor systems to mediate between 
public and private spaces.  A labyrinthine condition provides invisibility for 
clandestine behaviour.  
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  Vertical Circulation  

1

2

1. Substitue casters with Jack Base for mobility.  2. Insert Step Unit.



Free City Networks_2010_vol. 1

42

The stairwell provides a safe vertical circulation system for denser settlements.
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  Aggregation  

Program typologies are designed to aggregate in endless configurations.  The 
Ground Level provides a textured interface between the Free City network and 
the community at large.  Privacy increases with each storey, accommodating basic 
services exchanged between network members or members and non-governmental 
organizations.  Occupying the Roof Level represents a level of control exerted by 
the network over the property.  The stronger your presence on the site, the more it 
will yield to your presence.
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Ground

First

Second

Third

Fourth

Health Care

Emergency Services

Day Care

Regularization 
Classroom

Social Services

Carpool Terminal

Housing Office

Snack Bar
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Scenario #3 perspective
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  Conclusion  

A Free City network should aggregate naturally predicated upon site conditions.  
The evolution of Scenario #3 is based on precedents of informal settlements 
in Manila and Manhattan and should not dictate the actual form of individual 
networks.  

The primary objective of the Free City is to introduce members of unrecognized, 
“invisible” communities in a new public space that incorporates elements of social 
and private living.  We do this to expedite the formalization of new subaltern 
publics for integration in a more comprehensive public sphere.  Excluding these 
communities perpetuates the development of priority investment neighbourhoods, 
with increased social risk due to poor education standards and high unemployment.  
Evidence from the case studies suggests that a well-organized informal settlement 
may be adopted by the government, provided services and become a legitimate 
community.  This condition marks the establishment of a fully-realized network.

Confrontation is part of the Free City network.  Do not be timid about taking 
wasted land; remember that you are a member of a considerable community and 
are entitled to participate in public discourse.  Don’t take space for granted.  Do 
not be discouraged.  Push your luck!  Be visible!  Join the Free City and support 
a nation-wide community without status.
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  Appendix  

Network Resources

Sources
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  Network Resources  

Government

Citizenship and Immigration Canada   1.888.242.2100
       www.cic.gc.ca

Canada’s International Gateway    www.canadainternational.gc.ca/ci-ci

Foreign Credentials Referral Office    www.credentials.gc.ca

City of Toronto Immigration and Settlement Portal  416.392.CITY
       www.toronto.ca/immigration/health_imm

Ontario Immigration     416.325.8212
       www.ontarioimmigration.ca

Settlement.org      www.settlement.org

Non-Profit

Noone is Illegal      www.nooneisillegal.org

A.C.C.E.S.S      416.921.1800
       www.accestrain.com

Access Alliance      416.760.8677
       www.accessalliance.com

Canadian Centre for Language & Cultural Studies  416.588.3900
       www.cclcs.ca

Community Action Resource Centre   416.652.8992
       www.communityarc.ca

Centre for Information and Community Services  416.292.7510
       www.cicscanada.com

Findhelp Information Services    416.392.4605
       www.findhelp.ca

COSTI Immigrant Services    416.658.1600 
       www.costi.org

Polycultural Immigrant and Community Services  416.233.0055
       www.polycultural.org

Ontario Council of Agencies Serving Immigrants  416.322.4950
       www.ocasi.org
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