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1.1 Intent of the Placekeeping Design Brief
The purpose of the Indigenous Place-keeping Design Brief (or “Design Brief”) is 
to provide recommendations for placemaking and placekeeping opportunities 
for the proposed Leslie Lookout Park, providing design recommendations that 
reflect the integration of Indigenous cultural content.  The recommendations 
reflect the comments received from the Indigenous Sharing Circles, the site’s 
deep history and the site’s waterfront location. These recommendations are 
intended to provide a range of options that may be considered by the City of 
Toronto and the design consultants.

1.2 Design Brief Opportunities
This Design Brief provides a range of potential opportunities, some of these 
may be considered for the design of the park currently underway and others 
may be implemented in the medium to long-term. The implementation of 
medium/long-term opportunities should allow adequate time to meaningfully 
engage Indigenous communities and collaboration with Indigenous designers. 

The Design Brief provides recommendations for several broad themes 
identified through the Indigenous Sharing Circle sessions. Each theme will 
provide a rationale and several design opportunities. Precedent images and 
sketches are provided to illustrate these opportunities.

1.0 1.0 INTRODUCTIONINTRODUCTION
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2.0 2.0 CURRENT CONTEXT AND   CURRENT CONTEXT AND   

 PROPOSED DESIGN PROPOSED DESIGN

2.1 The Subject Site
The Leslie Lookout Park will be a new destination in Toronto’s Port Lands 
located on the Martin Goodman Trail at the entrance to Tommy Thompson 
Park. The site is currently used for industrial purposes. the propose to convert 
this site into a recreational hub is supported through the City of Toronto’s 
Port Lands Planning framework, which identifies areas in Toronto’s Port 
Lands for revitalization. The site is 1.9-acres located at 12 Leslie Street. The 
park connects the public to the water’s edge with long dramatic views of the 
Leslie Slip and city skyline. Figure 1 on the following page is a site plan of the 
proposed design. 

2.2 Proposed Design
Claude Cormier + Associés (CC+A) have been awarded the contract to 
design and construct the Leslie Lookout Park. Having gone through public 
consultation processes and working with CreateTO, the proposed park design 
reinvigorates an industrial landscape into a new recreational hub. The park 
will include a public beach, bordered by forested dunes that will create 
a new multi-use community destination in Toronto’s east end. The beach 
and landscaped mounds provide opportunities for ecological restoration, 
reforestation, and naturalization. A feature of the park is the lookout tower, 
which offers dramatic views of the city and a 360-degree view of the Port 
Lands. 

In parallel with the design development of the park, the integration of 
Indigenous content was identified as an important opportunity to be explored 
with the potential to integrate these into the design proposal. In the spirit of 
restoring Indigenous presence in landscapes, the park has the potential to 
feature designs and narratives that bring presence to Indigenous history and 
culture, honouring those that have occupied the lands long before Toronto was 
established as well as the Mississauga’s of the Credit whose Treaty with the 
Crown covers this territory. A first Sharing Circle was held on April 27, 2020 
to identify these opportunities. Subsequently, the Indigenous Design Studio/
Brook McIlroy were contracted to develop the Indigenous Placekeeping Design 
Brief.
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Figure 1. Leslie Slip Lookout Park Site Plan
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3.0 3.0 WHAT WE HEARD - WHAT WE HEARD - 

 SUMMARY OF SHARING    SUMMARY OF SHARING   

 CIRCLE FEEDBACK CIRCLE FEEDBACK

In identifying themes and areas for Indigenous placekeeping and placemaking, 
two sharing circles were hosted, open to the Indigenous community. They 
were held on April 27, 2020, and December 1, 2021. An Indigenous facilitator, 
Nbisiing Consulting Inc. facilitated these two sessions and provided records of 
the discussion.

3.1 Sharing Circle #1
At the first Sharing Circle the original park design concept for Leslie Lookout 
Park was presented. The Sharing Circle were asked for feedback and 
comments. The following is a high-level summary of the comments received. 
For a detailed overview of the meeting, refer to the record of discussion found 
on the CreateTO Leslie Lookout Park website: https://createto.ca/wp-content/
uploads/2021/11/Leslie-Slip-Indigenous-Sharing-Circle-Record-May-11-21.pdf.

• Indigenous artists/designers should lead the development of Indigenous 
placekeeping elements. 

• The industrial references of the original park proposal are too strong.

• Industry surrounds the site and the symbolism of the industrial era may 
not appeal to many people, especially Indigenous communities. 

• Fire is sacred, it is important to incorporate fire into the design.

• Design should place equal importance on pre-contact, Indigenous 
histories, noting too much emphasis was placed on post-contact, settler 
history. 

• Viewing water as something to be celebrated and honoured, noting the 
importance of water as sacred.

• Various teachings can be incorporated in many ways, specifically noting 
medicine wheel teachings, connection to sky world and star knowledge 
teachings, mound and vegetation teachings. 

• Language is important to be seen in the space, with a suggestion that 
some of the signage can incorporate Anishinaabemowin language. 

• Various plantings should be included for teachings and medicines.
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3.2 Sharing Circle #2
The follow-up Sharing Circle held in December 
2021 offered an update of the changes made to the 
design since the last meeting and an introduction 
to new members of the design team. Brook 
McIlroy’s Indigenous Design Studio presented 
preliminary Indigenous place keeping concepts and 
options for the park as well as a mural concept for 
the construction hoarding. For a detailed overview 
of the meeting, refer to the record of discussion 
found on the CreateTO Leslie Lookout Park website: 
https://createto.ca/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/
CreateTO_LeslieSlipLookoutPark_meetingrecord_
Dec0121.pdf.

The following is a high-level summary of the 
comments and feedback provided:

• Accessibility should be considered into the 
design of spaces within the park, particularly 
accessing the lookout structure.

• Ensuring Indigenous voices are present in 
working through the ecological restoration 
process, including working with an 
Indigenous-based ecological restoration 
Knowledge Holder.

• Other infrastructure can be designed to 
reflect Indigenous culture, specifically the 
bike lock stations, noting the active use of 
cycling in the area. 

• Design should acknowledge the Treaty lands 
and the rights-holders in the area.

This second sharing circle provided the designers 
with valuable information in working towards the 
final version of the Indigenous Placekeeping Design 
Brief.

3.3 Construction Hoarding Mural 
Design
In addition to the Design Brief, a mural was 
designed by Indigenous artist Dani Kastelein to be 
installed on the construction hoarding along the 
eastern edge of the site.

The mural provides an interpretive storytelling 
element to the site that references Indigenous 
histories and culture. As the site is on the 
traditional territory of many nations -  including 
the Mississaugas of the Credit, the Anishinaabeg, 
the Haudenosaunee, and the Wendat Peoples, 
as well as in close proximity to the lake, careful 
consideration was given to the narrative depicted 
on the mural. The Anishinaabe Migration Story was 
chosen to celebrate the rich history of the territory 
and the significance of the relationship to the Great 
Lakes.

According to oral tradition, the Anishinaabe 
originally lived along the northeast coast of the 
lands known as North America and were guided by 
the Seven Fires prophecies that outlined the path 
that the people were to follow. The prophecies also 
described seven places at which they would stop 
during the migration.

The mural design illustrates the Migration Story 
and describes each of the seven stops on the 
journey. The story is told across multiple 8’x8’ 
panels that together form a detailed visual 
narrative. There are a total of 56 panels divided 
over eight sections of the construction hoarding. 
Interpretive text referencing the seven migrations 
stops are also presented on the hoarding to provide 
additional context for visitors to the site. Figure 2 
showcases two panels of the design. 

Figure 2. Two panel sample of the mural design, artwork by Dani 
Kastelein
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The diagram below outlines the placement of each panel and the different 
segments of the Migration Story. The sequence of the images on the hoarding 
allows the visitors to follow the narrative while walking along Leslie Street.

The mural illustrations were shared during the second Sharing Circle and 
received very positive feedback. Many of the participants in the Sharing Circle 
praised the mural design and noted they would like to see the mural installed 
to a permanent location within the park after the construction hoarding is 
removed. The design team has considered various ways the mural illustrations 
could be integrated into the park as a permanent feature as described in 
section 4.2.
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4.0 4.0 INDIGENOUS DESIGN BRIEFINDIGENOUS DESIGN BRIEF The following design brief has been developed to guide next steps in 
incorporating Indigenous placekeeping and placemaking elements into the 
design of the Leslie Lookout Park. Indigenous communities and Indigenous 
designers and artists should continue to be engaged in the process of refining 
these opportunities. Below are the seven significant themes that have been 
identified through this process:

CONNECTION
TO WATER

MIGRATION 
STORY 

INTERPRETIVE 
INSTALLATION

CONNECTION 
TO FIRE

LOOKOUT 
TOWER

LANGUAGE
MATERIALITY 

& FUTURE SITE 
INSTALLATIONS

PLANTINGS
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4.1 Connection to Water

Rationale

Since time immemorial, Indigenous Peoples have been protectors of water. 
Water plays a significant role in Indigenous communities in which it is to be 
protected and respected. Traditionally, women are the keepers of the water, 
they share a sacred connection to the spirit of water through their role as 
child bearers and have responsibilities to protect and nurture water. For 
Indigenous peoples, water is the most sustaining gift of Mother Earth and is 
the interconnection among all living beings. 

Navigating through waterways is another important cultural connection to 
water, as it was way of travelling for many Indigenous nations. In particular, 
the Anishinaabe Water Migration story is one important story that contains 
many teachings of the seven migration stops of the nation, from the mouth 
of the lands known as the St. Lawrence River to St. Madeline Island in the 
waters known as Lake Superior. The construction hoarding to be used during 
the construction phase of the park will incorporate a graphic design depicting 
the Migration Story from one end of the site to the other end. There are 
opportunities to bring in elements of this graphic design art into the park in a 
permanent setting.

The park contains primary access to water views, though for safety reasons, 
there are no proposals for direct access onto or into the water as it is an 
active shipping channel. There is also a proposal to include a public artwork 
installation by artist Dean Baldwin and Caroline Monnet, titled Trajet, 
depicting the discovery of 11,000 year old fossil-like footprints found in blue 
clay on the floor of Lake Ontario. 

There are opportunities to explore placemaking and place-keeping design that 
honours and acknowledges the importance of water on the site.

Figure 3. Josephine Mandamin, Elder and Water-keeper

Figure 4. Precedent: Humber College. Migration Story embedded into 
pathway
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Recommendations

• Short-term: The graphic mural of 
the migration story utilized for the 
construction hoarding to be reformatted 
into a different medium and installed as 
a permanent installation (see 4.2). 

• Medium-term: Provide park users with 
information on the importance of water 
to Indigenous communities and each 
person’s role in ensuring protection 
of water. These can be in the form of 
interpretative panels along the water 
view. 

• Medium-term: Graphic motifs (see 
section on language) can be incorporated 
into difference aspects of the site.

Figure 5. Trajet, art installation by Dean Baldwin 
and Caroline Monnet to be installed in park

Figure 6. Example of an artists installation 
referencing Indigenous cultural narratives related 
to water

Figure 7. Example of  interpretative signage
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4.2 Migration Story Interpretive Installation

Rationale

The Anishinaabe Migration Story artwork prepared by artist Dani Kastelein 
and to be mounted on the construction hoarding has been very well-received 
by the community, so much so that there were requests for the artwork to be 
reproduced as a permanent fixture on the site. 

Leslie Lookout Park will have prime views towards the waterfront, offering 
great opportunities to enhance narratives as it relates to water and water 
connections. The design team have considered a variety of options for the 
artwork of the Migration Story to be reproduced on the site. 

Three options for an installation using the mural art in a reformatted manner 
have been explored. The most appropriate final format should be determined 
based on consultation/agreement with the artist Dani Kastelein. The first 
option could consist of a series of panels raised approximately 3 metres above 
grade, flanking the two boardwalks on the north and south sides. This would 
allow users to view the narrative similar to the hoarding installation. These 
raised panels could also serve as a screening mechanism to mitigate views 
of the adjacent industrial sites, creating a more immersive environment. The 
material of the panels would be sturdy enough to withstand environmental 
exposures such as wind, rain, snow, and debris.

Another opportunity includes incorporating a series of seven markers 
throughout the site that would be designed in a way that would showcase 
narrative elements of each of the seven migration stops. These markers can 
start from one entrance of the park, leading users towards the waterfront, 
and lead towards the other end/entrance of the park. This would maintain the 
logical procession of the narrative as presented on the construction hoarding. 

One additional consideration for a permanent fixture of the Migration Story 
is incorporating the story into the concrete dockwall landing right at the 
waterfront. Images of the artwork can be embedded into the dockwall during 
the casting process. The length and depth of the dockwall would make it ideal 
to embed the narrative along the waterfront. 

Figure 8. Site location with water views

Figure 9. Render by CC+M showing beach front with prime 
waterfront views
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Migration Story Installation Options

• Top image: Example of interpretive 
signage that guides park visitors 
throughout the park leading to 
waterfront. Content would be based 
on artwork and explanation of the 
Anishinaabe Migration Story.  

• Middle image: Example of artwork that 
is elevated from street level, showcasing 
art while screening views of adjacent 
uses.  

• Bottom image: Example of artwork 
embedded into concrete dockwall along 
the waterfront. 

Figure 10. Precedent of interpretive 
markers guiding users to waterfront

Figure 11. Precedent of elevated 
artwork along beach perimeter

Figure 12. Example of dockwall with artwork embedded in concrete
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4.3 Connection to Fire

Rationale

Indigenous groups use sacred fire for spiritual gatherings including 
celebration, prayer, gratitude, and healing. A sacred fire is always meant to 
be tended by a Fire Keeper and is never intended to be left alone. The fire is 
also to be embedded into the earth (i.e., not raised in a bowl separate from the 
ground). A sacred fire will be unique in its teachings, and through protocol, an 
Elder or Fire Keeper would be available to help share teachings. A permanent 
inset fire bowl is recommended to be placed in the park which will have a 
protective decorative cover which is locked except when used for appropriate 
events scheduled with a fire keeper. Several illustrations are provided in 
figures 12 to 15 of similar installations in public places.

Through the information gathered in the initial Sharing Circle sessions, a 
permanent recreational firepit was proposed in the park design. Based on 
feedback received and due to current regulations with the City of Toronto that 
limit recreational firepits in park settings, the original design was removed.  
The Sharing Circle members highlighted that fire is an important element 
and that accommodations for Sacred Fires should be provided for  events or 
gatherings. 

There are existing precedents within the city that allows for a firepit to be 
rented to groups or individuals. A similar process could be implemented that 
allows fire pit to be booked for a gathering with a Sacred Fire. 

Fire elements can also be referenced in other more figurative ways in signage, 
wayfinding, public artwork and or cultural markers that are designed to mimic 
the movement and/or form of the fire.

Scanned with CamScanner

Figure 13. Example of copper fire bowl

Figure 15. Sketch of sculptures with reflective 
finishes that reflects fire and light

Figure 14. Exampl e of covered fire bowl with 
patterned decorative cover and locking mechanism

Figure 16. Example of embedded firebowl with 
patterned metal cover and locking mechanism



16

Recommendations

• Short-term: Continue dialogue with 
departments within the City of Toronto 
to confirm a process and protocol to 
book the fire pit for sacred fire in Leslie 
Lookout Park. 

• Short-term: Firepit with locked cover 
installed in the park in a location that 
allows for central gathering for ceremony. 
The firepit shall be embedded into the 
ground and includes a decorative metal 
cover in which the firepit can be securely 
locked while not in use. 

• Medium to Long-term: A proposal for 
figurative references to fire can be 
developed in signage, wayfinding, public 
art or cultural markers. Cultural markers 
can be designed to replicate fire. See 
figure 17 & 18 for concept sketches.

Figure 17. Sketch of fire gathering place

Figure 18. Sketch of circular seating 
around fire bowl with cover removed
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4.4 Lookout Tower

Rationale

The lookout tower presents opportunities to further acknowledge Indigenous 
presence through placekeeping and placemaking. The structure acts as a 
beacon/marker for the site, and given its visual prominence, it provides a 
significant opportunity to amplify Indigenous presence.

The original design is recommended to be slightly modified to be responsive 
to the cardinal directions, as per the comments received during the Sharing 
Circle sessions. There are four main archways/apertures that open towards the 
four cardinal directions, and an opening towards the top that looks towards 
the sky. The connection to sky has been noted as important through the 
Sharing Circle sessions with community.  

The concept of a connection to the skyworld can be further explored through 
Indigenous star knowledge. Different Indigenous cultures have different 
teachings and signigicant constellations in their star knowledge, though there 
is some overlap. The cylinder form of the lookout presents some interesting 
opportunities to share a narrative around the base of the structure. Star 
knowledge and sky tracking through the seasons would translate well into this 
kind of structure of this form.

Patterning and artwork can be incorporated into the structure through 
embedments, painting or other materials affixed to the interior and exterior 
surfaces.

Figure 19. Four directions incorporated onto floor of lookout tower

Figure 20. EXAMPLE artwork on lookout tower. Artwork by Norval 
Morrisseau
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Recommendations

• Short-term: Engage with Indigenous 
designers on a motif or graphic that 
can be developed for the structure. A 
recommended narrative would be to 
focus on star knowledge to tie in with the 
structure sky opening.

• Short-term: Work with the designers 
of the lookout tower on possibilities 
of incorporating textures or graphic 
motifs embedded within the concrete 
structure. Techniques are available that 
allow for patterns or graphic motifs to be 
embedded into the structure during the 
casting process. 

• Medium-term: An alternative process 
is treating the structure as a mural, 
painting on designs, or using other 
technique to embed art on it. Indigenous 
artists should be approached, and 
a mechanism may be developed to 
choose and/or rotate a list of artists to 
contribute to the project.

Figure 21. EXAMPLE pattern embedded into 
concrete

Figure 22. Anishinaabe Star Map
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4.5 Language

Rationale

Language plays an important role in the representation and visibility of 
Indigenous culture in public spaces, especially in a public setting where 
diverse communities can come together. It was noted during the Sharing 
Circle sessions that signage in Anishinaabemowin (Ojibwe) language would be 
important to include.

Indigenous language can be incorporated in many ways at Leslie Lookout 
Park, such as through interpretative and wayfinding signage or through 
cultural markers that guide and educate park visitors. The integration of 
Anishinaabemowin language in park elements could help convey important 
teachings and stories to be share with others.

Graphic language is another potential to explore. Using a graphic motif that 
is consistent among signage and other visual representation can be used to 
ensure a consistent design narrative is achieved throughout the park. The 
motif can be developed as patterning embedded into part elements such as 
signage, cultural markers, pathways, benches, etc.

During the Sharing Circle session, it was noted that there is possibility of 
using the Moccasin Identifier Project as an education tool to promote public 
awareness of significant cultural historic sites and the ancestral presence 
of First Nations, Metis, and Inuit communities. Initiated, designed, and led by 
Mississaugas of the Credit First Nation (MCFN), the Moccasin Identifier is a 
teaching tool and public awareness-building program for Treaty relationships 
between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Canadians. 

One of MCFN’s programs includes the Moccasin Identifier installations, which 
provides a moccasin  stencil toolkit with interpretative signage and is meant 
to indicate an area of importance in communities, public spaces, and/or work 
environments. It encourages others to educate themselves on the importance 
of place and the Treaties in which the land is situated on.

Figure 24. Precedent: Humber College Cultural Markers

Figure 23. Precedent: Awen Gathering Place Collingwood
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Recommendations

• Ongoing/short-term: Continue to 
engage with Indigenous communities 
on identifying proper terminology and 
language that could be incorporated into 
signage. 

• Short-term: Identify opportunities where 
interpretative signage can be displayed 
on the site, in consultation with 
Indigenous groups. Interpretative signage 
can be related to plant teachings, 
installed near the mounds, or water 
teachings, installed at the waterfront. 

• Medium-term: Work with an Indigenous 
designer on creating a graphic motif 
that can be deployed in different ways, 
including signage, pathways, cultural 
markers, or other site elements. 

• Medium-term: Explore the possibility of 
installing a Moccasin Identifier on site to 
encourage understanding and education 
of the Treaties the land is situated on.

Figure 25. Moccasin Identifier Project, stencil example

Figure 26. Precedent: Humber College Cultural Markers
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4.6 Materiality and Future Site Installations

Rationale

Materiality plays an important role in tying together the design elements of 
the park. The current park design will include the use of natural materials 
such as wood for the benches. The goal is to continue with the natural material 
palette for any future installations on the site, along with the selection of other 
complementary materials to create a warm and inviting environment. The use 
of wood also considers environmental impacts; wood has a low embodied 
carbon footprint, so the selection of this material should be encouraged. 

Other complementary materials that can be incorporated into future 
installations include copper and weathering steel. Oxidized copper and 
steel change appearance over time, bringing an additional layer of texture 
and interest into sculptures and installations. Copper water vessels hold 
significance for some Indigenous communities while copper fire bowls are 
meaningful to other communities.

Stone was another material identified for inclusion in the park. Stone from 
Ontario-based Indigenous-owned suppliers such as Odawa stone could be 
used as seating around the proposed gathering place.

Future installations in the park can include cultural markers, a sacred fire pit, 
additional seating, signage, paving embedments and other site infrastructure.  
It was noted during the Sharing Circle that because the area is a high-traffic 
cycling area, custom designed bike racks would be a possible way to embed 
Indigenous design into the site. The current park design proposal has bike 
parking which provide an opportunity to incorporate further placemaking 
elements.

Figure 27. Precedent: Cultural Markers Humber College

Figure 28. Example use of wood for seating in park
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Recommendations

• Medium-term: Seating for the fire pit 
can source Indigenous stone suppliers. 
Alternative seating options includes solid 
wood benches. 

• Medium-term: Future installation of park 
site furnishings should include natural 
materials where possible such as for 
seating or signage. 

• Long-term: Other significant materials 
such as copper or weathering steel 
should be incorporated into future park 
elements. These elements could include 
signage, cultural markers, interpretative 
installations, fire bowl or public art. The 
natural aging process of copper and 
weathering steel provides an additional 
layer of texture and colour to the material 
palette of the park. 

Figure 29. Odawa stone materiality

Figure 30. Use of weathered steel for installations and 
signage

Figure 31. Use of wood for a canopy structure
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4.7 Plantings

Rationale

The planting strategy and palette for the Leslie Lookout Park design has been 
carefully developed to allow the naturalization and afforestation process to 
thrive and transform over time. Indigenous-owned plant nurseries and seed 
providers will be engaged to assist with selection of plant species.

The park design will incorporate vegetated mounds that provide protection 
from natural elements like wind and sun. The planted mounds will create 
natural habitat for small mammals, birds and insects increasing biodiversity 
in the area. The planting also provides spaces that can be used by park visitors 
for lounging, or for gatherings in small groups.

It was noted during the Sharing Circle engagement sessions that having 
medicine plants available on site would be important. Proper care and 
stewardship of the site plantings will be necessary to ensure proper growth 
and maintenance.

A process needs to be established to create a reciprocal relationship between 
the planting and harvesting of medicines. This relationship is critical to 
safeguard the long-term health of the habitat. An Indigenous-led stewardship 
model could provide guidance and make certain Indigenous voices are 
meaningfully integrated into the vitality of the park. 

Figure 32. Blackwillow Tree

Figure 33. Red Pine Tree
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Recommendations

• Ongoing: Prioritize Indigenous-owned 
nurseries and seed providers for the 
procurement of plant materials. Engage 
Indigenous Knowledge Holders in the 
selection of medicines and bio-diverse 
plantings. 

• Short-term: Engage Indigenous 
Knowledge Holders in the selection of 
medicines and plantings that promote 
opportunities for teachings. Integrate 
Indigenous knowledge into the care and 
stewardship of bio-diverse and healthy 
habitat.

• Medium-term: Incorporate signage with 
the traditional and western names of 
plant species while also sharing plant 
knowledge and teachings. 

Figure 34. EXAMPLE plantings

Figure 35. EXAMPLE plantings
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5.0 5.0 CONCLUSIONCONCLUSION The design of the Leslie Lookout Park presents an important opportunity 
to restore Indigenous presence through placemaking and placekeeping in 
public spaces. As noted throughout the Sharing Circle engagement sessions, 
community members would like to see Indigenous culture and history 
acknowledged and celebrated on this site. The development of the park 
provides a significant opportunity to bring people together in the spirit of 
learning and sharing with each other. 

The recommendations in this document offer a series of opportunities to 
meaningfully embed Indigenous placemaking into the Leslie Lookout Park. 
Ongoing Indigenous engagement and collaboration is critical to the successful 
implementation of these important initiatives which honour and celebrate the 
deep millennial history of Indigenous Peoples as caretakers of these lands.


