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5.0. Community Architecture In Montreal 

 

 The main focus of the last chapter was to present the evolution of community 

participation in architecture at a global scale. However, since the case study project of 

this research report is situated in the city of Montréal, Canada, it is also important to 

present a more local perspective of community-based architecture. The following text 

accounts the significant events in the history of Montréal that fortified the concept of 

community participation in architecture in the city. 

 

5.1. The Milton-Park Project 

 

At the beginning of this research, one of the main reasons for selecting a 

project based in Montréal was the feasibility factor due to my location in this city. 

However, what I did not know at that time was how Montréal has had an active 

history of community-based initiatives in architecture. One such example and 

probably the most successful is that of my very neighborhood, popularly known as 

the McGill Ghetto, located next to the McGill University. The neighborhood is 

formally known as the Milton-Park area and comprises about eight blocks, which 

were the “battleground” between the community members residing in this area and a 

private developer from 1968 to 1983 (Helman 9, 13). Claire Helman in her book, The 

Milton-Park Affair: Canada’s Largest Citizen-Developer Confrontation, gives a step-

by-step account of the efforts of the residents who were involved in a fight to protect 

their houses and neighborhood from the fate of destruction. In 1860s, the 
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development of the Milton-Park area began with the construction of a new Hotel-

Dieu. The neighborhood was initially inhabited by emigrant British merchants, who 

built some expensive mansions, which were later joined by 2 and 3-storey plex 

housing, made of grey-stone and detailed design features (Helman 15; Baker, 

“Experiment” 36). The neighborhood went through another major construction phase 

during the 1930s when 4-8 storey apartment buildings were added to the existing 

stock (Baker, “Experiment” 36). 

 However, the situation became reversed after the Second World War. The 

business and professional occupants of the neighborhood moved to other areas of the 

city like Outremont, Westmount and the suburbs (Helman 17). In addition to this, the 

rising land values in the city forced the owners to subdivide and rent their units to 

multiple tenants, in an effort to survive. The willingness of McGill University’s 

student community to occupy housing close to the campus also worked in favor of 

these subdivisions (Helman 17). Hence due to these changing trends, the Milton-Park 

population changed from middle-income business class to a more transient student 

class or low-income families, which included immigrants, pensioners, single-parent 

families and young professionals (Helman 17). 

 As mentioned earlier in this report, the 1960s saw a general approach adopted 

by the government authorities of replacing old buildings with modern construction; 

mostly high-risers in an effort to improve the overall physical condition and 

appearance of the cities. Montréal was no exception and the city authorities took great 

interest in new development projects during the same period (Helman 20). A 

company involved in several urban development projects project across Canada and 
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the US called the Concordia Estates, proposed one such plan in late 1960s (Helman 

23). It was to demolish the existing buildings in the Milton-Park neighborhood and to 

replace them with high-rise apartment, office and commercial buildings (Helman 24-

25). The project, which was named as “La Cite′,” was supposed to be executed over a 

period of 10 years in three phases, building anew over the 25 Acres area of the 

Milton-Park neighborhood. As soon as the plans of Concordia Estates started taking 

shape, it became evident to the people residing in the area that the new development 

would benefit little the existing occupants of the dwellings due to the projected high 

rents (Helman 26). Hence the real motives of the developers working under the garb 

of “Urban Renewal” for the neighborhood soon became apparent to the residents. 

Things started to stir upon this revelation and the community members of Milton-

Park area along with the help various professionals (architects, professors, students 

and activists etc.) formed the Milton-Park Citizen’s Committee (MPCC) in 1968, 

which resisted these new development plans for the neighborhood (figs. 5.1 and 5.2) 

(Baker, “Experiment” 37).  

Despite the fact that several studies done on the existing neighborhood had 

also shown that the buildings were in a fairly stable condition and could be renovated 

instead of demolishing them, the city authorities continued their support of the 

developer’s plans (Helman 26, 27). The Phase 1 of La Cite’ was executed and 

completed by 1976 amongst extreme resistance on part of the community (Helman 

101). However even with the apparent success of the project’s first phase, the delays 

caused by the resistance of the MPCC and its supporters and the bad publicity that it 

generated resulted in heavy losses experienced by the developers, who wanted out 
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after the completion of the first phase (Helman 103). Upon observing this change of 

attitude, the community worked in full-force to rise enough funding to purchase and 

renovate the buildings owned by Concordia Estates. The buildings were bought and 

eventually renovated using funds provided by the Canada Mortgage and Housing 

Corporation after several deliberations of the community activists (Helman 120). The 

community proposed for the neighborhood, the formation of housing co-operatives, 

which was a popular concept at the time (Helman 110), in order to supervise the 

upgrading of the units and eventually manage them collectively. The renovations 

started in 1980 (Helman 141) and by the end of 1983, there were 14 co-operatives and 

7 non-profits established in the Milton-Park area making it Canada’s largest housing 

co-operative with a total of 597 rehabilitated dwellings  (Helman 146).  

Through years of combined effort of community members, activists and 

professionals, an entire neighborhood was saved and its heritage protected for future 

generations. The fact that it took the community about 15 years and the loss of some 

buildings in phase 1 to prevent the destruction of their neighborhood, shows that 

community based projects are not the easiest to realize. Things do not happen 

overnight especially in such projects, however, the fact that years of effort resulted in 

the success of the project has set a precedent for others that combined effort and 

partnership between professionals and community members can make a significant 

difference in the end. 
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Fig. 5.1. MPCC march on City Hall, May 24, 1969, photo by George Bird/ Montreal 
Star/ Public Archives of Canada/ PA-153958 from Claire Helman, 1987: 47. 
 

 

Fig. 5.2. Bulletin of MPCC, October 1970, from Claire Helman, 1987: 62.  
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5.2. The Community Design Workshop 

 

 As mentioned before, the eventual success of the Milton Park regeneration 

project was made possible by the collective efforts of the citizen’s committee and its 

supporters. One of the main supporters of this project was the “The Community 

Design Workshop” aimed to provide professional architectural service to this and 

many other projects in the city of Montreal. The Community Design Workshop 

(CDW) started its operation in 1969 and was the brainchild of Professor Joseph 

Baker, a faculty member of the School of Architecture at the McGill University 

(Baker, “Community” 14). The CDW consisted of a team of students of architecture 

from McGill University, who under the supervision of Baker provided architectural 

assistance to communities who could not afford professional services (Baker, 

“Experiment” 33). Joseph Baker’s interest in establishing the CDW emerged from his 

personal experience with the city authorities in 1965, when ambitious proposals of 

redevelopment were scheduled for his own residential neighborhood (Baker, 

“Experiment” 31). These urban renewal plans of the city in keeping with the trends of 

the times were met with heavy resistance of the professionals like architects, planners 

and lawyers residing in his neighborhood. They worked for three years resisting and 

eventually managing to convince the municipal authorities to change their ambitious 

redevelopment plans in favor of conservation plans and provision of community 

facilities for their neighborhood. This experience made Baker aware of the need for 

providing professional services to communities in similar situations who otherwise 

were incapable of hiring these services (Baker, “Experiment” 31). In order for 
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communities to actually defend and protect their neighborhoods from the developers’ 

or city’s plans, Baker thought they had to match them with proposals of their own. 

This vision shared by Joseph Baker coincided with the policy of McGill’s Academic 

Policy Subcommittee on Community Programs that was to “bridge the gap between 

theory and practice,” with the result that CDW was launched as a part of the design 

course at the School of Architecture (Baker, “Experiment” 33).  

Joseph Baker describes in his 1973 article entitled “An Experiment in 

Architecture” published in The Canadian Architect magazine, that the CDW was 

founded to achieve three main goals. The first aim was “To provide professional or 

technical services related to architecture and planning to community groups which 

could not otherwise afford them . . .” (Baker, “Experiment” 33). The second aim was 

to expose the students to real community needs and architect-client relationships in 

community-based projects. The last aim was to familiarize the students with the 

“political, administrative and financial constraints” associated with working on a real 

life project (Baker, “Experiment” 33).  

 Community Design Workshop provided assistance to several Montreal 

communities such as, St. Antoine, Griffintown, Pointe St. Charles, Milton Park and 

Mile End (You 15), the most successful contributions being in the neighborhoods of 

Pointe St. Charles and Milton Park. Since Milton Park has already been discussed 

earlier, the role of CDW in this project is described briefly in the following text. 

CDW started operating in the Milton Park neighborhood in September 1971 and takes 

credit for some of the crucial initiatives taken by the Milton Park Community 

Council, which had direct affects on the project’s success (Baker, “Experiment” 37). 



 60 

Joseph Baker points out that when the CDW started working in the neighborhood, it 

encouraged the citizen’s committee to shift its focus, from trying to stop the plans of 

Concordia Estates that MPCC had been consumed with for three years, to preparing 

alternative proposals for their neighborhood. The CDW team prepared several studies 

and proposals for the improvement of the Milton Park neighborhood, most 

importantly of which was “the plan to buy back the Concordia properties” (Baker, 

“Experiment” 37), which had a direct consequence in the form of the project’s 

success. 

From the time that CDW was founded in 1969 by Joseph Baker till 1975 when 

it ceased to operate when he left Montreal for Quebec City to teach at Laval 

University, the workshop assisted several communities in many Montreal 

neighborhoods as mentioned above (You 17). Some of these projects were successful 

in achieving their goals, others not so much, however, CDW managed to influence 

many other organizations like the formation of a technical resource group6 and 

subsequent projects in Laval and Quebec City7 (You 17,18).  

 

 

 

 

                                                
6 Conseil du Developpement du Logement Communautaire (CDLC) was 

merged in 1990 with Groupe de Ressources Techniques en Habitation de Montreal 
Inc. (GRTHM) to form Groupe Conseil en Développement de l'Habitation (Groupe 
CDH) (Groupe).  
 

7 Bon Pasteur project in Laval and Clinique d’architecture in Quebec City 
(You 18). 
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5.3. The Benny Farm Redevelopment Project 

 

 One of the more recent examples of community action against the 

redevelopment plans for an existing neighborhood is that of the Benny Farm Project 

in Montréal’s Notre Dame de Grace (NDG) area. I would like to mention here that 

my case-study project discussed in the coming chapters is also situated within the 

Benny Farm Project. Benny Farm has enjoyed massive attention of professionals, 

educationists and community activists for several years and many detailed studies on 

the project already exist. Hence the following section will look at its development 

briefly yet concisely as a project with significance in Community Architecture and 

also as an introduction to my case study discussed in detail in the next chapters. 

 Benny Farm is a residential neighborhood with a total area of 18 Acres (7.3 

Hectares) (CLC, “Project” 1). The site is defined by Monkland Avenue on its North, 

Sherbrooke Street on its South, Benny Avenue on its East and Walkley Avenue on its 

West side. A central Cavendish Boulevard also runs North-South through the site. 

Benny Farm got its name after the Benny Family originally from Scotland, which 

owned the land from 1838 (CLC, “Project” 3) till 1944 when it was sold to the 

Minister of Pensions and National Health (Fish 65). Original plans of the Federal 

Government for the Benny Farm site were to develop a hospital complex. However, 

in the light of the acute Post-World War 2 housing shortage due the return of war 

veterans (Fish 65) and the baby boom era (Post 1945), the site was sold to Housing 

Enterprises Limited, a Government housing development agency (CLC, “Project” 3).  
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In 1946, the Housing Enterprises Limited appointed architect Harold James 

Doran, a McGill University graduate to design of a new housing project for the 

Benny Farm site (Fish 68). The 1930s European Planning Style inspired Doran’s 

design for the Benny Farm project with great emphasis on incorporating large open 

green spaces in the layout (CLC, “Project” 3). There is a strong Early International 

Modern Style influence on the plans of these buildings, which sets them apart even 

today for certain design innovations, uncommon among the local Montreal buildings 

(Fish 69). Some of these design innovations include separate dining room spaces 

forming a part of the living room instead of the kitchen, doors leading to the 

bathrooms concealed from the living, dining and kitchen areas and the disuse of 

basements for living spaces (Fish 69). Probably two of the most important design 

features that still set the buildings apart are the provision of interior secondary 

stairways instead of Montreal’s traditional exterior stairs and abundant light and 

ventilation provision from three sides in most units  (Fish 69). All these design 

features add to the overall desirability of the 384 units (Fish 65), which are composed 

in 3-storey high “Six-plexes” amidst large open spaces and courtyards (CLC, 

“Project” 3). The construction started in July 1946 and by May 1947, families started 

to move in the new project (Fish 71). In 1947, the Housing Enterprises Limited sold 

the completed buildings to Government’s Canada (previously Central) Mortgage and 

Housing Corporation (CMHC) for $1 with the responsibility of paying off the 

mortgages of the housing units (Fish 65). 

It is important to mention here that the plans for the Benny Farm housing 

development were initially met with extreme resistance from the local NDG residents 
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who opposed the idea of low-income apartments in their neighborhood for many 

reasons such as the fear of a decrease in their land value and the eventual 

transformation of Benny Farm into slum over the years (Fish 70). However, once the 

residents moved in, the situation was quite the opposite and the veteran residents 

together flourished into a vibrant community with regular recreational and 

neighborhood activities (Fish 71).  

 The Benny Farm project remained out of the news over the next forty years. 

However, things took a very different turn when CMHC declared its redevelopment 

plans for the now aging Benny Farm housing on May 4th 1991 (Fish 71). According 

to its plan, CMHC proposed to redevelop the project to accommodate the existing and 

50 new families in modern accessible buildings (CLC, “Project” 3; Fish 71), with 

elevator provision for the older population of the Benny Farm. However in a survey 

conducted in 1994, only 2 out of 30 families wanted to move to an elevator building 

or ground floor apartments (Fish 67). Their plan also demanded the demolition of all 

the existing buildings to be replaced by new ones financed by the sales of the vacant 

land to private developers (Fish 71).  

 The community members, activists and professionals, all concerned with 

saving the buildings and the heritage of the project from destruction, showed extreme 

resistance to this approach towards the redevelopment of the Benny Farm Project. 

Their main argument was that the existing buildings, despite being old were in good 

condition and could be fixed and renovated with only a couple of thousand dollars per 

unit, much less than what it would cost to built all the houses anew (Fish 85). The 

increase in the neighborhood density could be easily achieved by constructing new 
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units in the large open spaces present within the scheme due to its extremely low land 

coverage of 14% without being intrusive to the existing buildings (Fish 70). And most 

importantly, it was feared that the private development of the project would affect the 

existing neighborhood dynamics due to increased land values, affordable only to the 

high-income group.  

However, amidst extreme resistance, protests and criticisms for their 

approach, CMHC constructed two new buildings for the veterans in 1997 under Phase 

1 (CLC, “Project” 3). The property was transferred in 1999 to the Canada Lands 

Company (CLC)8, which added two additional buildings for housing the veterans 

during Phases 2 and 3. However, due to growing community pressure, CLC engaged 

itself in discussions with community organizations at the same time. In April 2001, 

after several deliberations, a community organization Fonds Foncier Communautaire 

Benny Farm (FFCBF)9 acquired the site for six months to develop an alternate 

proposal for redevelopment, which included the preservation of all the existing units 

(CLC, “Project” 3).  

                                                
8 Canada Lands Company “purchases properties from the Government of 

Canada, improves and revitalizes them, and then manages or sells them in order to 
produce the best possible benefit for both local communities and Canada taxpayers” 
(CLC, “Project” 2). 
 

9 Created in 2000, FFCBF comprised local community groups interested in 
preserving the heritage of the Benny Farm project. Its proposal for the redevelopment 
of the Benny Farm project was to form a Community Land Trust allowing residents 
to develop and manage the project, consisting of affordable housing in the form of 
renovated and newly constructed units. FFCBF was dissolved in June 2003 after the 
final redevelopment proposal by the Canada Lands Corporation for the Benny Farm 
project did not share its vision (Fonds).  
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However, at the end of the six-month period, CLC took the site back in 

October 2001 in order to develop a new proposal itself (CLC, “Project” 3). Canada 

Lands Company decided this time to go for a participatory design process and in 2002 

arranged for a series of public consultation events and presentations, e.t.c., in order to 

gain public opinion on the redevelopment plan (CLC, “Project” 5). Four architectural 

firms10 were asked to prepare design proposals with the guidelines based on the 

results of the public feedback. On December 5th 2002, Saia Et Barbarese Architects 

were commissioned for their proposal of the Benny Farm Redevelopment Project. 

From this point onwards till early 2004 when the proposal was accepted by the city of 

Montreal (Benny), several discussions followed with the community and the city. 

Construction commenced in February 2004 and in May of the same year, 13 existing 

buildings to be renovated were sold to 3 non-profit housing groups, namely, Co-op 

Zone of Opportunity, Project Chance II and Co-op Benny Farm (Benny). The selected 

case study for this research report is Co-op Zone of Opportunity, which will be 

introduced and discussed in detail in the next chapter. For now, it is important to 

mention that the Benny Farm buildings could have faced the same fate of destruction 

as many other buildings in similar redevelopment situations. However, the massive 

community action against such drastic and insensitive redevelopment plans stopped 

that from happening, resulting in their rehabilitation and reuse today.  

 This chapter focused on three examples of Community Architecture in 

Montreal, although there are many other projects in the city that are equally 

significant. However, it is interesting to note how the city has grown in parallel to the 

                                                
 10 L’OEUF (Pearl Poddubiuk Architects), Saia Et Barbarese Architects/Claude 

Cormier Architects, Le Consortium Atelier BRAQ and Daoust Lestage Inc. (Benny). 
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changing global trends in community-based architecture. If one were to draw parallels 

to the examples used in this chapter, it can be inferred that in the case of the Milton 

Park Project, the 1960s emphasis on community participation in decision-making had 

a direct influence on the project. If the project had taken place earlier on, the 

resistance might not have been that extreme (Helman). Only a few years ago, the city 

had executed Les Habitations Jeanne-Mance housing project by demolishing one of 

Montreal’s oldest neighborhoods during the late 1950s, in keeping with the Slum 

Clearance and Urban Renewal measures of the times (“Habitations”). Similarly the 

parallel of the Community Design Workshop could be found in the Architects 

Renewal Committee in Harlem (1964) in New York City, based on the concept of the 

Advocacy Planning as explained in the previous chapter. Benny Farm is also a unique 

project, which has undergone development twice and the approaches each time were 

quite opposite. The initial development of the project was carried out without the 

inclusion of the community members in the decision-making process. However, the 

second time around due to the increased awareness on part of the community, it 

became impossible for the authorities to continue with their redevelopment plans 

without the consent of the public.  

As mentioned before in this chapter, Montreal has been quite active in 

advancing the Community Architecture Movement and has served as a laboratory for 

several community-based initiatives over the years. This active history of the city also 

makes Montreal an excellent base for this research. After covering the theoretical part 

of the research, the next chapters of the report are going to focus on the results of my 

research on a recent community-based project in Montreal. 




