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ABSTRACT 

 

In 2005 the Ontario Provincial Government introduced the Greenbelt Act, a piece of legislation that 

essentially capped Greenfield development in the Greater Toronto Area. In response to this policy some 

developers began to “leap-frog” the Greenbelt and secure development land north of the protected area, 

while others began to look inward to the built urban and suburban centres for intensification opportunities. 

Although supported by Provincial and Municipal interventionist policies there has been little intensification in 

the urban core. The City of Toronto's 2010 Avenues & Mid-Rise Study aims to encourage intensification 

along designated "Avenues" in order to provide opportunities for housing while maintaining quality of life. To 

date only ten projects have been completed. This paper, through a literature review including international 

sources and case studies and current policies, will examine the barriers to intensification. In addition, a 

qualitative key informant study of Greater Toronto Area developers and other professionals involved in mid-

rise development will be pursued in order to establish what are the barriers to intensification. 

 

KEY WORDS: City of Toronto, Mid-Rise, Avenues, Intensification, Zoning, Places to Grow, 

Policy, Infill, Urban, Development 
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Introduction 
 

The City of Toronto is forecast to have approximately 3.08 million residents by 2031 – 
representing a growth in population of approximately 500,000 over the next 20 years. Strategies 
for how and where to accommodate this growth are of increasing importance. The City’s Official 
Plan encourages a significant portion of this growth to be directed towards intensification areas, 

one of which is the Avenues  (Brook Mcllroy Planning et. al., 2010, executive summary) 
 

The City of Toronto has indicated in this 2010 study that Mid-Rise buildings, those from five to 

eleven stories, often with retail on the ground floor, may provide a means of intensifying the 

City’s existing built environment in order to address future growth .(Ibid.) To address migration 

and immigration to the City, along with Provincial policies which discourage Greenfield 

development and direct growth to existing urban centres, the City must encourage innovative 

forms of intensification which complement existing land use patterns, neighbourhoods, utilize 

current infrastructure, are economically  feasible and reflect market demand.  The City of 

Toronto has indicated, though it has not formally accepted mid-rise through as-of-right zoning, 

Figure 1 Greenbelt Plan 2005 
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that this built form satisfies their desires for intensification along the Avenues. 

According to Provincial projections, the City of Toronto is expected to accommodate 

considerable growth in the Greater Golden Horseshoe.1 In order to maintain the City’s quality 

of life and address the Region’s global competitiveness, growth must be filtered to areas which 

can accommodate the increase of population and employment within the existing built form. 

Intensification through Mid-Rise infill is a means of addressing this issue, but city planners, 

residents and developers have limited experience with this type of construction and the 

planning policies that it requires. This paper will address how Toronto can develop strategies 

and policies that will aid in encouraging intensification while maintaining quality of life for 

residents, and taking into account market forces. 

Coupled with the pressures of population growth, the Ontario provincial Government 

introduced the Greenbelt Act (2005), a piece of legislation that essentially capped Greenfield 

development in the Greater Toronto Area. In response to this policy, some developers began to 

“leap-frog” “the Greenbelt and secure development land north of the protected area.  (Toronto 

Star, 2007) Others considering multi-family residential options to satisfy demand, have begun 

to look inward to the built urban and suburban centres for intensification opportunities 

predominantly through high-rise condominiums. The limited development lands designated for 

single family homes has created interest in medium density or high density development within 

existing cities capitalizing on current infrastructure, consumer demand and progressive 

development charges. 

The Provincial Growth Plan for the Greater Toronto Golden Horseshoe (The Growth Plan) 

indicates that there are a twenty five  “Growth Centres” designated within the Region. These 

areas require policies to accommodate growth within their specific official and area specific 

plans.(Growth Plan, 2005, s. 4)  The majority of these areas have an established built form and, 

in order to facilitate the growing population, intensification of these areas is considered a good 

use of existing resources, in particular infrastructure along with protecting important 

agricultural lands. The Provincial designation of these growth areas has left many municipalities 

                                                           
1
 See Growth Plan for the Greater Golden Horseshoe Schedule 3 
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struggling with conforming to growth targets and creating policies which facilitate growth in the 

areas that are most able to accommodate it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Places to Grow has indicated that within the City of Toronto there are four Urban Growth 

Centres, where the Province has established minimum density targets to encourage 

intensification and downtown revitalization. (Size and Location of Urban Growth Centres in the 

Greater Golden Horseshoe, 2008, p. 2) Identified in the Growth Plan, these areas will be the 

place of public and institutional investment, and accommodate major transit. The targets for 

the City of Toronto’s Urban Growth Centres are 400 residents and jobs combined per hectare. 

(ibid., p. 4) 

Figure 2 - Urban Growth Centres 
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The limited availability of vacant development land in the City of Toronto requires a more 

innovative built form that allows for intensification, but also provides for quality of life, good 

use of existing infrastructure and minimizes impact on established neighbourhoods. The City of 

Toronto’s Official Plan designates many major arterial roads “Avenues” indicating these areas 

as potential sources of growth. These areas are considered for growth, yet the policy also 

encourages sensitivity to appropriate built form along these Avenues, with limits on 

infrastructure capacity, concerns with existing neighbourhoods and public preference 

complicating facilitating this form of intensification. 

The Avenues and Mid-Rise Study’s potential approach to intensification through mid-rise 

buildings can satisfy City and Provincial goals for intensification, yet has not been embraced by 

the development community or local communities. A previous study, conducted by the author 

for the City of Toronto, indicated that of 40 applications since 2006, only five mid-rise buildings 

on the Avenue have been completed.2 This study will aim to uncover what has halted the 

development of mid-rise on the Avenues along with what made some developers pursue mid-

rise project, and other pursue business as usual. Ultimately this will lead to recommendations 

to facilitate the mid-rise development along the Avenues and other appropriate sites in order 

to encourage intensification in Toronto. 

Research Questions 

There are a number of important themes and considerations to consider when looking for 

potential barriers to mid-rise buildings in Toronto. To guide the research, the following 

questions were considered: 

What are the barriers to mid-rise intensification in the City of Toronto? Which are the most 

“manageable”? 

How did the developers of built projects manage these challenges? 

                                                           
2
 Unpublished research by Robyn Brown conducted interning for the City of Toronto, summer 2011.  
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How important is geography, neighbourhood, proximity to transit or existing built form to site 

selection? 

How can barriers be addressed? Through policy, education or the built form? Or both? 

Is this particular type intensification appealing to the market? How do public and development 

industry opinions about intensification impact its feasibility? 

What are the parameters/limitations of feasibility for mid-rise intensification projects 

mandated by policy? What other mechanisms are required? 
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Methods 
 

In order to investigate potential barriers to the Province’s  policy of intensification in existing 

urban areas and specifically to the mid-rise built form in Toronto I have conducted secondary 

research complimented by confidential key informant interviews. These interview sought to 

understand both barriers to mid-rise specifically and intensification generally. The methodology 

behind this research is qualitative.  Data for this project was collected through primary and 

secondary resources, using existing literature including academic journals, industry 

publications, strategic plans, city reports, zoning bylaws, consultant reports, and development 

applications were reviewed for further analysis and context.  

Qualitative research has been conducted through nine semi-structured interviews with key 

informants involved in current infill redevelopment in Toronto, along with individuals involved 

in the creation of City policies which advocate intensification.  The purpose of conducting these 

semi-structured interviews was to collect information through a series of standard questions, 

but let additional questions evolve and expand as the interviews unfold. (See Appendix  A for 

original questions) The key informants were drawn from a variety of professions all involved in 

development and policy regarding mid-rise construction.   

Key Informants were initially selected through a review of current mid-rise builders in the City 

of Toronto. BILD Toronto, a building industry and land development association, was contacted 

and requests were made for individuals in development companies which were involved in mid-

rise developments in Toronto. Policy documents were also reviewed to find individuals who 

were involved in the creation and implementation of intensification policies. The initial 

interviewees were asked to suggest other individuals who would be able to provide insights 

into mid-rise barriers, and thus the snowball recruitment technique was employed. 

Ethics approval was sought and received through Ryerson’s Ethics Board. Interviews began in 

early February 2012 and continued through March 2012. Interviews were completed generally 

in person and lasted from thirty minutes to one hour. The interviews were audio-recorded and 

transcribed. Coding was not employed by the author, instead key themes from interviews were 



7 
 

highlighted and considered for further research and recommendations. The themes and 

barriers established through interviews were contrasted to those in the literature, and findings 

from previous research. 

Table 1 represents a breakdown of interview professions and method of interview 

Table 1 Interviewees 

Profession Number Interview Type  

P= Phone 

IP = In Person 

Developers 3 3 - IP 

Planners 2 2 - IP 

Policy Makers/Industry Advocates 2 2 - IP 

Lawyers and other professionals 2 1 – IP; 1 - P 

 

A robust analysis of the qualitative data gathered from primary, secondary research and 

interviews informed the development of recommendations.  In addition, an analysis performed 

by the author based on site visits and analysis of current mid-rise applications was also 

reviewed.  During this study, successful and unsuccessful mid-rise building sites were 

categorized using a variety of criteria.  

Undertaken in the Summer of 2011, the study entailed a review of 44 development sites across 

the City of Toronto, which were selected via three criteria; they are between five and eleven 

stories, had begun the application process after May 2006 and were located in areas designated 

“Avenues” in the City of Toronto Official Plan.3  

Each site was mapped, and planning reports, documents and associated paperwork were 

supplied by the City for review. This information was reviewed, and initial geographic clusters 

were determined, which formed the basis of the site visitation strategy. Due to the age of the 

                                                           
3
  These criteria were set out by the City of Toronto Planning and Policy Department 
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City of Toronto’s planning documents, and the inconsistency of information provided by 

different departments, it was difficult to determine the status of many of the projects without 

visitations. 

Visits were planned for each site after the review of any planning information provided by the 

City. Upon visiting the site, photographic and written records were taken determining the state 

of the development (Proposed, Under Construction and Finished), along with the general 

attributes of the area, lot, developer and proximity to transit. Maps were created, 

demonstrating the locations of the projects, grouping them by development stage via Google 

maps along with creating information on the building and lot. 

After visitation of the sites, along with analysis through mapping and categorization, a number 

of inferences can be made from the data gathered. Four sites were removed from the list of 

mid-rise sites due to their false classification (two added no new units) and duplication. Of 

those sites which can still be considered Mid-Rise applications on the Avenues, there were a 

few key considerations.  

Figure 3 - Mid-Rise Applications on the Avenues 
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In the final count there were 40 sites. Five of these sites were completed, 15 under 

construction and 20 proposed. It was difficult to determine at what point in the development 

process many of the proposed projects were at. The recent global economic slow-down may 

have impacted the feasibility of such developments, leaving some projects delayed or on hold, 

but this report does not speculate on this issue and categorizes these projects as “Proposed”4.   

Using this information along with current theory, this paper will also address the perceived 

effectiveness of the existing mid-rise development process. The purpose of this study is to 

analyze the feasibility of mid-rise as a form of intensification on the Avenues along with 

addressing the potential economic, policy and human barriers to this built form. Feasibility will 

be dealt with through an investigation of policy, the implementation of the built form and 

financial considerations. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
4
 Proposed means that they were somewhere in the development process from public hearings to site plan 

approval, but had not commenced construction. 
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Current Literature 
 

Southern Ontario is not the only area which has decided to plan for intensification; many other 

areas which are similar in planning culture to Ontario have also implemented growth strategies. 

England, Australia and New Zealand have also implemented intensification strategies to mixed 

success. A review of the Canadian and international studies will help demonstrate what 

research has already been completed, results of these studies and opportunities for further 

inquiry. 

Typically the preliminary document analysis which aids in assessing the research question and 

shaping the themes for key informant interviews is peer-reviewed academic journals, but this 

research can fail to incorporate the private industry’s considerations specific to the policies. I 

have included what Cullen (2005) calls non-conventional or grey literature on the relationship 

between policies of intensification and the development industry’s constraints in achieving 

these goals (Cullen, 2005, p. 41). Previous study by the Author of this paper on Toronto’s 

current mid-rise stock is also analyzed. 

This literature, such as the Canadian Urban Institute’s Symposium on Toronto’s Mid-Rise Study 

provides local review within the context of Ontario growth policies. The Study which brought 

together 64 development “stakeholders” from private development, municipal planning and 

consulting, sought to understand the constraints on mid-rise intensification. (Canadian Urban 

Institute, 2010, p.3) The findings provide a snapshot of development barriers relevant to 

Toronto Mid-Rise development. 

The literature identifies a number of logistical and perception barriers which are considered the 

reason that the geographically larger policies of intensification have been unsuccessful. I have 

highlighted what appear to be the most common constraints to intensification as indicated by 

the literature. 

Vision and Policy Implementation 
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Growth policies and plans are common to the studies reviewed; all governments have realized 

that there needs to be a larger policy of intensification often implemented at a regional level, in 

order to contain sprawl (Boon, 2010, p. 299). Policy has become the general reaction to issues 

of congestion, dwindling Greenfields and sustainability concerns.  The literature however 

demonstrates policy’s inability to affect changes in building form and public choice.  Filion and 

McSpurren (2007) in their study of smart growth and land use policies argue that current policy 

interventions are not enough to bring about serious transformations in land use consumption 

(Filion & McSpurren, 2007, p. 501). 

Policies alone, as echoed by the Canadian Urban Institute’s 2009 Symposium, are not enough 

(Canadian Urban Institute, 2009, executive summary). There is often, as demonstrated in the 

literature, a wide disparity between the visions of intensification and the actual implementation 

of dense built form.  Katie Williams’ (1999) (2004) studies of English policies and realities reflect 

this disconnect between intensification as a policy and push for sustainability in land use 

planning, without an understanding of the process of intensification (Williams, 1999, p. 168). 

Transportation and Public Transit 

With regards to the Provincial Growth Plan, there is an understanding that there needs to be 

considerable investment in public transportation in order to stimulate intensification, but 

currently transportation planning is stalled in Toronto. Many of the studies on intensification 

attribute a close correlation between public and active transportation and the viability of 

intensification. (Filion & McSpurren, 2007) (Williams, 2004) Intensification policies in general 

speak to high use transit, yet seem to focus their policies of intensification in land use planning 

and offer little direction or funding to transportation. 

Some scholars indicate that successful intensification is possible when there are existing transit 

systems  which are adaptable or extended for intensification. (Bagaeen, 2004, p. 7) The 

rationale behind the compact form is often associated with the environmental costs of 

automobile-oriented suburbs, and transit intensification is argued to be necessary in order to 

stimulate interest in infill developments and provide vibrant urban centres. Samer Bagaeen’s 

(2004) case study of Clyde (Glasgow) Scotland’s potential intensification highlighted the need 
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for good public transit in order to create an attractive environment. (Bageen, 2004, p. 10) The 

literature and Provincial policies indicate that urban growth will require transportation and 

transit infrastructure to be successful. 

Barriers to Brownfield Infill 

Brownfields, though not often explicitly mentioned in discussions about intensification, reflect 

important opportunities for infill and intensification of the urban built form.  These sites are 

unique and carry their own constraints to redevelopment. Studies have indicated a number of 

the barriers to redeveloping these former industrial, potentially contaminated sites. Linda 

McCarthy’s (2002) study on private redevelopment of brownfields in the North-Western and 

the Eastern United States demonstrated that brownfields can promote central city renewal, if 

the barriers to redevelopment such as risk, liability and regulation are addressed (McCathry, 

2002, p. 289). 

A recent study on the barriers to brownfield redevelopment in London, Ontario utilized key 

informant interviews of private and public sector respondents to determine the obstacles to 

brownfield redevelopment (Hayek, Arku, & Gilliand, 2010, p. 391). Hayek et. al. identify five 

main obstacles to brownfield development; competition from Greenfield development, risk 

associated with the uncertain process, the cost of remediation, potential long-term liability, 

public perceptions about brownfields and finally the uncertain administrative process to 

remediation which involves various levels of government and a number of agencies(Hayek, 

Arku, & Gilliand, 2010, p.395). 

The concerns in this Hayek et. al.’s study are directly reflective of the private sector’s 

experience with brownfield developments. The intensification process includes brownfields and 

many of these objections can be extended to other forms of intensification. Most developers 

who participate in redevelopment advocate the use of financial tools such as grants, tax 

assistance and loans in order to reduce the costs and risks associated with brownfield 

remediation (Hayek, Arku, & Gilliand, 2010, p. 391). Such programs are rarely addressed in 

intensification policies and are not a part of the mid-rise discussion.  
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Policies about intensification are written and enforced by municipalities, but it is left to private 

developers to build intense forms of development. These policies appear to not consider the 

constraints and risk of private development. 

One potential means of creating brownfield infill development in Toronto, perhaps even mid-

rise development is through public private partnerships. Build Toronto, who control a number 

of sites with infill potential could encourage the development of mid-rise through their 

procurement process. The City of Toronto and Build Toronto, an arms-length City Agency, have 

attempted in the City’s east-end to utilize the 2015 Pan American Games as a means of 

encouraging the redevelopment of brownfields in the “West Don Lands” through a partnership 

creating  athlete housing  which will be converted to market housing after the Games. 

Public Demand and Preferences 

The development industry and sites of development are not only guided by municipal policies, 

and financing concerns. Public preference has a significant impact on what type of built form 

will be developed. Public preference for single family homes has driven development for the 

last half century, and new Provincial legislation has created barriers to such developments, 

through the Places to Grow and the Greenbelt which have served to protect the inexpensive 

greenfield lands to the north of Toronto which would have accommodated the majority of 

single family homes. To encourage reurbanization and for the mid-rise built form to become 

feasible, public demand and preferences must be considered, and addressed. 

Lewis and Baldassare’s 2010 study of public support and opinion of smart growth principles in 

contrast to their purchasing habits is informative in illustrating the divide between policy and 

development from the perspective of public preference.  In 2007, through two large-scale 

randomized telephone survey’s of residents of Southern American States, the authors were 

able to determine that although there was significant support for smart growth and compact 

development,  there were inconsistencies on whether individuals wanted to live in compact 

developments despite recognizing the benefits. (Lewis, 2012, p. 234) In reference to 

implications for the mid-rise developments in Toronto, they recognized that growth would be 

slow and incremental, and will not appeal to everyone who supports it ideologically. (ibid) 
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Additional studies of British preferences demonstrate the considerable public disinterest in a 

compact built form.  Ali Madanipour (2007) argues that although there is support for 

intensification and compact cities in policy, the English public prefer single family homes with 

gardens (Madanipour, 2002, p. 178). Developers will ultimately react to the built form 

demanded by the public; land at the periphery. This could create issues for the desirability and 

values of land at the urban core (Couch & Korecha, 2006, p. 361). Public preference and 

demand will have an impact on the effectiveness of policy and the ability to facilitate the 

development of the compact city. 

Other studies and greyworks such as the Canadian Urban Institute,  which contributed to the 

current research questions suggest, that public education and participation is necessary if there 

is to be any success in intensifying the urban core. (Canadian Urban Institute, 2010, p. 20) 

Developers will, as Couch and Korecha (2006) argued, seek to develop where there is market 

demand. Desirability is a factor rarely addressed in intensification policy.   

Although much of the literature does not address the market feasibility of urban housing, it 

must be acknowledged that prices outside the urban core, though they have the same 

construction cost, have a  historically lower land price and development this type of 

development allows the public to purchase larger houses for less money. The most recent 

statistics from the Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation’s latest statistics for First 

Quarter, 2012 state the average price MLS® price in Ontario was $370.026.00, while Toronto’s 

average housing price was $427,494.00, the highest in the Province. (CMHC, 2012) The lower 

prices outside of Toronto will affect public preference for housing, and that affect developers 

decisions whether or not to pursue mid-rise developments. 

Lingering Questions about Intensification 

What is hinted at, often in the conclusions of discussions of intensification is whether 

intensification is the answer to all of society’s land-use ills. Is intensification truly sustainable? 

Sustainability is a complicated and political issue. Couch and Korecha’s 2006 study of Livepool 

England suggests that, at least, there are the potential social costs with intensification. They 

argue that intense urban centres will feature higher crime rates, more noise and greater traffic 
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congestion (Couch & Korecha, 2006, p. 361). Other studies have argued that although compact 

cities are often idealized with pedestrian friendly, transit oriented developments, there will be 

an increase in cars which can lead to an opposite feeling (Vallance, Perkins, & Moore, 2005, p. 

729). 

Vallance, Perkins and Moore’s (2005) examination of infill housing in Christchurch, New Zealand 

also suggests that there is evidence that this housing form can be substandard in design and 

promote a lack of privacy (Vallance, Perkins, & Moore, 2005, p. 715). An underlying question, 

regardless of the policies of Ontario promoting intensification, is, is the actual intensification 

desirable or sustainable? Public reception to intensification is a consideration when it comes to 

private development, and negative international experiences will impact the development 

industry and the public’s appetite for compact form (Canadian Urban Institute, 2010, p. 20)  

Residents of existing neighbourhoods, though they may support ideas of intensification in 

principle, may object to the intensification of their own neighbourhoods based on their 

perception of the negative impacts of development. This in turn can lead to difficulties for 

Toronto developers who in seeking a re-zoning on the Avenues may face neighbourhood 

disapproval over change and intensification. 

Michael Breheny’s (1997) study of the British policy of compactness offers a dissenting view on 

both the public acceptability and economic feasibility of urban compaction (Breheny, 1997). He 

suggests that initial political and academic enthusiasm has failed to look at the logistics of 

delivering this building form (Breheny, 1997, p. 210) Citing trends towards urban 

decentralization, the lack of investment in inner cities and British employment patterns, 

Breheny demonstrates trends that go against urban concentration (Breheny, 1997, p. 210). 

What implications does this have for the Canadian model of intensification policies? 

Overall the current research on the subject of intensification in Ontario, New Zealand, the 

United States and the United Kingdom indicates that the authors consider that there is no one 

barrier to intensification, but a number of constraints.  The qualitative study in this research will 

contribute to understanding of the lack infill development and intensification by using the 
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identified factors arrived at by the literature review and addressing them in the Greater 

Toronto Area context. 

This study will help narrow down, in the Ontario sense, the perceived obstacles and potentially 

inform policy and give policymakers the tools to encourage the development of the built form 

as advocated in their policy documents. 

Policy Review 

There are a number of Provincial and municipal policies which impact the feasibility of mid-rise 

buildings in Toronto. Land use planning is led by the Province of Ontario and their policies of 

intensification and smart growth must inform the planning documents and goal of Toronto’s 

planning policies. The Provincial Policy Statement, 2005 (PPS), establishes the policy vision and 

regulates land use, promoting sustainable growth which supports the regional economic, social 

and environmental health. (Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Housing, 2005). The Planning Act 

provides the legislative structure which facilitates the allotment of land use regulations and the 

relationship between the province, upper-tier governments and the local municipalities. The 

Provincial Policy Statement and the Planning Act provide the framework for planning in the 

Province of Ontario. 

Places to Grow (2005) 

The Places to Grow Act, 2005 is the legislative foundation of the Places to Grow Initiative, the 

Provincial strategy to plan for sustainable and prosperous growth throughout Ontario. The 

Province has statutory authority to designate regions as growth plan areas. The lower and 

upper tier municipalities must then develop strategic growth plans for those communities 

adjusting policy documents to conform with Provincial growth targets. This provides the 

framework for the Province and its respective tiers to coordinate planning for long-term growth 

and infrastructure in Ontario. It is complimented by the Greenbelt Act, 2005, legislation which 

authorized the Province to designate a Greenbelt Area and establish the Greenbelt Plan.  

The Greenbelt Plan 

The Greenbelt Plan protects approximately 1.8 million acres of environmentally sensitive and 

agricultural land in the Greater Golden Horseshoe. Within this protected area, approximately 
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800,000 acres of land is bounded by the areas designated in the Niagara Escarpment Plan and 

the Oak Ridges Moraine Conservation Plan (Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Housing, 2008). 

The constriction of future development lands has affected how municipalities in Ontario must 

structure growth, and will affect the built form of the region. 

 

This essential capping of development lands surrounding the Greater Toronto Area (GTA) has 

placed increased pressure to develop within the existing built form. A recent study by Will 

Dunning Inc. argued that the limited development sites within the GTA has increased 

residential land prices, and thus housing. (Will Dunning Inc., 2011, p. 9) The Act in effect 

protected some of Southern Ontario’s prime agricultural lands, ensuring food security for the 

region. At the same time this has forced the development industry to reconsider their typical 

single family greenfield development proformas, and has required they move to a denser built 

form to accommodate housing and employment demands. 

 

Growth Plan for the Greater Golden Horseshoe (2006) 

The Province of Ontario has attempted to compliment the Greenbelt Act, the Planning Act and 

the Provincial Policy Statement by creating a framework to implement Ontario’s vision for the 

region, its communities and growth management until 2031. (GPGGH, 2005,,s. 1.1) As one of 

North America’s fastest growing regions, it is important to address not only the benefits of such 

growth, but also the number of negative components that such rapid growth can create for the 

region. The Growth Plan recognizes that such growth creates issues and needs for 

transportation, infrastructure planning, urban form, housing, natural heritage and resource 

planning. (ibid) 

The Growth Plan seeks to keep the region competitive, and the underlying understanding is  

that sprawl has a deep impact on quality of life and economic regional competitiveness. It 

works to understand how land and resources are managed, directing growth to already built-up 

areas while promoting transit supported densities. (Growth Plan, 1.2) The Growth Plan is a 

response to rapid regional growth which has resulted in a poor use of land and infrastructure. It 
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contains policies to direct growth toward built-up areas, intensify development in existing cities 

and towns, redevelop and revitalize downtowns, and supports development around transit 

stations within the Greater Golden Horseshoe.  

As an urban containment strategy, the Growth Plan is designed to curb urban sprawl, build 

healthy and complete communities that offer residents more options for housing, employment, 

education, recreation, and shopping, keep the economy strong, make more efficient use of 

resources, reduce traffic gridlock by improving access, and protect farmland and green spaces. 

The Provincial policies rely on the lower-tier municipalities to create concrete policies to 

facilitate this type of growth based on a variety of land use designations. The issue, in particular 

for the case of mid-rise, is that it is private industry which engages in the development, but the 

policies do not acknowledge that. There must also be public education, a clear and consistent 

planning process, and potentially incentives for builders to create the desired densities. 

The Toronto Official Plan 

 

Current Provincial policies have considerable impacts on the regional and municipal planning 

process, along with how these areas will address growth. The City of Toronto, through its 

Official Plan, attempts to address growth pressures brought on, not only by Provincial targets, 

but a number of demographic changes such as immigration to the Region which will result in 

considerable growth.  The Places to Grow, and the specific four growth targets within the City, 

place the part of the majority of the onus  of Regional intensification on municipalities. The 

underlying assumption of the Toronto Official Plan is that Toronto will grow; the question they 

address is “How”. The City has a significant existing built form, and the majority of it is within 

areas which are designated Neighbourhoods, Employment Areas, Natural Heritage and Parks. 

These areas are considered stable and currently unsuitable for growth. This leaves the 

remaining approximately 25 percent of the City’s geographic area which can accommodate the 

anticipated growth. (Toronto Official Plan, 2) 
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The City encourages a policy of “reurbanization” which is “a coordinated approach to 

redevelopment of land within existing urban fabric to accommodate growth”. (Toronto Official 

Plan, 2-2) The City anticipates that this growth will predominantly occur where there is access 

to transit, ie Central Waterfront, Centre and Avenues. These areas, and those identified as 

Urban Growth Centres, will require extensive investment and planning thought. 

 

Avenues are identified in the Official Plan as important corridors along major streets. Although 

this is where the OP encourages the creation of new housing and employment, these areas are 

also subject to neighbourhood protection policies, which creates conflicting meanings. (Toronto 

Official Plan, 2-15) Avenues in the Official Plan are identified on a broad scale, and not all areas 

identified as “Avenues” can accommodate growth.  

 

Figure 4 Urban Structure 
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Typically the Official Plan suggests that any intensification to the Avenues must be preceded by 

an Avenue Study. (ibid.) These studies are to create visions and implementations for 

intensification, along with involving the community members to create a cohesive vision. 

Avenue Studies help transform a section of the Avenue, generally ranging for several blocks, 

incrementally while creating new as-of-right zoning bylaws and design guidelines. (ibid.) 

 

There are currently 20 Avenue Studies currently in process and completed. These studies are 

time intensive and expensive for stakeholders, community members, landowners and for the 

City of Toronto. With limited resources, and in order to plan areas which may have smaller 

application for intensification, the City uses Avenue Segments, they too can be used to assess 

the impacts of incremental development on the Avenues. (Toronto Official Plan, 2-17) 

These Avenue segments are utilized to ensure that development on the Avenue will not have 

“adverse impacts within the context and parameters” of the Avenue. (ibid).  

 

The Avenues & Mid-Rise Study 

 

The Toronto Mid-Rise and Avenue Study completed in May 2010 by Brooks Mcllroy seeks to 

incorporate the numerous Avenues and the results of the previously completed Avenue Studies 

into a comprehensive policy which aims to intensify areas on major roads in the City to 

accommodate growth. Reurbanization, as defined by the Mid- Rise Study, is a “co-ordinated 

approach to the redevelopment of land within the existing urban fabric to accommodate 

regional growth.” (Mcllroy et al., 2010, Executive Summary) Mid-rise construction is considered 

a sustainable means of urban development, providing for increased density while maintaining a 

reasonable scale and a respect for existing neighbourhoods. 

The Avenues and Mid-Rise Study states: 

The Avenues amount to approximately 324 kilometres of property frontage. About 200 

kilometres of this frontage can theoretically be redeveloped through mid-rise built form. If half 

of these properties were developed over the next twenty years through mid-rise built form, the 
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Avenues could accommodate a new population of approximately 250,000 residents. Mid-rise 

redevelopment of the Avenues therefore has the ability to address a significant portion of the 

City’s anticipated growth needs over the next twenty years. (Mcllroy, 2010, Executive Summary) 

As the City of Toronto’s population is expected to grow by over 500,000 in the next twenty 

years, and in order to house this number of new residents and provide places of employment, 

the City must look to intensification. (McIllroy, 2010, Exec. Summary)The Study argues that mid-

rise buildings can provide the necessary increase in density and provide additional housing. 

Intensification is a common theme in planning literature as it supports many of the important 

tenets of smart growth. For Toronto, achievement of true intensification, that which can sustain 

half a million new residents, is difficult and requires policies that are reasonable, sustainable 

and implementable. The City is hoping to achieve many of these  goals through Mid-Rise 

developments along the Avenues. 

Currently a mid-rise designation is not in Toronto’s Official Plan, but the OP review which began 

in summer 2010 provides the opportunity to include a mid-rise status in the new Official Plan. 

The Brooks Mcllroy Study identifies “ideal” designations within the Official Plan in which they 

consider reurbanization to be most desirable.  The authors view areas designated “Mixed Use 

Areas”, “Employment Areas”,” “Institutional Areas” and “Regeneration Areas” as those most 

suitable land use designations for the implementation of mid-rise developments. “Apartment 

Neighbourhoods” can provide additional opportunities, and the Mid-Rise Study indicates that 

there are development criteria for these areas in the Official Plan. (Mcllroy et. al. 2010, p. 9) 

These identified Growth Areas are estimated on a street frontage basis. The total length of 

Avenues is 324 kilometres, seventy-five percent of which is designated for growth. Growth 

areas are in the “Mixed Use Areas” (70%), “Employment Areas” (4%) and “Regeneration Areas” 

and “Institutional Areas” (less than 1 % each). The Study suggest that there is a potential for 
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additional infill in the “Apartment Neighbourhoods” of 9 percent, which the City currently 

considers part of the 75% of stable land use designations.5  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 In the previous  study by the author of this paper into the current status of mid-rise 

applications, it becomes apparent that sites within the inner suburbs have to date been less 

successful than those in the downtown core.(See Figure 1) The inner-suburban areas contain a 

great deal of potential for mid-rise development due to existing infrastructure, ownership and 

land use patterns, but public transit and market forces are still an issue. 

In order to use the findings of the completed Avenue Studies into a larger study of 

reurbanization through mid-rise development, the Study has established a height to right-of-

way ratio. They argued that mid-rise building heights are “to be no taller than the width of the 

street right-of-way.” (Mcllroy et al., 2010, p. 14) The Study, seeks through performance 

standards based on right of ways, to create developments that are of reasonable height, give 

                                                           
5
 The reurbanization of apartment neighbourhoods is a sensitive topic as much of the City’s affordable rental stock 

is contained within these designations. 

Figure 5 Avenue Land Use Designations 
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existing building reasonable sunlight and create a separation and transition to adjacent stable 

neighbourhoods. (Mcllroy et. al, 2010, p 30)  

Section 3 of the Avenues &  Mid-Rise Study offers 19 

Performance Standards for Mid-Rise buildings 

depending on surrounding uses, right-of-way  the 

pedestrian realm, streetscape and contextual urban 

design. (Study, 2010, p. 30) This section of the study 

recommends the City create as-of-right zoning 

based on a performance standards  for mid-rise on 

the Avenue in order to reduce the need for Avenues 

Studies. It is hoped by the study’s authors that this 

will help create a framework and greater certainty 

for mid-rise development. (bidi., p. 10) To date the 

City has not added as-of-right zoning for mid-rise. 

 

 

 

The Planning Process 

Despite the City of Toronto in their current Official Plan Review suggesting that their growth 

strategy is working, many of the voices within the development community disagree. (City of 

Figure 7 - Mid-Rise Performance Standards 

Figure 6 - Right of Way Height Diagram 
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Toronto, 2011, p. 2 )The Canadian Urban Institute organized a Mid-Rise Symposium in 2010 to 

identify barriers to development. The invited guests represented a number of developers, 

policy makers and planning consultants, and aimed to create a clear industry position on mid-

rise. The process of intensifying land itself was the second ranked obstacle to mid-rise 

development in the City of Toronto (Canadian Urban Institute, 2010, p. 10). Currently  there is 

no as-of-right zoning, and Avenue Studies, Secondary Plans or Avenue Segments must be 

studied in order to intensify the Avenues. This creates extra costs and hurdles to mid-rise 

development (Canadian Urban Institute, 2010, p. 16.) There is a gap between visions of 

sustainable, compact communities and the Official Plan policies and zoning by-laws. 

Attendees at the Symposium also suggested that despite the City and smart growth advocating 

a pedestrian-friendly, transit centric built form, parking ratios in the City of Toronto for mid-rise 

developments do not reflect reduced parking ratios (Canadian Urban Institute, 2010 p. 14). 

Developers have indicated building underground parking is cost prohibitive to developing 

intense urban forms on limited sites infill Avenue sites (CUI, 2010 p. 14).   

A May 2011 Staff Report  addressing the current Official Plan Review and the City’s growth 

strategies suggests that City staff consider the policies, in particular those involving Avenue infill 

development, to be successful in attracting development applications. From 2006 to 2010 there 

were 246 residential or mixed use applications on the Avenues, or 28% of  proposed residential 

units, see fig. 7. (City of Toronto, May 10 2011, p. 3) It must be noted that these are  proposed 

applications, does not distinguish the applications  which have completed, nor does it indicate if 

these applications were mid-rise in nature. 

 

 

 

Figure 8 - 2006 to 2010 Residential 

Applications 
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Findings 
‘ 

 In addition to the site specific considerations, the interviews and research conducted indicated 

there are a number of concerns with the development process for mid-rise buildings. 

Development uncertainty, a lack of status within policy and general inexperience with the form 

has implications for the success of proposed mid-rise buildings. 

Geographic Considerations 

When mapped, proximity to downtown and high-order transit also appeared to influence the 

application and completion rate. Those projects that were in high transit areas of the North and 

South Toronto were more likely to be completed. This also demonstrated a desire to build mid-

rise developments in more “urban” areas of the City, which would be more desirable to 

purchasers looking for urban housing options along with areas which could command the 

greatest price per unit. Interviewees suggested that proximity to transit was a major 

consideration when selecting sites they viewed would be successful mid-rise projects. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9 - Mid-Rise Applications - Under Construction 
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The desire to build in areas which have high price points for units also demonstrates the steady 

and or rising costs of construction and the Toronto market. The base building cost would not be 

economically feasible to a developer in areas where the units could only achieve low purchase 

price. This topic of construction financing and developer preference will be discussed in a 

further section. 

Using the City’s four areas the majority of the final 40 applications were either in the North, 

previously North York (15) or South, the former City of Toronto (18), with only 2 in the East 

(former city of Scarborough) and five in the West (Etobicoke).  

Figure 10 Mid-Rise Completed 
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Figure 11 - Mid-Rise Applications 

Site characteristics were often dependent on the geographic location of the sites. Those which 

were in the “inner suburbs” were often larger sites which do not back onto Neighbourhoods or 

impact current residents. These sites could accommodate larger developments and generally 

had a larger Right-of-Ways, which according to the Performance Standards in the Mid-Rise 

guidelines, translated into potentially taller buildings. 

Although most developers prefer corner sites, for obvious reasons such as shadowing, and 

egress, these sites are limited on the Avenues. Due to the marketing appeal downtown sites 

and the scarcity of land led to a  willingness of developers to consider mid-block developments. 

These sites often consisted of a number of individual properties requiring the use of residential 

street or alley access to facilitate development. These unique sites, and the need for such 

diversity of performance standards are considered in the appendix of the Mid-Rise Guide. 

One example of this, is a mid-block development (Fig. 12), just west of downtown, which has 

street frontage on Dundas West, an Avenue designation. In this case the topography of the 

mid-rise site required the parking and vehicle access to be located on a side street. The 

developer was required to purchase two single family homes in order to facilitate the 

development and meet the performance standards. 
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Figure 12 - Mid-Block Condo Site 

The majority of the projects reviewed were not finished by the end of the author’s study in 

September of 2011, and thus this paper does not include a review of the final built form in 

comparison to the guidelines provided by the Mid-Rise study or the additional guidelines 

(Secondary or Avenue studies). The majority of the projects were eight or nine stories (of the 

possible five to twelve considered mid-rise). It is unable to determine from this study if this was 

a factor of development criteria, planner preference or lot size. 

Financing and Industry Considerations 

Mid-rise developments are not the norm for development in the City, and thus there is still 

uncertainty about the success of this type of development. Established developers, who are 

used to the single-family or high-rise development model, have yet to embrace the mid-rise 

urban development, nor develop financial models to predict pricing and timing. The lack of 

established developers has allowed for a number of smaller developers to establish themselves 

within this genre of development. In particular Streetcar Developments has had a number of 

successes with their projects in Queen Street West (2 Gladstone, 8 Gladstone) and Queen 

Street East (625 Queen E, 630 Queen E).  
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Figure 15 - 2 Gladstone Ave. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

F                                Figure 13 - StreetCar Developments Queen West 

Figure 14 - StreetCar Developments Queen West 

Figure 16 - 625 Queen Street East 
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In the North, Daniels, in developing the larger Sheppard Avenue East corridor, also established 

a number of mid-rise developments amongst their established high-rise communities. It is 

believed by many in the development community that the growing success of their mid-rise 

projects, in terms of market desirability, and the City’s willingness to consider this form on the 

Avenues, will lead to its increased success.. 

That said, it is not just profit considerations that will encourage this form of development, but it 

is an important aspect. In addition to financial feasibility, a predictable policy and development 

application process, such as establishing the mid-rise built form within the Official Plan, will aid 

in the City’s goal of intensification through the mid-rise form. Policies which allow developers 

greater certainty will allow for predictability in the process and hence make the proforma more 

secure.  

The City of Toronto, as a part of their 2005 Mid-Rise Symposium, a proforma which compared 

the economics of an 8 storey and 25 storey residentail condominium project on one of the 

City’s Avenues (See Appendix B) . (City of Toronto, 2005)  Utilizing a “land residual” approach, 

this helps developers determine the total hard and soft costs associated with development 

which in turn gives them the maximum amount that they should pay for the land. The 

Symposium’s proforma suggests that both projects will produce positive land values, but that 

the amount generated by the mid-rise development may not be sufficient to purchase the land 

required for the development. (ibid.) The City’s consultants suggest that sites along Avenues 

which are redevelopment sites with exisiting buildings would be generating enough income 

that the residual land value would not entice the owners to sell. (ibid) 

The sentiment, that a number of potential mid-rise sites were difficult to purchase due to the 

vendor’s expectations, was confirmed by two interviews of mid-rise developers. Both argued 

that sites along Danforth Avenue, which were well serviced by transit and would be appealing 

to the market, already had significant incomes from thriving businesses, and the pricing 

expectations of vendors, based upon their current income, exceeded the amount which the 

proforma would justify. 
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An additional financial consideration which was revealed through the interview process was 

that of the cost of rezoning of mid-rise building sites. The cost to rezone is the same for mid-rise 

as it is for taller buildings, but due to the limited square footage, the cost cannot be spread 

across more units, and thus makes the project less feasible. Additionally, the City of Toronto 

raised its development application fees in January 2012, and again in April 2012, adding a 

number of additional costs to development. The new fees include a Section 37 preparation fee. 

(City of Toronto, 2012) (SEE APPENDIX C for chart) 

 These new fees are a part of the City-wide policy of increased user fees. The increase in fees 

will directly impact the financial feasibility of mid-rise buildings as they establish heightened 

fees for rezoning applications, which the majority of Avenue mid-rise buildings would require. 

In interviews with developers, some suggested that the increased cost had the potential for 

developers to apply for heights exceeding the performance standards, as the fees would be 

spread amongst the additional floor space. This has the potential to derail the ideals of mid-rise 

on the Avenues, intensification with a respect to the pedestrian realm and surrounding 

Neighbourhoods. 

Policy Impacts 

Mid-rise developments have potential to address both the Province’s and the City’s goals of 

intensification, while utilizing existing infrastructure and providing for a well-built City.  

The ideal of Mid-Rise growth has a number of policy stumbling blocks that have the potential to 

stifle this type of development in certain areas. The Official Plan guidelines require that a 

Secondary Plan, Avenue Study or Avenue segment study must be completed prior to a mid-rise 

application. This will lead to the clustering of mid-rise developments to certain areas which 

already have these in place. It  will  also result in time and financial constraints on other 

developments outside those with such planning studies completed. Although these studies do 

ensure public consultation and good form, it may also lead to clustering of mid-rise 

developments and intensification in certain areas, not necessarily those most appropriate for 

growth.  



32 
 

Two other provincial policies have implications to the feasibility of Mid-Rise developments, 

Section 37 of the Planning Act which allows increased height or density in return for community 

benefits, along with the City’s Rental Replacement Policy. Development within existing urban 

centres on the Avenues is often redevelopment and will requires the demolition of current 

buildings which may have  rental units as part of their current use. (City of Toronto, May 4, 

2010, p. 20) This is a serious concern for many community members and creates more delays 

for development and may add to neighbourhood concerns about reurbanization. 

Further discussion between Planning and City of Toronto Housing department will be required 

to understand the success of protecting rental properties. Section 37 has been applied to many 

of the developments, in particular those in the original city of Toronto.  Two developers and 

one of the industry representatives complained that they felt there was a lack of transparency 

for the use of the funds and how the final contribution is calculated has the potential to 

discourage development in the inner suburbs by adding significant financial burdens to 

developments where there is a limited market price that can be achieved. 

 To encourage mid-rise intensification the City may need to address the burdens of Section 37 

benefits on mid-rise buildings. One issue for local residents on the Avenues with as-of-right 

zoning is the loss councillors’ ability to negotiate Section 37 benefits for local communities. The 

City’s planning staff along with the Ward Councillor utilize “density bonusing”, giving higher 

heights than the zoning currently allows in return for community benefits. 

The success of a number of mid-rise projects despite the economic situation of the past few 

years indicates an appetite for such mixed use developments. Ultimately, though it is the 

market that dictates the success of these projects, and with the steady cost of construction 

pricing, and the marginal cost of infill land in the overall development cost, it is desirable areas 

that will continue to see the bulk of mid-rise growth. Developers will continue to pursue 

projects in neighbourhoods where they will receive the best return on their investments.   

It is the development industry which drives construction in the City and, in turn, translates 

policy into the built form seeks certainty and predictability in their development endeavours. 

One of the largest criticisms of Municipal and Provincial policy which seeks intensification is its 
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lack of certainty for the industry. Developers find difficulties as the different tiers of 

government are at different stages in their policy approaches to intensification. The necessity 

to re-zone a property and pursue a built form, not explicitly described within official policy 

documents, can delay the process, and thus create difficulties for timing of projects and 

financing. 

Developers have historically avoided mid-rise developments due to their perceived limited 

profitability, lack of market awareness and lack of status in the City’s Official Plan. If the City 

hopes to encourage this type of intensification they need to provide the development industry 

with some standards and policy. The performance standards, mentioned earlier, are an attempt 

to provide urban design standards which respect the neighbouring uses and give developers 

guidelines in the development process to help them determine the economic feasibility of mid-

rise developments early. The performance standards, having no official status and being 

prescriptive across a variety of sites, create issues for application. 

There was significant criticism from the development industry and other professionals involved 

about the angular planes required in the performance guides. A number of complicated 

measurements must be made which affect the floor plates and, ultimately the size of the units 

available. Although the performance guidelines are not officially recognized, interviews 

suggested that City staff had used them to review applications and meeting such standards 

created a number of delays and additional cost. 

Discussions with those involved with mid-rise developments suggest that the City planning staff 

and local residents are using the performance standards and applying them as a best practice to 

current applications regardless of the site specifics.  

Both the Avenue & Mid-Rise Study and the CUI Symposium have indicated a preference for pre-

zoning or Official Plan status for mid-rise developments. By giving this type of intensification a 

status in the planning process they provide an expatiated approval process for development. 

(Symposium, 2010, p. 17) There is currently considerable uncertainty in the process, and if the 

City wishes to facilitate this format of development they need to eradicate the need for time-

consuming and expensive rezoning and Official Plan amendments. 
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Discussions indicated that the need for these acts are cost prohibitive and are the same 

required for a larger development which could be spread out over the larger project.  

Parking 

Both the City’s study on Mid-Rise and the CUI’s Symposium indicated that they saw municipal 

parking ratios, and how many spaces this translate to, as a major concern for the feasibility of 

mid-rise development. In infill developments, land is often narrow and limited in size, 

challenging developers to provide the parking required by the current legislation. Underground 

parking, along with being expensive to build, is also on certain infill sites is a physical 

impossibility. (Symposium, p. 14)  The development industry and many policy makers rightly 

argue that the goal of reurbanizaiton and mid-rise developments is to create  transit oriented 

and pedestrian friendly developments, thus parking ratios should be decreased for infill 

projects.  

This financial and physical challenge can be mitigated by lessened requirements and 

improvement in transit.  On the other hand, the lack of transit infrastructure opportunities can 

become a barrier to development, in particular with Toronto’s uncertainty vis-à-vis their transit 

plans. This discrepancy between stated policy expectations and the current transportation 

planning makes the achievement of Provincial ideals difficult. 

In interviews with developers currently involved with mid-rise developments there was less of a 

focus on parking as a potential barrier. One developer had successfully used car share programs 

in order to have their parking ratio lowered. They acknowledged the discrepancy between 

sustainability and current parking requirements, but argued that City staff were understanding 

in their plight and were accommodating to lower parking ratios for mid-rise.  

Neighbours in existing neighbourhoods are concerned about the reduced parking requirements 

in new developments as it could be argued that this would lead to more on street parking. A 

more frequent complaint by developers was difficulties with loading docks and access to 

garbage pick-up due to design and site restraints along with conflicts with City waste 

departments. 
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Retail Considerations 

The City of Toronto’s Mid-Rise & Avenue Study considers at-grade retail uses a “fundamental 

component in the community role and design character of the Avenues”.(Mcllroy et. al., 2010, 

p 24) It is logical to assume, that when providing for a pedestrian friendly, transit oriented 

development, incorporating retail will provide for a more sustainable development. Local retail 

amenities are considered community amenities, and create vibrancy in neighbourhoods, 

encourage walkability and diversity of amenities. 

This requirement for retail at-grade has received some resistance on the part of developers, 

and some questioning of its necessity in all situations by policy makers. Developers of mixed-

use development consider retail space and the subsequent leasing issues as a potential liability; 

they have little experience with leasing retail space and its vacancy can make a project seem 

undesirable to potential purchasers. (Symposium, 2010,  p. 8) The requirement of retail at 

grade constricts the building form, and has significant issues for the delivery of goods and 

services along with the parking necessary to encourage retail visitation. 

In interviews conducted for this paper, developers have indicated that the building 

requirements for retail are very different than those for residential (including ceiling height and 

loading requirements) which add to construction costs. The Study has allowed a certain amount 

of flexibility in what it has designated the “Suburban Avenues” and “Undefined Avenues”, 

further designating them “Required”, “Encouraged” and “Permitted”. 

Key informants indicated that the requirement for retail, although appealing for potential 

residents, was a difficult component for mid-rise. As discussed at the CUI Symposium, a number 

of the developers interviewed suggested that leasing such retail spaces was time-consuming 

and complicated. There are a number of issues with finding suitable tenants for such spaces, in 

particular concerns over covenant and the high rents required. Ownership and management of 

the retail component once the condominiums were completed is complicated and was 

something the builders and developers did not want to be involved in.  
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The ownership of the retail component is another consideration that was raised by developers 

and consultants in discussions regarding barriers. Although most agreed that retail at grade had 

the potential to attract residents, the ownership structure of such arrangements was seen as an 

uncertainty. Some developers expressed an interest in retaining the retail for a continued 

source of income while creating separate ownership from the condominium corporation, while 

others would prefer to sell these units and not participate in the continued concern of property 

management. Real estate brokers interviewed also suggested that in highly desirable sites 

attracting premium tenants was possible at the pre-construction or pre-leasing stage, but with 

some developments it was not until the building was constructed and occupied that the leasing 

began. This vacant space creates not only a financial concern for the builder/owner, but it also 

contributes little to the pedestrian realm. 

A number of interviewees suggested that the building requirements for retail which, as stated, 

differ from residential and have extra costs, add to the rental rates, making the retail at grade 

less appealing and achievable for many tenants. If no suitable tenants are found costs are then 

passed onto the purchasers, ultimately affecting affordability of the housing. Currently there is 

not significant discussion about the alternative uses at grade and, due to the financial 

constraints, uses beyond residential may be economically prohibitive currently. 

Transit 

Many of the corridors that were considered in the summer mid-rise study were  selected due to 

the expectations that they were to receive transit intensification through the Transit City Plan, 

in particular Eglinton Avenue East and West and Sheppard Avenue East. The current uncertainty 

of Toronto’s transit plan will discourage developers from considering a number of these areas. 

Sheppard Avenue East has already begun to develop with high-rise and mid-rise development, 

some under construction, and many with applications. The lack of light rail will impact the 

desirability of these projects, along with negatively affecting the sought after pedestrian 

oriented neighbourhoods. There are also implications to the success for these projects, not 

simply from a development standpoint, but the reputation of mid-rise policies in the eyes of the 

public. 
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Public Perception 

The individual Avenue Studies conducted by the City’s Planning Department have gone a long 

way in helping City residents in understanding the rationale behind the drive towards mid-rise 

housing and development. It is important to have public engagement in this process. Not only 

will this help alleviate resistance to intensification, it will also help demonstrate how mid-rise 

buildings can contribute to vibrant communities. (Symposium, 2010, p. 22) The additional high 

cost and time constraints to areas which have not been studied makes these Mid-Rise 

developments on the Avenues less desirable.  

Any development, in particular those like mid-rise developments which significantly alter the 

built form, needs the support of local councillors. (Symposium, 2010, p.16) Public involvement 

and meetings allow for input and public buy-in, creating a collaborate process which takes into 

account local considerations and creates a consensus on design and use. NIMBYism can be a 

deterrent to intensification, in particular when residents feel disassociated from the planning 

process. Mid-Rise, often through Avenue Studies have gained resident support, but many 

existing neighbourhoods will resist change no matter the level of public consultation. The local 

councillor can play a role not only in attaining community benefits through Section 37, but can 

also help facilitate development. 

The location of the majority of the Avenues, abutting stable neighbourhoods, creates a 

difficultly for developers in getting approvals. One key informant suggested that the choice to 

encourage Mid-Rise on the Avenues, although appropriate for achieving intensification and 

using existing infrastructure is difficult for existing residents. This will in turn ensure, as long as 

there is no status in City planning documents, a delayed and potentially adversarial process. 

The Building Code 

The current Ontario Building Code places constraints on the construction and planning of mid-

rise buildings. The City of Toronto Building Department has indicated that they are open to 

compliance alternatives that would reduce the cost burden on these types of developments. 

(Mcllroy et. al., 2010, p. 113) Other Provinces such as British Columbia have amended their 
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building codes to allow wood frame construction up to six storeys, thus providing financial 

incentives to develop six-storey buildings. (ibid) The permitting of wood frame construction to 

six storeys would impact the financial viability of mid-rise for many developers, potentially 

making these more affordable for residents. 

The Mid-Rise Symposium indicated that mid-rise development is supported by the Provincial 

growth policies, but not through the Building Code. (Symposium, 2010, p. 18) The Study 

indicates that the life and safety requirements can be considered a “belt and suspenders” 

approach, providing no more improvement of safety with considerable more construction cost. 

6 If the City and the Province are serious about intensification, they must look at a number of 

policy initiatives that support sustainable intensification, including changes to the Building 

Code. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
6
 “Belt and Suspenders” refers to a redundant system which provides dual protection, but in the case of the 

Building code is considered by some duplication, or excessive construction requirements. 
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Recommendations 
 

The City and Province have recognized the substantial growth, which the Greater Golden 

Horseshoe will face in the next twenty years, makes it imperative that policies are established 

that direct growth and keep the City liveable and attractive to investment. Mid-rise building 

along the Avenues present a wonderful opportunity for the City of Toronto, its residents and 

builders, to meet Provincial growth targets while capitalizing on existing infrastructure and 

complimenting current land uses. The mid-rise form establishes for the City a different way of 

intensifying within an already built environment. 

Although the City of Toronto, through its Official Plan, considers the Avenues as a land use 

designation which will accommodate the most growth or reurbanization, this land designation 

is not enough to facilitate mid-rise growth with current policy and market considerations. 

Across the City the diversity of site size, along with current and neighbouring uses, pose unique 

constraints, in particular to mid-rise developments, which are unaddressed in current policy. 

The lack of status in both the Official Plan and the current un-harmonized zoning by-law makes 

this type of built form unfeasible in most designated locations. 

The low take-up of mid-rise, despite development on the Avenues, is not a criticism of its form, 

for it does provide residents within the City an opportunity to intensify with respect to the 

overall goals of the Provincial and Municipal growth ideals. What it demonstrates is a lack of 

financial and market considerations. Current market forces, the lack of status within current 

planning policies and various constraints on retail at grade, create uncertainty for the 

development industry. The public concern over the preservation of existing neighbourhoods 

requires public participation in the acceptance of intensification. 

With that in mind, here are five broad recommendations which will offer ways for the City to 

help facilitate mid-rise on the Avenues as a means of achieving their growth goals: 
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1. Re-evaluate the Avenue designation as a part of the Official Plan review with City stake-

holders to create priority Avenues to facilitate mid-rise development and create greater 

acceptance of the mid-rise form. 

 

With limited funding for planning initiatives, along with the development industry’s appetite for 

high-rise housing due to its proven economic feasibility, it is necessary for the City to consider 

focusing its promotion of the mid-rise form to areas suitable for these developments.  The City 

should consider the Avenues and their surrounding land uses independently. Areas, such as 

those which require intensification according to Provincial growth targets, i.e. urban growth 

centres, and areas planned for infrastructure initiatives such as public transit, should become 

priority Avenues.  Involvement of planning consultants, builders and developers will help 

establish criteria for priority mid-rise intensification areas. 

The City must recognize that Mid-Rise development will be incremental, and will most likely 

occur in areas which are transit-supportive, and be financially viable for the City and 

developers. Focus planning in these areas, and educate neighbouring landowners and 

stakeholders to the benefits of the mid-rise form. 

2. Consider a modified Avenue Study process, focusing on the priority Avenues and create 

as-of-right zoning and area specific performance standards. 

 

The City needs to officially recognize the mid-rise built form beyond using the 19 performance 

standards in the Avenues & Mid-Rise Study. City Policy and planning departments should 

review the Avenues and prioritize where mid-rise growth would be most appropriate and 

economically feasible. Specifically, mid-rise zones should be designated with consultation with 

local stakeholders.  Areas where there is existing infrastructure, including transit and potential 

for dense urban form, might be considered criteria for Avenues appropriate for mid-rise 

development. 

By giving these areas status within the Official Plan, perhaps creating a designation for such 

areas along with as-of right zoning in a harmonized by-law will help facilitate growth to directed 
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and appropriate areas. This modified process would still allow local stakeholders input into the 

final form, but also create more certainty for developers. 

3. Economics is the largest barrier to mid-rise development. The City must consider 

using economic incentives to mid-rise buildings on the Avenues. 

There are opportunities for the City to facilitate mid-rise on the Avenue through the reduction 

of  its own development application fees, or making mid-rise specific fees.  The majority of the 

costs facing mid-rise buildings, such as construction costs, are fixed. The City can use incentives 

such as development credits for the particular built form (mid-rise), reduced parking ratios, and  

as-of-right zoning to remove concerns over the unknown costs of Section 37 contributions. In 

sites which have been identified for intensification, either through Provincial policies or Official 

Plan designations, and are also faced with infrastructure investments or brownfield 

opportunities, the City may also consider TIF (Tax Increment Financing) or TEGs (Tax Increment 

Equivalent Grant) to facilitate this type of development. 

4. Reduce automobile reliance for mid-rise buildings and facilitate conversations with 

other City departments to address alternative loading and garbage pick-up. 

 

The Avenues are well positioned for public transit, and thus this should be recognized in the 

reduced parking ratio requirements. The City should encourage bike-share and car-share 

programs to offer alternative transportation to current and future residents of the mid-rise 

Avenues. Retail loading, along with residential and commercial garbage pick-up, need to be 

addressed if this form is going to be embraced by residents and the development community. 

Reasonable steps must be taken in accordance with municipal by-laws to make concessions or 

find alternatives for these buildings. 

5. Consider offering developers alternatives to retail on the ground, and encourage the  

use of office on floors above the first. 
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Although retail amenities are a great addition to the community and contribute to the 

pedestrian realm, there must be consideration of their feasibility the area and the building. The 

City should consider office uses which will also create a mixed-use environment and create 

street front vitality. Other community uses, such as libraries or government offices might be 

considered to provide stable tenancy and attract further retail components. 
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Appendix A 

 

 
Questions for Subjects  
 
1. Can you please give me a brief overview of your experience developing within the GTA, what 
type of buildings have you characteristically developed (size, use) and areas you have 
developed in?  

 

2. Since 2006, the City of Toronto has been encouraging Mid-Rise Building along the Avenues, 
how familiar are you with this type of form? Have you built any or do you plan to?  

 

3. If no, why do you not intend to pursue this type of built form? ( eg. difficulty locating sites, 
unclear policies, financing constraints, costs, neighbourhood opposition, specifics to mid-rise 
building design, parking, public interest)  

 

4. If yes, what encouraged you to consider this built form? What was your experience? Would 
you purse this form again?  

 

5. What do you look for in an ideal development site? (size, location, municipality, 
neighbourhood, depth of lot)  

 

6. What do you think the City of Toronto, and other municipalities can do to encourage 
intensification?  
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Appendix B 
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Appendix C 
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