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We’re on a mission.

Environmental Defence protects the environment and 
human health.  We research. We educate.  We go to court 
when we have to.  All to ensure clean air, safe food and 
thriving ecosystems.  Nationwide.
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Foreword

June 2007

The world has changed since we at Environmental Defence started researching and writing this 
book.  Where 18 months ago global warming was a debate – now it’s a fact.  Where ‘green’ was rela-
tively peripheral, now it’s mainstream. We are seeing progress on some key issues at the municipal 
and provincial levels, and people are captivated by all things ‘environmental’. 

In For the Greener Good we focus our attention on changes we need to make in the Greater 
Golden Horseshoe Region of Ontario.  Over the next decade we have the opportunity to steer 
this region onto a green path.  Certainly if we believe the recent announcements from the Ontario 
government about investing in public transit, home retrofits and solar energy, and if the City of To-
ronto moves decisively to make its new climate change plan a reality, we will be well on the way.

New policies and plans are coming fast and furious from municipalities throughout the region.  
It is hard to keep up!  However, we are far from the point at which we can assume that an envi-
ronmentally sustainable agenda supports all municipal and provincial decision making.  Changing 
how we live, work and play in our communities will challenge all of us for many years to come.  
The recommendations included in For the Greener Good aim to put forward a common basis from 
which green communities can grow and evolve.  

Our hope is that more and more initiatives will come forward to assist in the greening of our 
communities, and that we will see increasing municipal and provincial commitments to sustain-
ability.  The upcoming Ontario election creates an opportunity to put the environment first on the 
agenda of every candidate – the recent provincial announcements on funding for public transit, for 
instance, must carry through to the mandate of the next government, no matter who is elected.  

For the Greener Good covers a lot of ground, and despite its aim to be as comprehensive as pos-
sible, no doubt there are more recommendations that could be put forward! Please stay tuned and 
sign up for GreenNews, our monthly electronic newsletter, at www.environmentaldefence.ca!  

Rick Smith, PhD
Executive Director
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Introduction



“We abuse land because 
we regard it as a com-
modity belonging to us.  
When we see land as a 
community to which we 
belong, we may begin 
to use it with love and 
respect.”  

Aldo Leopold  

The Greater Toronto Area (GTA) and surrounding re-
gions has changed.  The growth of Canada’s “economic 
engine” has seen forests and fields turn into sprawling 
subdivisions and highways. It’s going downhill and fast. 
Only about 17 per cent of the GTA’s natural spaces are left, 
much of it in rough shape.  Over half of Canada’s richest 
agricultural land is found in Ontario, but in the last 30 
years the green has left the GTA and the sprawl has come 
in.  And have you noticed the smog?  The gridlock?  Oh 
yes, and the issue on everyone’s mind.  Global warming.

It’s a crisis—and it’s everyone’s problem.  What hap-
pens in Vaughan matters in Barrie.  Toronto’s waterfront 
can’t be separated from Hamilton’s.  And if someone 
drives from Oshawa to Orangeville, it affects everyone in 
between.  We’re in it together, and no matter where we 
live, we have a stake in making cities more ecological. 

We’re hopeful that the momentum for change is going in 
the right direction.  The 2006 municipal elections resulted 
in a significant increase in green councillors on otherwise 

sprawl-friendly councils across the GTA.  And we’re organ-
izing with these municipal leaders to shift attitudes about 
planning, to ensure that municipal budgets reflect a green vi-
sion and set Green Building Standards for new construction.  

Around the world, from Europe to the US, cities are 
getting greener.  We are recapturing our sense of ob-
ligation to be sustainable.  And along the way, realizing 
that the way cities used to work was pretty good.  We 
could walk in them, play in them, they brought jobs 
and culture – and there’s no reason why the great cities 
of yesteryear can’t guide our green cities of tomorrow.

Developers often don’t like that.  They like sprawl 
and low-density, and still have plenty of friends on mu-
nicipal councils and elsewhere.  But our cities aren’t their 
property.  And it’s time we got together to build the 
ecological, vibrant, working and fun cities we all like.

  Think of what’s coming down the pike. By 2031, the 
GTA and Hamilton will be home to 2.8 million new 

Markham. See creative commons license.i
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“The city expresses a people’s 
culture; their likes and dis-
likes, their aspirations and 
fears.  Culture is linked to 
tangible and intangible 
qualities.  These include 
what is remembered, what 
is valued and their tangi-
ble manifestations in how 
a city is shaped.” 

Charles Landry 
The Creative City: 

A Toolkit for 
Urban Innovators

residents.  That’s like adding another Toronto.  York Re-
gion is expected to double in population by 2021; Dur-
ham and Halton Regions are expected to double their 
populations by 2031.  If we think we have problems 
now, what about the problems our kids will face then?  
We could do nothing and let them worry about it.  Or 
we could turn things around and grow more sustainably.

A lot is at stake.  Rampant urban sprawl does not just de-
stroy green space.  It harms our health and doctors are starting 
to document, with increasing alarm, how poor community 
planning and design hurt our health. Thanks to ballooning 
numbers of cars the long hours of delay drivers experience 
will triple within two decades.1   This doesn’t only mean 
longer commutes.  It means more vehicle emissions, more 
air pollution and more greenhouse gas emissions. By 2026, 
nearly 10,000 people will die prematurely each year as a 
result of poor air quality.2   Toss in rising obesity rates and 
the heart disease and diabetes that sedentary, car-dependent 
lifestyles bring and we have a problem.  Let’s try to fix it, by 
building places that let people get around in a healthy way.

The province has recognized the need for change. In June 
2006 it released its Growth Plan for the Greater Golden 
Horseshoe. It is designed around “complete communi-
ties”, and promotes more compact development with a mix 
of homes and amenities, protects green spaces and farms 
from sprawl, and purports to try to get us out of our cars.3 

These changes are good, but they’re not enough. If we 
want to really change how and where we build, we must first 
rethink how communities should look. What we need is a 
new development paradigm, based on building an “ecologi-
cal city”, where the planet’s health and that of citizens are 
linked.  We think that makes sense and are looking for help 
in getting there – because we’re all linked more and more. 

What leaves a tailpipe in Newmarket affects some-
one in Mississauga.  If Pickering paves green space, it af-
fects Markham.  If Burlington pollutes the water, the 
Niagara region feels it, too.  Climate change and water 

shortages are global issues to be sure, but the solutions to 
them are often local.  And the challenge we face is how 
to take the Greater Golden Horseshoe’s many differ-
ent municipalities and get our act together facing a com-
mon problem.  We say ecological cities are one good way.

An ecological city has high densities and mixed uses. 
It also invests heavily in “green” infrastructure – from 
eco-friendly technology in homes and buildings, to sup-
porting public transit and other, cleaner ways to get 
around.  It protects parks and green spaces, and forges 
ties between farmers and the urban markets they need.

We’re not reinventing the wheel here. Many of the fea-
tures of an ecological city were the norm before the advent 
of sprawling suburbs.  Our culture flows from them, often 
from Europe’s great cities. And many  ecological elements 
can be found in older parts of Toronto. Emulating a big 
city, with its traffic, skyscrapers and smog may seem an odd 
rallying cry, but compared to the suburbs, old Toronto is 
an oasis of ecological sanity. About half of the households 
in the downtown core don’t own cars and the compact 

Spadina Avenue at Queen Street West, looking north (1924), City of Toronto 
Archives.

3



building pattern, with shops, offices and even some man-
ufacturing in close proximity to homes means people get 
around easier without cars. Ultimately, this compact form 
should be the goal in each city, no matter what size.  The 
good news is that people just like you want to get there.

This report explores the practical steps that let us be more 
sustainable.  It includes everything from the super-regional 
planning scale down to your drainpipe.  We make no bones 
about it: It’s a call to create cities where living matters.  And 
what’s hopeful is that you can find many examples already 
working in communities throughout southern Ontario.  

However, while many cities are trying to go green, it’s a 
hodge-podge across the region.  Piecemeal attempts to intro-
duce “green” ideas within a super-metropolitan area expect-
ing rapid population growth over the next 20 years will do 
little to prevent a future plagued by unbreathable air, poor 
water quality and sparse fragmented green space.  We don’t 
think that makes much sense.  And if you’re a councillor, a 
developer, a planner, an activist – and most important, a cit-
izen – we’d like to invite you to explore how we can do better.

If we want long-term sustainability, we’re going to need 
to plan and design urban centres that live with nature, 
not compete with it.  A city where living matters thrives 
on diversity and mixed use, with compact neighbour-
hoods that are vibrant, culturally-rich and connected to 
natural systems.  A place where few people own cars be-
cause public transit, walking or cycling are so easy.    Citi-
zens of an ecological city aren’t energy hogs, water wast-
ers and garbage makers.  They live and work in places 
powered by conservation, efficiency, reuse and recycling.

It’s time to broaden the talk about development be-
yond building codes.  Let’s talk literature from London, 
or art from Paris, or romance in Rome.  It didn’t just hap-
pen.  It came from the way those cities were built and 
how they worked.  Urban form plays a key role in incu-
bating creativity, reflecting cultural identity and creating 
the backdrop for life’s riches.  Throughout For the Greener 

Good: Steps we can all take to achieve sustainable communi-
ties in the Greater Golden Horseshoe, quotations from lit-
erature, social and political philosophy serve to connect 
the practical planning and design applications of cities 
to enduring images, textures and flavours of urban life.  

Not because we want to turn the clock back to Nine-
teenth Century Europe.  But to start building the cities and 
regions of Century Twenty-One.   We’re in this together 
no matter what, so let’s expand the conversation on how 
we can make our big neighbourhood a lot more liveable.
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“Man has been endowed 
with reason, with the 
power to create, so that he 
can add to what he’s been 
given. But up to now he 
hasn’t been a creator, only 
a destroyer. Forests keep 
disappearing, rivers dry 
up, wild life’s become 
extinct, the climate’s ru-
ined and the land grows 
poorer and uglier every 
day.” 

Anton Chekhov
Uncle Vanya 1897 

One of the first key steps to ecological cities is stopping 
the relentless spread of urban sprawl. In the GTA, recent 
assessments show that there is ample land available within 
existing urban growth boundaries to accommodate growth 
over the next 30 years.  We don’t need to sprawl. But strong 
policies are needed to curb the expansion of low density 
suburbs on the urban fringes. Instead, growth must be di-
rected inward, to already developed areas. This will protect 
the valuable farmland and critical green spaces we still have.

            
Not protecting countryside has hurt the GTA. Only about 

17 per cent of the area’s original natural cover (which includes 
forests, wetlands, and coastal areas) remains, and much of 
it is in poor or fair condition. These losses have increas-
ingly strained the GTA’s water courses, many of which are 
severely degraded, and left little habitat for the region’s 110 
species at risk. What remains includes the remnants of sev-
eral rare ecosystems and unique features, such as the beach-
es and sand dunes along Lake Ontario, tall grass prairie and 
oak savannah, and rare forests and wetland communities.4

Sprawl has also hurt farmland. Southern Ontario contains 
over half of Canada’s most valuable (Class 1) farmland.5  
This land supplies 70 per cent of Canada’s tender fruit sec-
tor.6   GTA farmland in particular is incredibly valuable due 
to the quality of the soil, its high productivity and proximi-
ty to local markets.7  However, these areas are also most ap-
pealing for development, and so the GTA’s farmland is be-
ing lost under housing, roads and shopping malls. Between 
1967 and 1999, the proportion of land in the GTA con-
sidered prime agricultural land (Classes 1-3) declined from 
62 per cent to 44 per cent. If trends continue, only 33 per 
cent of the GTA will remain as prime farmland by 2010. 
Once these fertile farms are paved, they’re gone forever.

The Ontario government has made considerable strides 
in protecting natural areas and farmland from unre-
stricted development, mainly through the Greenbelt 
that protects 1.8 million acres of land from sprawling 
development. At a broader regional scale, the province 
recently released a Growth Plan for the entire Greater 

Donlands Farm (1911) This area later became Don Mills. Toronto City Archives.
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Illustrated by Marlena Zuber











To market,

. . .



Cities and rural areas need each other.  Badly.  A healthy 
city can’t sustain itself without what a vibrant countryside 
grows, and rural areas need local urban markets. The ma-
jority of the produce purchased in an ecological city should 
be grown in the region around the city.  However, in the 
GTA, instead of fostering this relationship, we squander a 
valuable resource by being increasingly dependent on im-
ported food while converting farms and green space into 
sprawl.  To improve, we need strong policies and programs 
that support local farmers and encourage environmentally 
sustainable farming practises.

Southern Ontario contains some of the richest and most 
unique agricultural land in Canada.  Within the GTA, ag-
riculture is a billion-dollar industry, creating almost 34,700 
jobs.  But it’s all at risk from sprawl.

In 1967, 62 per cent of the GTA was considered prime 
farmland (Classes 1-3). By 1999, it was 44 per cent. And 
the demand for land will only increase, as the region’s pop-

ulation climbs from 7.4 million in 2000 to 10.5 million by 
2031.22   If trends continue, estimates are that only 33 per 
cent of today’s prime lands be left by 2010.  And once it’s 
gone, it’s gone for good.

The provincial government does offer some key protec-
tion to agricultural land. The Provincial Policy Statement 
(PPS)23  was recently updated and now affords stronger, 
long-term protection to prime agricultural areas.  New resi-
dential lots cannot be created on prime lands unless con-
nected to a farming operation.  It stops urban expansion 
onto specialty crop areas. However, there are important 
exceptions.  Municipalities can still expand onto prime 
agricultural land if they argue it’s the only way to accom-
modate growth.

The new Greenbelt legislation also gives added protec-
tion to farmlands within Greenbelt boundaries. The great-
est protection is given to specialty crop areas (e.g. tender 
fruit lands), which generally cannot be converted to non-

Locally grown food, Kensington market, Toronto. Environmental Defence.
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“He went to the lane 
where the vegetable 
vendors congregated.  
Their baskets and boxes, 
overflowing with greens 
and legumes and fruits 
and tubers, transformed 
the corner in a garden.  
French beans, sweet po-
tatoes, coriander, green 
chilies, cabbages, cauli-
flowers bloomed under 
the street lights, hallow-
ing the dusk with their 
colour and fragrance.” 

Rohinton Mistry
Family Matters







Another innovative way to support local agriculture is 
delivering local produce directly to city homes.  Much 
home delivery has sprung up across the GTA, sometimes 
run by farmers themselves. Through a Community Shared 
Agriculture program, consumers buy advance ‘subscription 
shares’ for produce from local farmers, providing capital for 
seeds and supplies at the beginning of the growing season. 
A 20-week share of the season’s produce is delivered weekly 
to homes and community depots in Hamilton, Burlington, 
Dundas, Oakville, and Toronto.29

Another example is Foodshare, which operates innovative 
grassroots projects to promote healthy eating, teach food 
preparation and cultivation, develop community capacity 
and create non-market-based forms of food distribution. 
Foodshare runs a “Good Food Box” program, which buys 
fresh fruit and vegetables directly from farmers and from 
the Ontario Food Terminal and delivers it to community 
drop-off points to be picked up by program members. 

New approaches to farming

The GTA is a diverse region, speaking more than 100 
different languages.  This presents Ontario farmers with a 
glorious chance to diversify crops to cater to a wide variety 
of urban tastes.  Currently, many farmers in Ontario have 
focused on homogeneous crops, such as potatoes and corn.  
But close to an urban market that has “over a hundred 
different ethnocultural groups seeking everything from 
bok choy to an Iranian barbecue condiment made from 
sumach”,30 the time is right for governments to provide 
training and incentives to farmers for switching to new 
types of specialty crops.

Demand for organic food is another hot growth market. 
But while the number of organic farms is up, they’re still a 
slice of Ontario agriculture.31   Adopting organic agricul-
ture can require significant investment on the part of the 
farmer.  This cost can be offset by the addition of alternative 
products that add value to the crops, such as making jams 

Courtesy of Farmers’ Markets Ontario Library: This farmer, Milan Bizjak from Beamsville sells at Cambridge, Guelph, Distillery District and East York Farmers’ 
Markets.

17

“A Farmers’ Market is a 
delightful counterpoint to 
modern life, a little patch 
of green in an asphalt city, 
an oasis of sight and touch 
and smell in a climate-
controlled vacuum-sealed 
world.  Having been 
eclipsed by the glamour of 
the supermarket some 50 
years ago, farmers’ markets 
are flourishing again…
Direct contact is the lure of 
the farmers’ market – di-
rect contact with the grow-
ers, with the produce and, 
if one is lucky, with one’s 
appetite.” 

Molly O’Neill
“Market Value”, New 
York Times Magazine 





Keeping 



Drawing a “no growth past this point” line around urban 
areas is one way towards an ecological city. But directing 
growth inward means little unless we do it right.  We must 
ensure that intensification does not compromise the envi-
ronmental and quality of life values that make an ecological 
city, well, ecological.

It’s time for new development standards that prioritize 
higher densities, mixed uses, and redevelopment. The bot-
tom line is that we must build more compactly, ensure that 
people can work, shop and play close to home, and start 
revitalizing underused areas to make the most of what land 
we already have. It could be something great. The Ontario 
Greenbelt Alliance says if we raise densities and focus on re-
developing already built up areas, we could accommodate 
growth on lands within existing urban boundaries for the 
next 45 to 60 years.33 

Understanding density and mixed uses

Understanding density is one of the greatest challenges in 
building ecological cities.  While building for ‘higher den-
sities’ may seem intuitively simple, several different kinds 
of density can be measured, and understanding which type 

of density should go up is key. 

Residential density describes the number of residents in 
a given area. In Toronto, average residential density is more 
than 3,500 people per square km, while areas like Durham, 
Halton and Peel are around 1,700. In many suburban ar-
eas densities are lower still. In Halton Region, for exam-
ple, new subdivisions generally contain an average of 22 
dwelling units per hectare, while many older areas (such as 
Oakville) were developed at densities between six and 17 
units per hectare.34  To achieve ecological cities, residential 
density must be increased, with an average of at least 50 
units per hectare in suburbs.

However, high density does not necessarily mean high-
rises. Compact form without resorting to high-rises can be 
achieved if the focus is on gross residential density rather 
than net residential density. High-rises may achieve high 
net density by stacking a large number of dwelling units 
vertically on a building lot, but when those high-rises are 
situated within a landscape of massive parking lots, wide 
streets and highways, they produce low gross density.  As 
a result, high-rise nodes sometimes contribute little to an 
increase in general density. While high-rises may be ap-
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“The city is a fact in na-
ture, like a cave, a run of 
mackerel or an ant-heap. 
But it is also a conscious 
work of art, and it holds 
within its communal 
framework many sim-
pler and more personal 
forms of art. Mind takes 
form in the city; and in 
turn, urban forms con-
dition mind.”

Lewis Mumford Infill development Environmental Defence.





walking and cycling, which improves air quality and re-
duces the need for parking.

Throughout the suburbs, new developments may boast 
high net residential densities, but without nearby jobs 
and efficient land use, these developments only perpetu-
ate sprawl.  Achieving better densities means better under-
standing it, so numbers that look good on paper also feel 
good on the ground.

Because of these distinctions, the provincial Growth Plan 
for the Greater Golden Horseshoe has set density targets 
in terms of GCD, not simply residential or employment 
density. The plan sets GCD targets of 400 residents and 
jobs per hectare for urban growth centres in Toronto, and 
150 to 200 for suburban centres. New developments in 
designated greenfields must meet a GCD target of 50 peo-
ple and jobs per hectare.

A new vision for development

How cities build is determined by development stand-
ards – municipal tools that guide the design of neighbour-
hoods and cities.  They typically mean things like lot sizes 

and frontages, scale and height of buildings, building types, 
street widths, location of utility lines, and open spaces and 
parks. Though development standards refer to seemingly 
technical considerations, these design elements of our 
neighbourhoods determine the vitality of the places where 
we work, live and play. 

The  conventional car-dominated, repetitive and sprawled-
out urban development pattern is the result of poor devel-
opment standards.  Tracts of identical single-family houses 
become monotonous for pedestrians and cyclists who  also 
face significant barriers in sparse, disconnected sidewalks 
amidst loopy streets and wide, busy arterial roads.  

Alternative development standards essentially start with 
a different vision - neighbourhoods that integrate natural 
features, a diversity of buildings, and lively commercial ar-
eas through a network of walkable, well-connected streets.  
When everything’s close-by, people leave their homes and 
cars and enter streets to interact with their neighbours and 
be physically active.  Every element is designed with well-
being in mind – environmental, physical, and psychologi-
cal.

Typical car focused, residential suburb. Environmental Defence.
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“Though proclaimed as 
offering the best of both 
rural and urban life, 
the automobile suburb 
had the effect of frag-
menting an individual’s 
world. As one observer 
wrote: “A man works in 
one place, sleeps in an-
other, shops somewhere 
else, finds pleasure or 
companionship where 
he can, and cares about 
none of these places.”

Ray Oldenburg
The Great Good Place





Transit:  Public transit is central to building better and 
more compactly. For developers to take the risk of building 
at high-densities, investment in public transit must coin-
cide with development, rather than exist as a promise to be 
fulfilled in the future.39 

Parking:  The Neptis Foundation repeatedly high-
lights parking—specifically “land-consumptive surface  
parking”,40 as the most significant impediment to alterna-
tive development standards.  Surface parking is extreme-
ly wasteful land use, and results in a significant increase 
in pavement.  This stops rainwater replenishing the vital 
groundwater, or aquifer, it covers.  Massive parking lots 
also make walking less appealing by increasing the distance 
by foot to reach the door of a store; in many cases just 
crossing the parking lot from the sidewalk to the front door 
can take a few minutes. More progressive parking strategies 
include: 

  providing structured parking facilities in strategic growth 
locations through municipal parking authorities; 

  allowing on-street parking; 

 encouraging shared parking, particularly in mixed use 
areas;  and 41

  reducing parking requirements for new develpments.

Municipal Financial Tools:  Municipal financial tools are 
currently being applied,  inadvertently, to encourage sprawl 
by making low-density developments cheaper to build than 
high-density. For example, development charges, which 
cover the costs of building the infrastructure to support 
new developments (i.e. roads), are currently applied in a 
‘one-price-fits-all’ manner.42   To support alternative devel-
opment standards, these charges should depend on how 
dense a development is and where it’s put, which would 

Suburban parking lot. See  Creative Commons. ii

24

“The television studio is lo-
cated way up in the ‘burbs of 
Toronto. She is the last one 
out, as usual.  She says good 
night to the security guard 
and exits into the street-light 
sharpness of the April night, 
the hard gloss of manicured 
grounds, “street,” makes it 
to the other side and sets out 
across the parking lot of an 
immense mall which, like a 
mountain, seems to get no 
closer with her approach, as 
though she were moonwalk-
ing in place, until suddenly 
it’s on top of her and she can 
no longer see the entrance.”

Anne-Marie McDonald
The Way the Crow Flies





accommodate all the growth expected in the GTA over the 
next 30 years.51  Redevelopment on already-urbanized land 
reduces the need for new infrastructure, and can bring new 
life to unused areas of the city. 

Redevelopment is still not common in the GTA, particu-
larly in suburban parts. In 2001, residential development 
statistics for the four regions surrounding Toronto showed 
that only 3 per cent of new residential units were slated to 
be built on already urbanized land.52  In the Region of Peel, 
one of the most sprawling municipalities, there were next 
to no applications or plans for residential development on 
already-urbanized land.53

Not all underused areas are appropriate for intensive 
redevelopment. According to the Neptis Foundation, re-
development should be directed primarily to areas where 
there is a social need for greater varieties of housing and 
employment, where there is a supportive urban form (i.e. 
mixed use is already there), with existing infrastructure and 
schools.54  Focusing redevelopment on these sites ensures 
the success of projects, while also providing significant so-

cial benefits and lowering the costs associated with land 
and services. Based on these criteria, the Neptis Founda-
tion suggests that significant redevelopment opportunities 
exist in Niagara Falls, St. Catharines, Hamilton, Kitchener-
Waterloo, Oshawa and Toronto.  

The most common candidate lands for redevelopment 
are called greyfields and brownfields.  These areas, if prop-
erly rebuilt, create ample opportunities for residential and 
commercial developments. They are often seen as vacant 
lots, abandoned industrial lands or empty warehouses, but 
also include low-density retail strips, and even surface park-
ing lots.55

Long arterial roads of strip malls and parking lots, aptly 
called greyfields, are the poster child for underused lands.  
But with innovative planning, they can be rebuilt into true 
main streets, with a mixture of commerce and housing. 
Lively main streets have compact buildings that are a few 
storeys tall and face the street. Such main streets can be 
made attractive to residents and profitable for landowners, 
and they are also better designed to invite use of cycling 
and public transit. Intensification of these commercial 
strips and light industrial areas in the GTA suburbs could 
reduce the amount of land needed for urbanization in the 
next 30 years by 18 per cent.56

Brownfields are abandoned or underused properties that 
are or may be environmentally contaminated by past in-
dustrial or commercial activities – dry cleaners, gas stations, 
rail yards, and industrial properties. Around 10 to 15 per 
cent of vacant industrial sites in Toronto and Hamilton are 
considered brownfields.57  

Since brownfields are often found in urban areas with ac-
cess to infrastructure and services, there are economic, social 
and environmental wins in converting them to residential 
and commercial uses.  However, brownfield redevelopment 
is more complex than greyfield due to the potential health 
and safety concerns that accompany contamination. For re-
development to occur, the extent and type of site contami-
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be more expensive thanks to travel and maintaining two or 
more cars. Our transportation habits are also hurting our 
health. Staying confined to cars prevents exercise, as well as 
interaction with family, neighbours and the outdoors. The 
Heart and Stroke Foundation has concluded that “our car-
dependant habits are killing us”.  Its 2005 report card stated 
“car dependent Canadians get far less physical activity and 
are at increased risk of being overweight and obese.”73

Furthermore, transportation availability has become 
a social equity issue. By picking one form of transporta-
tion over another, we create discrepancies in who can get 
to work or school and access other essential services. As a 
result, decisions made about planning, operation, mainte-
nance and investments in infrastructure can all affect trans-
portation equity.74  

The sustainability of a city depends not only on its built 
form, but also on the transportation options its citizens 
have.  If they all travel by car, the price we’ll all pay is huge.  
Within Toronto, transportation is the leading source of to-
tal air pollutants,68 which contribute to about 1,700 pre-
mature deaths and 6,000 hospital admissions a year.69  On-
tario experienced a record 53 smog advisory days in 2005,70 
including its earliest ever,  in February. There is also the 
menace created by burning fossil fuels and adding carbon 
dioxide to the atmosphere, contributing to global warm-
ing.

Car dependency also brings a huge price tag. Congestion 
costs the GTA $2 billion annually in lost productivity.71   
The cost of commuting is so high that lower housing prices 
in outlying areas are actually offset by greater travel cost72 
- meaning moving to suburbia for a cheaper home might 
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“Countless levels of 
conveyance spanned the 
river to join the down-
towns of Brooklyn and 
Manhattan.  I knew 
that we were travel-
ing beneath a wooden 
walkway, though I 
could not see it from 
the train, and that be-
neath us ran cable cars 
and streetcars, and 
below or beside them 
horse-drawn vehicles 
and motor cars…” 

Wayne Johnston
The Navigator of 

New York



make walking and cycling harder.  And everything’s spread 
out, forcing residents to rely on cars for everyday needs, 
filling existing roadways. Governments are then pressured 
to fix traffic – roads are widened, or new highways built. 
As the road system expands, new subdivisions move in, and 
off we go again.  

Planning for mixed land uses, higher commercial and 
residential densities, and friendlier streetscapes is essen-
tial to providing a range of options beyond the car. Mixed 
land uses mean more amenities are available near residen-
tial areas. Shorter travel distances make walking or biking 
more convenient, while well-designed streets with services 
available en route make trips safer and more interesting. 
High densities improve the cost effectiveness of transit by 
increasing potential riders. Increased ridership can stabilize 
the frequency of transit service, making it more attractive 

So what drives us to drive?  And what stops balanced 
transportation that incorporates walking, cycling, public 
transit, and carpooling/sharing?  As we’ve seen, in part it’s 
because current planning frameworks don’t produce high 
densities, mixed land uses, and street designs needed for 
better ways to go.  But it’s more complicated than that.

A mobile city

Getting out of our cars involves more than mustering 
up some willpower. The reality for much of the GTA is 
that alternative options aren’t around. For generations, cit-
ies and towns have been built with a focus on low-density, 
single-use areas. These areas cannot provide the number 
of riders that transit services need to be economical, keep-
ing service levels poor – or non-existent. Loopy, cul-de-sac 
street designs combined with high-volume arterial roads 

Environmental Defence.
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day” and finds that “individuals living in moderate-to-
high-density neighbourhoods that have community and 
commercial services within walking distance of where they 
live, are 2.4 times more likely to meet this 30-minute daily 
minimum.”78  It recognizes the integral link between com-
munity design, physical activity and health, and notes that 
community planning “has become a health policy issue 
that’s critical to protecting human health.”79

So what does a pedestrian-friendly street or community 
look like?  For starters, smaller blocks and narrower road 
widths make walking easier by bringing the community 
back to the human scale.  A grid street layout that is di-
rect and simple to understand, as opposed to a maze of 
loops and cul-de-sacs, shortens travel distances to ameni-
ties and ensures they are accessible by foot.  Buffers be-
tween sidewalks and street traffic make walking safer and 
more comfortable and can be created using trees, benches, 
on-street parking lanes, or bike stands.80  Tree-lined streets 
with benches also help walkers with rest areas and shade 
during summer.  Obstacles like poorly placed garbage cans, 
unplowed snow, and especially sandwich boards should be 

to off-peak users. Concentrated “activity nodes” – areas in-
corporating employment, retail, recreational, institutional 
and residential uses – also make bus or rail more conven-
ient as one trip can serve many purposes. 75 

The effect of density and mixed amenities on car use 
is dramatic.  As a city with high-density levels and more 
mixed use areas, Toronto has much lower levels of car own-
ership than York Region, and as a result far fewer trips are 
taken by car.76

Walking

When discussing transportation, it’s often easy to for-
get about the simplest, cleanest and oldest form of travel.  
Walking is the equal transport – universally affordable and 
a great bit of exercise to boot.  In addition, walking has a 
negligible environmental impact, and contributes to social 
interaction and local economic vitality.77

The Heart and Stroke Foundation recommends that 
Canadians be “physically active at least 30 minutes each 

Bike lane. See Creative Commons. 3“Walking”  by Kristin Li.
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“I love walking in 
London,” said Mrs. 
Dalloway “Really it’s 
so much better than 
walking in the coun-
try.”   

Virginia Woolf 
Mrs Dalloway





Public transit is also an essential public service. People 
who are too young, too old or cannot afford to drive rely 
on it as a number one way to go.  For people with disabili-
ties, it’s a lifeline.  As a result, the under-funding of transit 
is a form of discrimination against low-income individuals, 
the elderly, the disabled and youth. Funnelling excessive 
funds towards car-related infrastructure prioritizes the mo-
bility of middle to higher income individuals, while lower-
income groups bear a disproportionate burden of the costs 
associated with lack of transit.90 It also commits middle-
income earners to spending a higher percentage of their net 
income on car-related costs.

Transit is the underdog of transportation funding, and 
often absent from the planning and development process.  
The GTA needs a dramatic reversal in the sequencing of 
planning: transit  should be planned before development. 
Leaving transportation as an afterthought often leads to try-
ing to serve low-density regions with high-density transit. 
A “transit first” model would favour a transit-supportive 
urban structure – high-density, mixed use “activity nodes”; 
medium density, mixed use activities along the full length 
of arterial and collector roads; and lower density uses, most 
likely residential, in between.91 

Following the example of many cities around the world, 
GTA municipalities have begun to propose light rail tran-
sit as a means of meeting this goal.  In 2007 the City of 
Toronto announced a bold new vision; a Light Rail Plan 
which will connect the city and give historically underserv-
iced areas access to much better public transit.  The cost 
for over 120 km of new service is roughly $6 billion, money 
which still has to be found.

Transit accessibility

Making a transit system accessible is necessary for it to 
become an integral part of transportation. There are several 
aspects to accessible transit - physical, economic, and over-
all usability of the system. 

school. These facilities should be provided at transit sta-
tions, universities, major commercial areas, and even with-
in existing parking garages.  

Public transit

Public transit is a far more efficient means of travel, for 
energy use, cost to the traveller, or use of space than cars. 
One bus can carry as many people as 50 cars. A single Go 
Train carries as many people as 1,400 cars. If those cars were 
parked bumper to bumper, the line would be seven kilome-
tres long.89  Less energy use means fewer tailpipe emissions, 
and fewer cars on the road means less congestion.

Table 3 : Operating Subsidies of Nine North 
American Municipal Transit Systems

City Operating 
Subsidy

($Millions)

Riders
(Millions)

Operating 
Subsidy 
per Rider

TTC (2004 
Probable)

219 417 $0.53

Montreal 269 353 $0.74

Ottawa 111 87 $1.28

Vancouver 289 129 $2.24

Atlanta 312 69 $4.53

Chicago 697 254 $2.75

Los Angeles 968 204 $4.75

New York 2,463 1,825 $1.35

Philadelphia 639 204 $3.13 

Nov. 17, 2004 TTC 2005 Operating Budget Submission
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“Mornings are like that 
on the subway trains 
— everyone having left 
their sovereign houses and 
apartments and rooms to 
enter the crossroads of the 
city…” 

Dionne Brand 
What We All Long For 









a year over the cost of owning a car!107 
 
In 16 cities across Canada, over 10,000 people belong to 

car sharing organizations.108   In Ontario, car sharing com-
panies are up and running in Toronto, Ottawa, Kitchener-
Waterloo, and three more are being planned for Guelph, 
Kingston and London.109  In Toronto, AutoShare was 
started in 1998 and now serves over 2,000 people through 
45 vehicle lots across the city.  Its goal is to have a shared 
vehicle within a five minute walk of anywhere in the city.110 
American-based Zipcars also recently expanded to Toronto, 
and operates around 30 lots in the downtown core.

Car sharing programs are impressive both in convenience 
and efficiency – reservations can be made on the day of 
use, and each car can serve up to eight households.111  Au-
toShare has also started innovative partnerships with condo 
developers.  Condo residents can enjoy exclusive access to 
on-site vehicles, discounted or free memberships, as well as 
free trials.112   

Stores can also do their part to reduce the number of 
cars on the road. Offering a complimentary or low-cost 
home delivery service is an easy way to ensure that custom-
ers don’t need cars to get their purchases home. It also pro-
motes car use efficiency because one delivery vehicle can 
service several households on one trip. Many businesses 
have also combined online shopping with home delivery, 
even for essentials like grocery shopping (such as Grocery 
Gateway, www.grocerygateway.com). Some companies 
have even gone the extra mile to make car-free shopping 
easier – in Toronto, Ikea offers a free bus service to shuttle 
customers to and from the nearest major transit stop.

The future of transportation 

What will happen if Greater Toronto continues to de-
velop as it has in recent decades? This question was ad-
dressed by the Neptis Foundation in its recent Toronto-
Related Region Futures Study. It looked at current growth 
and funding patterns and projected how transportation 
might change in the GTA between 2000 and 2031, given a 

Traffic gridlock on hwy 401. See Creative Commons License. iii  
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“I am driving, 
and in the rear view 
mirror I notice a car 
behind me.  The small 
left light is blinking 
and the whole car 
emits waves of 
impatience. The 
driver is watching 
for the moment the 
way a hawk watches 
for a sparrow.”

 
Milan Kundera 

Slowness



“business as usual” development scenario. Here is a sample 
of what the study found:113 

 On a typical weekday, the accumulated delay experi-
enced by all drivers would jump to 1.2 million hours 
(from 300,000 hours in 2000). That will cost society 
$12 million per day in time lost, or about $3.8 billion 
per year (up from about $1 billion in 2000).

 In an average, two-driver household in the north central 
GTA, a total of 38.5 hours each week will be spent com-
muting (from 30.8 hours in 2000).

 The average cost of operating two vehicles will rise to 
$195 per month (up from $144 in 2000) an increase of 
over $600 per year (in constant dollars).

 As traffic volumes increase, the costs associated with traf-
fic accidents will increase to $6.3 billion per year (from 
$3.8 billion in 2000).

 Emissions of greenhouse gases will increase by approxi-
mately 42 per cent, even with cleaner, more efficient 
cars.

But is “business as usual” truly where we’re headed?
 One sign of improvement is the province’s 2005 Growth 

Plan for the Greater Golden Horseshoe, which recognized 
transit as “the first priority for investment”.114  The plan 

maps out proposed transit routes that would link outer ar-
eas like Niagara and St. Catharines, Kitchener-Waterloo, 
Brantford, Barrie and Peterborough with the GTA by 
2031. More recently, Ontario’s 2006 budget introduced 
the “Move Ontario” program, a $1.2 billion transporta-
tion investment, with $838 million going to GTA transit 
projects.115  This was followed by the creation of the Greater 
Toronto Transportation Authority (GTTA) in 2006.  The 
mandate of the GTTA is to develop a region-wide approach 
to transportation planning, including the coordination of 
transit service.116  

On-the-ground transit improvement projects are also 
beginning to appear. Construction recently began under 
the GO Transit Rail Improvement Program (GO TRIP), 
a billion-dollar investment in expanding the GO Transit 
rail network funded by federal, provincial and municipal 
governments.117   That project is part of a 10-year improve-
ment plan for GO Transit, which includes extending serv-
ice to Bradford and Barrie, and upgrading services for Pe-
terborough, Niagara, Kitchener-Waterloo-Cambridge and 
Guelph.118

Table 4 : A Comparison of Car Ownership and Use in Toronto and York, 2001

Location % of house-
holds with no 

cars

% of households 
with 2 or more 

cars

% peak trips 
taken by car

% all day trips 
taken by car

Core Toronto 
Wards

50 6 35 39

City of Toronto 25 28 60 68

York Region 4 69 79 87

Transportation Tomorrow Survey, 2001.
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Create



An ecological city goes beyond the need for good plan-
ning rules and building practices. It encompasses liveability 
– the things around us that affect our physical, emotional 
and social health. Neighbourhood design, green space and 
opportunities for interaction all determine a city’s liveabil-
ity.  They’re why it’s time for an ecological model. The bot-
tom line is that while ecological cities are strongly protective 
of the environment, they are also places where people enjoy 
living. Strong ties to community give people the desire to 
protect it and help it sustain itself in the long term.

Dynamic streets and neighbourhoods

Studies have found that spread out, isolated areas lack 
strong social ties, community interaction and recreational 
opportunities than denser, more traditionally urban neigh-
bourhoods have.120 A healthy social support network is 
particularly important for more vulnerable populations 
like children, the elderly, and persons with disabilities.  In 
addition, health problems such as obesity, depression and 

hypertension are increased by the lack of exercise that re-
sult from communities without ample walking, biking and 
recreational opportunities, and where people spend a large 
amount of their leisure time commuting by car to work, 
the grocery store, or school. 

Compact, mixed-use neighbourhoods, where a variety of 
amenities are within walking distance of residential areas, 
dramatically improve opportunities for exercise and social 
interaction. Residential streets become extensions of the 
front yard, bringing walking, playing, meeting with neigh-
bours, and other social activities. Commercial streets with 
wide sidewalks create a zone between stores and the street, 
where a variety of activities can take place. Wide sidewalks 
allow for pedestrian thoroughfare, bicycle parking, outdoor 
cafes and restaurants (which bring life to the street even at 
night) and the outdoor display of store goods.

Traditional town streets were designed for walking and 
often followed a grid pattern with relatively narrow roads 

Environmental Defence.
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“Bond Street fascinated 
her; Bond Street early 
in the morning in the 
season; its flags flying, 
its shops, no splash, no 
glitter, one roll of tweed 
in the shop where her 
father had bought his 
suits for fifty years; a 
few pearls; salmon on 
an ice block.”

Virginia Woolf
Mrs. Dalloway



and sidewalks, and houses close to the sidewalk.  Early 
suburban development was the same – new growth at the 
urban fringes relied on streetcar and pedestrian access, so 
streets tended to look mainly like a grid.  Areas around the 
streetcar stops tended to concentrate commercial and social 
uses. According to one report, this suburban layout “re-
flected strong transportation logic: efficient long-distance 
commuting and convenient short-distance pedestrian 
access.”121

Things changed with the rise of the car, and new street 
patterns dominated the suburbs.  The car became the pri-
mary focus of planning and design, rather than the pedes-
trian.  Road widths increased, front yards became larger as 
houses were set further back to allow for driveways, and the 
sidewalk often disappeared completely.122  Super-blocks, 
collector streets and cul-de-sacs replaced the grid.  

The loop and cul-de-sac patterns now typical of subur-
ban residential areas, while good for cars, are not for peo-
ple because “their discontinuity inhibits pedestrian access 
to facilities and amenities, while their curvilinear aspects 

lengthen and confuse walking trips”.123  Furthermore, the 
collector and arterial roads surrounding loops and cul-de-
sacs hurt the appeal of walking because of the length of 
blocks, extra-wide road widths and high traffic volumes.

   
Shifting to an ecological model means going back to the 

grid-based street pattern. This would prioritize the needs of 
people over cars by providing safe, continuous sidewalks, 
and encouraging the flow of people. Putting garages be-
hind buildings with lane access can significantly improve 
safety by reducing how often cars must cross the sidewalk 
path.124  Ensuring that sidewalks connect to each other and 
to destinations creates real paths for foot travel. Shorter 
blocks with connecting streets produce attractive, manage-
able walking distances.  Where there are no larger blocks, 
mid-block laneways, paths and catwalks improve the neigh-
bourhood’s accessibility and surrounding amenities.125   

The same is true for commercial streets. Vibrant com-
mercial areas depend on accessibility by walking, cycling 
and public transit. To avoid creating barriers to pedestrians, 
arterial rights-of-way should be kept as narrow as possi-

Toronto’s High Park seen from Grenadier Pond, See Creative Commons License. iv
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“This is my morning rou-
tine at my local coffee shop. 
These are not my friends, not 
in the usual sense of the word 
at least. Pauly and I rarely, 
if ever, carry on lengthy con-
versations. We connect on 
small matters, our weight, 
the weather, nothing more, 
but nothing less either… 
it is at this place, my coffee 
shop, that habitually my 
sense of identity – of who I 
am – and my sense of com-
munity – of the people who 
are a part of my daily life – 
are reaffirmed. I am who I 
am, in part, because these 
people connect with me dai-
ly at a particular place; and 
they are who they are for the 
very same reasons.”

Anthony M. Orum 
All the World’s A Coffee 

Shop: Reflections on Place, 
Community and Identity













Build it



  Building an ecological community means changing 
what we think we need in a home or workplace.  Many 
changes can be made to the way we design buildings to 
ensure they are kinder to the land around them.

A big change we can make is in size. Houses have grown 
significantly over the past few decades.  Fifty years ago, the 
average house was 1,100 square feet, with an average of 4.2 
people. Today, the average house has increased to 2,150 
square feet, but the number of people has shrunk to 2.3. 
But how much space do we really need? Building in a com-
pact urban form increases how much land is available for 
public spaces, such as parks, community gardens and rec-
reation, which make neighbourhoods desirable. 

In addition to building more compactly, we can also make 
buildings more sustainable. There are many ideas regard-
ing what constitutes a ‘green’ building.  In a report for the 
Canadian Urban Institute, a sustainable building strategy 
is defined as “an integrated approach to design, construc-
tion, and operation of the building or home to minimize 
negative environmental and human health effects…They 
[green buildings] also improve occupant productivity and 
health, and can assist with other community issues, includ-
ing land restoration, historical preservation, access to trans-
portation, and community infrastructure systems.”149    

While this concept acknowledges larger social issues, it 
also shows the enormous potential and need to reduce en-

Melancthon Grey Wind Project, Shelburne Ontario. Environmental Defence.

I shall make electricity 
so cheap that only the 
rich can afford to burn 

candles.

Thomas Edison
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vironmental impacts at the building level. Other ideas go 
further, and propose working towards buildings that have 
fully symbiotic relationships with the natural landscape. 
Architects William McDonough and Michael Braungart 
speak of creating ‘buildings like trees’ and ‘cities like forests’, 
where buildings produce more energy than they use, waste 
is considered a resource and recycled back into the system, 
and “inhabiting a place becomes mindful, delightful par-
ticipation in landscape.”150  While this goal may be far off, 
we can help it get here sooner, by changing how buildings 
use water and energy, generate waste and by greening the 
standards we use to build them.

 
Water use and abuse

Fresh water is a plentiful resource in Canada, but our sup-
ply is not infinite.  As it flows within, through and around 
a community, we not only waste it, we contaminate it and 
then we cry foul when we can’t swim at the beach.  It’s time 
for a little consciousness-raising about protecting our most 
precious resource and, more importantly, it’s time to con-
serve and protect our water quality whether it is flowing 
through a natural system or taps, pipes and tunnels. 

And for those municipalities with beaches, aiming for 
zero beach closures is the only acceptable goal!

Canadians are among the world’s great water wasters – 
guzzling second only to the United States.  On average, we 
used around 335 litres of water per day in 2001, more than 
double most Europeans.  

Undervaluing this critical resource is reflected in (and 
perhaps partly caused by) relatively cheap water. Water 
rates in Canada are among the lowest in the developed 
world – most households pay no more for water than they 
do for cable television.

To promote conservation and pay to replace ageing in-
frastructure, water providers are moving towards full-cost 
pricing – removing the massive subsides for water consump-

tion and recovering the full cost (including source protec-
tion) of providing safe drinking water, rather than the large 
subsidies used now. But the shift has been slowed by pub-
lic opposition. The introduction of volume-based billing 
(charging households based on how much water they use) 
and the installation of household water meters have also 
found considerable resistance. In 2001, only 61 per cent of 
people with municipal systems were metered, despite un-
metered consumers (charged a flat rate) using 74per cent 
more water than people who pay for every drop.151 

But prices are not the only way to promote conservation. 
With the vast majority of Canadians (90 per cent) served 
by municipal water systems, municipalities are uniquely 

“As the mockers move 
forward with their picks 
and shovels, the gunnite 
crew sprays a mixture of 
concrete and sand onto the 
walls, which would oth-
erwise crumble after a few 
hours of exposure to the air.  
And if they are digging in-
correctly – just one degree 
up, burrowing too close to 
the weight of Lake Ontario 
during the mad scheme by 
Commissioner Harris to 
collect lake water 3,300 
yards out in the lake?  They 
have all imagined the wa-
ter heaving in, shouldering 
them aside in a fast death.” 

Michael Ondaatje 
In the Skin of a LionA camouflaged graywater system. Creative Commons License. v
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in the summer, bringing significant health, economic and 
environmental benefits.156 

Green roof technology has been used extensively outside 
of North America.  In Germany, over 10 per cent of flat 
roofs are vegetated – helped along by more than one-third 
of municipalities offering financial incentives for green 
roof infrastructure.  Also, many German cities charge for 
stormwater removal, for even more incentive.  In Canada, 
there have been several programs to promote acceptance 
and use of roof gardens.  Green roof technology is eligible 
for energy-efficiency funding offered by Natural Resources 
Canada, which administers several programs that target 
new buildings and retrofits of existing buildings, including 
schools, hotels and other large structures.157   

In Toronto, rooftops, which make up a third of the city’s 
area, present a substantial opportunity for green roof gar-
dens. Early in 2006, the City approved a Green Roofs 
Strateg to promote “the use of city rooftops to grow gardens 
and other vegetation”.158  The strategy includes a commit-
ment to build green roofs wherever practical on new and 
existing municipal buildings. Additionally, a new pilot pro-
gram offers financial incentives to private property owners 
of $10 per square metre, to a maximum of $20,000, for 
green roof projects. The City’s Official Plan also encourag-
es innovative green spaces such as roof gardens, but doesn’t 
have specific targets.  The City of Waterloo has a green 
roof feasibility and implementation plan.  Organizations 
like Green Roofs for Healthy Cities actively promote green 
roofs through research, incentives and public education.

This technology also allows us to explore rooftop agri-
culture. In urban areas, rooftops may represent consider-
able untapped potential for food production, with literally 
thousands of acres of ‘land’ available. Greywater and rain-
water collection systems can easily be adapted for rooftop 
hydroponics and irrigation of rooftop gardens.  A roof gar-
den at Toronto’s Royal York Hotel grows all of the herbs for 
its restaurant.  

Vines can reduce cooling requirements. Environmental Defence.
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Vertical gardens present another way of turning solid, 
non-absorbent surfaces into living, breathing natural sys-
tems.  A vertical garden begins with a cladding system that 
allows a variety of plants, such as vines and even certain 
types of trees, to shelter a building’s façade. In addition to 
increasing rainwater’s return to the biological system, verti-
cal gardens also reduce indoor heating and cooling require-
ments by providing shade during summer and wind pro-
tection during winter. Because of the evaporative cooling 
effects of plants, vertical gardens play a key role in reducing 
the urban heat island effect.  The Canada Mortgage and 
Housing Corporation (CMHC) says, “these technologies 
can play a role in altering the climate of a city as a whole…a 
healthy urban climate could be achieved by greening only 5 
per cent of all roofs and walls within a city.”159 

Another good way of helping rainwater reach the ground 
is by disconnecting downspouts, letting water go into veg-
etated areas or rain barrels, not the sewer. The City of To-
ronto has a downspout disconnection program, which of-
fers a disconnection service free of charge. Residents can 
purchase a rainbarrel at a Community Environment Day 
or the RiverSides Stewardship Alliance offers rain barrels 
to city residents at low cost. A recent bylaw in the City of 
St. Catharines no longer permits roof downspouts to be 
connected to sanitary/combined sewers, and offers a grant 
program to subsidize foundation drain disconnection in 
areas prone to basement flooding. The by-law has a 95 per 
cent compliance rate.

There are many options available at the neighbourhood/
community level as well. Stormwater can be channelled 
into naturalized retention ponds, which gradually allow 
water to seep back into the ground over days, and provide 
natural habitat and recreational opportunities.  Using veg-
etated ditches rather than standard road curbs also helps 
absorb water and reduce the need for municipal treatment.  
“Flow forms” can be used to channel water through a series 
of basins, aerating and removing particles from water, and 
adding attractive sculptural elements to a housing develop-
ment. 

Even hard, stable surfaces can be built with permeable 
materials that let some water through.  There are many 
permeable surface products currently on the market.  In-
terlocking bricks or pavers with spaces between them, 
sometimes referred to as ‘grasscrete’, allows water to filter 
through and even permits vegetation to grow in the spaces.  
Some permeable paving systems have a reservoir under-
neath that treats water as it filters down, removing surface 
contaminants and other pollutants. 

The City of Toronto recently adopted the Water Pollu-
tion Solution, a 25-year plan to reduce the harm of wet 
weather.160  Its goals include eliminating sewage discharges, 
increasing the number of disconnected downspouts, and 
restoring stream banks and aquatic habitat. The plan also 
includes the Community Program for Stormwater Man-
agement, funds some community groups for stormwater 
management activities, including naturalization projects 
and public outreach.

Sewage

Canadians generate more than 8 billion litres of sewage 
per day. Over a third of it – more than 3 billion litres – is 
discharged with little or no treatment. Several major cities, 
including Montreal, discharge raw sewage with no treat-
ment whatsoever.161  With it goes a toxic cocktail of harm-
ful bacteria, volatile organics and heavy metals. 

Many cities are dealing with problems associated with 
aging infrastructure. Combined sewer systems, in which 
stormwater and sewage share the same pipe, are vulnerable 
to overflows during heavy rains.  The system can’t handle 
the volume of water and so a mix of raw sewage and storm-
water gets released untreated into rivers or lakes.  Then we 
end up with contaminated waterways and closed beaches.

The most advanced form of sewage treatment in gen-
eral use is tertiary treatment (usually consisting of activated 
carbon with chemical oxidation) along with UV disinfec-
tion (as an alternative to chlorine disinfection). However, 
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In addition to ensuring new homes are built to the high-
est efficiency standards, programs to promote high effi-
ciency options for existing buildings are a key component 
of reducing power demand. One example is Green$aver, 
the first company in Toronto to administer EnerGuide for 
Houses. The company conducts detailed audits and pro-
vides recommendations for retrofits that provide higher en-
ergy efficiency.  Unfortunately, after the 2006 federal elec-
tion, funding to the Green$saver program and a number of 
other energy conservation programs was cancelled though 
new programs are being announced.  

Many municipalities also offer incentives for the pur-
chase of energy efficient products, such as those with the 
ENERGY STAR label. Kitchener Utilities offers a $100 
- $300 credit on residential power accounts for convert-
ing to ENERGY STAR furnaces or boilers. For businesses, 
institutions and multi-unit buildings, the City of Toronto 
offers rebates on the purchase of energy efficient washing 
machines, which use about 60 per cent less energy and 40 
per cent less water than a conventional unit.173

Toronto residents and businesses can now sign up for To-
ronto Hydro’s Peaksaver program, which permits the util-
ity to reduce power for 15 minutes to air conditioners and 
water heaters when energy demand starts to soar.174  When 
it comes down to it, every kilowatt counts!

Green power

The provincial government has a target of obtaining 5 
per cent of all energy from renewable sources (including 
small hydro, solar, wind, and geothermal) by 2007, and 
10 per cent by 2010.  To get there, the province has be-
gun investing in renewable energy production. The Min-
istry of Natural Resources recently opened 18 new sites on 
Crown land to small-scale hydro development.175 Ontario 
has stepped up its investment in windpower and with 12 
wind farms now either operating or in process, it leads the 
country with the capacity to generate around 1300 MW.176 
Municipalities can further encourage this shift by incorpo-

rating land use designations for wind energy projects into 
their official plans.177  Homeowners and businesses can also 
support cleaner energy by purchasing power from ‘green’ 
sources, an option offered by many utilities. For instance, 
Oakville Hydro’s ‘Green Light Pact’ program allows con-
sumers to specify that a certain amount of electricity will 
come from renewable energy sources. Green Tags Ontario is 
another initiative that allows consumers to invest in renew-
able energy sources. Each Green Tag purchased supports 
the development of one megawatt-hour of wind-generated 
electricity.178  Ontario Power Generation’s ‘Evergreen’ pro-
gram offers commercial and industrial users, as well as pub-
lic-sector groups, the option of buying a portion of their 
annual electricity from green power sources. 

Commercial ventures into green power have also begun. 
Bullfrog Power is an electricity retailer that invests exclu-
sively in clean, renewable power sources. Customers vir-
tually anywhere in the province can purchase power from 
Bullfrog, which in turn ensures that the same amount of re-
newable power is supplied to Ontario’s grid.179  The Town 
of Caledon recently became the first municipality in On-
tario to purchase power for municipal offices and facilities 
entirely from Bullfrog.180 

There are also a number of technologies that property 
owners can use to get renewable power. For instance, so-
lar power systems are well-suited for water heating, one of 
the biggest consumers of domestic energy, and provide be-
tween 50 and 60 per cent of annual domestic water heating 
needs. While the initial cost of a solar heater is consider-
ably more than a conventional one, the payback period is 
about seven to 10 years, compared to 40 years for nuclear 
energy.181 

The provincial government currently rebates the sales tax 
paid for a new solar energy system installed in homes and 
multi-unit residential buildings.182 Communities are also 
taking action to promote the use of solar power for wa-
ter heating.  Under Perth Ontario’s Solar Heater Program, 
Ontario’s Solar Heater program, EcoPerth has completed 

“Greg participated 
in the ritual of consump-
tion because having things, 
being able to buy things, 
constitutes ninety percent 
of the framework of every 
North American’s subcon-
scious.  And frameworks 
are made from things as di-
verse and varied as a can of 
Dutch cheese, seven pairs of 
different-colored tennis socks 
made in Hong Kong, a sub-
scription to The New York 
Times Book Review, a box of 
Swiss condoms, seven spiral 
notebooks with tiny graph 
paper with “six subjects and 
three pockets” from a Boston 
manufacturer, a collection 
of little tin trucks…”

Paco Ignacio Taibo II 
Four Hands  
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a ‘solar map’ of the town and found that 74 per cent of 
its homes and buildings can be retrofitted, reducing water-
heating bills by half. The group also provides information 
on obtaining solar water heaters, municipal rebates and 
leasing options.183  Some businesses are taking advantage 
of solar heating in Toronto. The Beach Solar Laundromat, 
for example, uses solar thermal panels to heat water for the 
laundromat and apartment above.  The retrofit cut natural 
gas consumption by 30 per cent, while revenues were up by 
160 per cent over 18 months.

Geothermal energy is another underdeveloped renewable 
source of heat and power.  Because temperatures below the 
earth’s surface are warmer in winter and cooler in summer 
than air temperatures, liquid (such as water or antifreeze) 
pumped through underground pipes can either be heated 
or cooled, and then transferred to indoor air. Geothermal 
energy is one of the most cost-effective renewable options 
for heating and cooling buildings. It’s considerably more 
efficient than conventional or air source heat pumps, and 
can be used for space heating, air conditioning and hot 
water.  

Around 8,500 houses and 500 institutional and commer-
cial buildings use geothermal power in Ontario.184   Cost 
savings can be considerable: annual heating costs for geo-
thermal homes are $400, compared to $1,000 for electric 
furnaces or baseboards, $1,250 for gas furnaces or $1,600 
for conventional oil furnaces.185  The Pine Meadows subdi-
vision in Wellington County, north of Kitchener, has 200 
homes that are heated and cooled through geothermal sys-
tems.186 A similar technology, the Deep Lake Water Cool-
ing project, uses cool water from Lake Ontario to provide 
air conditioning to high-rises. The Metro Toronto Con-
vention Centre and the Air Canada Centre both use it.187

Many of these electricity options would be easier for 
private property owners to adopt if municipalities and 
the province worked together to promote net metering, a 
technology designed for small power producers, or for in-
dividual homes and businesses that decide to adopt small 

alternative power systems. Net meters allow any surplus 
energy to be “banked” against power taken from the elec-
trical power grid.  In effect, they encourage the use of small 
power systems (e.g. solar panels, wind turbines) by allow-
ing their owners to receive full retail value for any surplus 
electricity they generate. Toronto Hydro currently offers 
“net metering” to its customers.  Over the past five years, 
38 American states have passed similar net metering laws.   
In addition the province has developed the Standard Of-
fer Contract (SOC) that purchases power from small gen-
erators of renewable energy, up to 10 megawatts, such as 
rooftop solar photovoltaic panels, wind generation, and 
water projects, to name a few.188 

Reduce, reuse, recycle

According to Statistics Canada, Ontarians produce 
around one tonne each of garbage every year, including res-
idential, commercial, industrial, and construction waste.189 

As options for where it can go become limited, we need to 
find new ways to reduce waste.

The Provincial Government aims to divert 60 per cent 
of Blue Box recyclables from landfill by the end of 2008.  
The City of Toronto agrees with this goal but has set its 
sights on 100 per cent diversion by 2012.190 Whichever 
you choose, some challenges lie ahead.

With Guelph’s “Wet/Dry” program exceeding all expec-
tations by achieving a 98 per cent public participation rate, 

participants have diverted 58 per cent of Guelph’s waste 
from landfills.191

Following Guelph’s success, curbside organics programs, 
also known as the Green Bin or Green Cart program, have 
been established widely throughout the Greater Golden 
Horseshoe.  Since Toronto started its Green Bin program in 
2002, Hamilton has introduced it.  As well, the Regions of 
Durham, Halton and Niagara are at various stages of roll-
ing it out and Peel Region’s start up is slated for April 2007.  
In York Region, Richmond Hill, Markham and Vaughan 
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are participating and the town of Adjala-Tosorontio is at 
the pilot stage in Simcoe County.

Despite this progress, some key gaps still exist. In To-
ronto, for instance, occupants of high rise condo and apart-
ment buildings on average recycle only 12 per cent of their 
garbage.  This is largely due to the ease of dropping garbage 
in garbage chutes, which make it difficult to ensure waste 
is sorted properly. Toronto plans to fix this through a by-
law that will prohibit the construction and use of garbage 
chutes and test different approaches to achieving organic 
recycling in high rise buildings.192  

Many municipalities in Ontario have opted for a regula-

tion to address residential waste through full or partial ‘user 
pay’ policies.  Before residents can dispose of their garbage 
they have to buy a tag or sticker to put on the bag.  Stickers 
and tags cost an average of $2.193  These programs provide 
incentives for residents to reduce the amount of waste they 
produce.

Increasing the diversion rate will also require an increase 
in the items that can be collected for recycling, such as tex-
tiles, and the development of better markets for recycled 
materials.  The first principle of waste management, how-
ever, is reduction and the provincial government should be 
looking at new tools to limit the overpackaging of products 
and the creation of non-reuseable or recyclable products.

Recycling empty beer bottles. See Creative Commons License. vii
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 Affordability

An important but often overlooked aspect of an ecologi-
cal community is the idea that a community must be af-
fordable to a greater range of people and incomes than is 
currently the case. 

According to Statistics Canada, the three population 
groups that are most likely to have low incomes are new 
immigrants, Aboriginal people, and single-parent families. 
These groups are more likely to live in low-income neigh-
bourhoods, which in Toronto tend to cluster around a rela-
tively prosperous downtown core.  Toronto’s Official Plan 
has acknowledged that new developments in the downtown 
area have focused primarily on middle- to high-income sin-
gle and two person households, and that “the Downtown 
is essentially benefiting the higher educated, professional 
work force.”201   Lower-income, single person and family 
households, on the other hand, are offered a limited supply 
of existing rental units.

The Provincial Policy Statement (PPS), which came into 
effect in 2005, requires municipalities to establish mini-
mum affordable housing targets for low--and moderate-
income levels. The PPS defines affordable home owner-
ship as the least expensive of either “housing for which 
the purchase price results in annual accommodation costs 
which do not exceed 30 per cent of gross annual house-
hold income for low - and moderate-income households,” 
or “housing for which the purchase price is at least 10 per 
cent below the average purchase price of a resale unit in the 
regional market area.”

Can a community call itself ‘sustainable’ if only a few can 
afford to live there? Building ‘greener’ is not only benefi-
cial for the environment – it can increase affordability to a 
wider range of incomes, which the market does not address 
well.

“…comfort has almost 
nothing to do with how 
big a space is.  It is at-
tained, rather, by tailor-
ing our houses to fit the 
way we really live and to 
the scale and proportion 
of our human form.”

Sarah Susanka 
The Not So Big House
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Moving



The need to shift how we build communities has never 
been more urgent. With our population projected to in-
crease rapidly, the pressure to build is greater than ever. 
An ecological city recognizes that human health, environ-
mental protection and community design are inextricably 
linked.  We don’t have to sprawl ever-outward.  Instead, 
we could connect urban residents and the rural economy. 
An ecological city is built compactly, uses available land 
efficiently, and ensures that housing, jobs, amenities and 
recreation are all within easy distance of one another. Few 
people own cars because they don’t need them.  They take 
public transit, cycle and walk.  An ecological city is lively 
and values vibrant compact neighbourhoods with room for 
nature to thrive.  Citizens of an ecological city are not en-
ergy hogs, water wasters or garbage makers.  They live and 
work in places that work thanks to conservation, efficiency, 
reuse and recycling and have produced some fine art, mu-
sic, literature and people along the way.

Sustainability indicators are an excellent means of moni-
toring progress towards building green communities. 
Hamilton’s Vision 2020, for example, sets out a strategy for                                                                                                        
a sustainable future through the partnership and involve-
ment of government, community groups, businesses and 
organizations, and releases a report on sustainability each 
year.  These include measurements such as transit ridership 
per capita and average residential electricity consumption.

In Toronto there is Vital Signs, the city’s annual check-up, 
which is produced by the Toronto Community Founda-
tion, and measures progress from a broad perspective.  It 
looks at things like income distribution, safety, health and 
well-being, learning, mobility, arts and culture and envi-
ronmental leadership.  

According to the provincial government, however, most 
municipalities in southern Ontario tend to focus more on 
recording information like housing statistics than a more 
integrated way to assess urban growth and sustainability; 
there is little coordination between districts.  “Municipal 
departments tend to generate data independently, poten-

tially missing opportunities to avoid overlap or spot emerg-
ing trends.”202   Most of all, municipalities are missing the 
opportunity to work together to address some of the most 
urgent problems of our time.

This report’s recommendations emphasize that responsi-
bility for achieving ecological cities does not rest with any 
one level of government or sector of society – it rests with 
all of us. An ecological city must be built at all scales – from 
small changes to individual properties and lifestyle to far-
reaching changes in government policy. Whether we are 
citizens, policymakers or business leaders, we are deciding 
what future generations will inherit.  Most people want to 
leave their children and grandchildren vibrant communi-
ties with clean air and water, flourishing ecosystems and 
reliable healthy food sources.  It’s time to get going.

Turn the page and spend a bit of time looking at To-
ronto-based artist Marlena Zuber’s depiction of a “Liveable 
Neighbourhood.”  What would your neighbourhood look 
like if it were a more ecological city?  We have left a page 
blank for you to sketch out some ideas.

We urge you to get involved.  If you live in a municipality 
where many green initiatives are underway, then work with 
your councillor to ensure that future municipal budgets in-
clude opportunities to expand these programs and to foster 
ideas that will make your city even greener.  If you live in a 
community that is doing little to address issues of sustain-
ability, then take some of our recommendations and start 
the ball rolling.
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