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LAND USE
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WHY DOES LAND USE MATTER?

As the population of our region continues to grow, managing 
the way we use our limited land becomes increasingly important. 
We need to accommodate our growing population while also 
protecting our natural infrastructure and the services it provides. 
We need to create a more walkable, transit-oriented and self-
sustaining region. Better land use planning can improve traffic 
congestion, air quality, and other quality of life dynamics while also 
reducing water and energy waste, and preserving natural features. 
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THE CURRENT SITUATION
More than 34 million trees and shrubs make up the 
GTA urban forest and, together, remove 113,000 tons 
of carbon every year. But, only three types of trees – 
the maple, cedar, and ash – make up 46% of the GTA’s 
urban forest. This makes it very susceptible to damage 
by insect pests and disease. The emerald ash borer 
is expected to kill 3.2 million ash trees in the GTA, 
representing about 10% of the urban forest population.

Over the past five years, several major disturbances 
have changed the structure of our urban forest. Such 
disturbances are expected to increase in frequency 
and severity over the next decade due to growing 
global trade pathways, the expansion of pest ranges 
associated with climate change, and more extreme 
summer droughts and winter storms. Several tree 
species now common in the GTA are not expected 
to adapt well to the anticipated climate conditions. 
Greater collaboration is needed between governments 
and public and private sector agencies to respond in 
an effective and timely manner to these threats.

From 2005 to 2014, municipalities, regional 
governments and conservation authorities from across 
the GTA collaborated to conduct a series of urban 
forest studies. These studies identified the value of 
trees in our communities and the general health of our 
urban forests. Partners included the City of Toronto, 
Regions of Peel, York and Durham, and the area 
municipalities of Oakville, Mississauga, Brampton, 
Caledon, Vaughan, Richmond Hill, Markham, 
Aurora, Ajax and Pickering, as well as Credit Valley 
Conservation, Lake Simcoe Region Conservation 
Authority, Central Lake Ontario Conservation Authority 
and TRCA. Several leading municipalities have used 
the information generated by these studies to develop 
management plans and strategies that guide their 
efforts to grow the urban forest.

Too often the urban forest receives low priority during 
the planning of urban development or redevelopment. 
Coordinating public works and urban forestry teams 
during the early planning of infrastructure projects can 
avoid costly tree replacements following construction 
activities and yield opportunities to plant additional 
trees at sites undergoing maintenance and repair. 
Regular communication between municipal planners, 
engineers, and foresters is critical to realizing these 
opportunities to protect and grow the urban forest.

Over the past five years, several major disturbances – invasive insect pests such as the emerald ash 
borer and extreme weather events including the 2013 ice storm – have changed the structure of our 
urban forest. As a form of green infrastructure, the urban forest provides environmental, economic 
and social benefits that support our health and well-being. An investment in the maintenance and 
expansion of the urban forest is an investment in improved air quality, stormwater management, 
climate change adaptation and wildlife habitat. Over the past few years, municipalities across the 
GTA have undertaken urban forest studies to inform their management decisions. Going forward, 
municipalities need to work toward achieving the targets set out in their individual strategies.  
Over the next five years, the urban forest monitoring and analysis techniques featured in the 
previous The Living City® Report Card need to be funded and repeated to continue to inform 
management of this important resource on a regional basis.

Urban Forest (GTA) PROGRESS

*
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WHAT NEEDS TO BE DONE
• Over the next five years, municipalities across 
 the GTA need to initiate a new round of urban  
 forest monitoring and analysis studies. The data 
 from these new studies when combined with the  
 earlier baseline assessments will give us important  
 information about the trajectory of the health of  
 the urban forest and the success of our efforts  
 to protect it.

• We can increase both genetic and species diversity  
 in the urban forest by adapting and expanding  
 municipal tree planting lists and ensuring that  
 species diversity targets are met across all scales,  
 from the city block to the entire city region. We  
 can also manage our urban forest to support a  
 more diverse range of ecosystem services, for   
 example by incorporating forest enhancements  
 and green infrastructure practices into stormwater  
 management systems. 

• We need to better understand the current and   
 future impacts of climate change. Data-sharing  
 across public and private organizations will allow  
 us to identify emerging trends, opportunities and 
  threats. Initiatives to test and evaluate new  
 planting techniques and technologies, new species  
 and new engagement strategies. In addition,   
 the GTA’s academic research community should be 
 supported in efforts to develop tools and monitoring  
 frameworks that reflect our local context. 

• Local residents can be empowered to monitor,  
 manage and protect the urban forest, even building  
 skills that they can translate into a career in urban  
 forestry. In addition, capacity building efforts that  
 target public land in underserved neighbourhoods  
 and welcome residents that are not property owners  
 can foster a shared sense of place. For example,  
 Toronto Park People supports community members  
 in their efforts to transform parks in Toronto   
 Neighbourhood Improvement Areas into vibrant  
 outdoor hubs.

WHAT WE ARE DOING
• York Region and the City of Mississauga are   
 recognizing the relationship between all forms  
 of green infrastructure and seeking to identify   
 management synergies that promote resilience. 
 York Region has developed a Strategic Forest 
  Management Plan that integrates urban canopy  
 cover and woodlot forest cover management in  
 to a single strategy. In September 2014, the City  
 of Mississauga received the Communities in Bloom  
 Urban Forestry Award for its Natural Heritage & 
 Urban Forest Strategy and Urban Forest   
 Management Plan, which integrate natural heritage  
 and urban forest planning and management. 

• The Toronto Green Standard, prepared in 2010  
 and updated in 2014, places urban forestry  
 within community planning and development goals. 
  The Standard recognizes that well-being objectives  
 are often best met using green infrastructure   
 solutions and, consequently, ensures that new  
 and retrofit developments provide the conditions  
 needed to support healthy urban trees.
 
• In 2015, the Green Infrastructure Ontario Coalition,  
 which has united conservation authorities,  
 environmental groups, municipal government,   
 academia and industry to promote green 
 infrastructure policies and programs, released   
 Ontario’s Urban Forest: Call to Action, which 
  identifies priority actions to help protect and   
 sustain our urban forests. 
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• Ryerson University, in partnership with Toronto  
 Parks and Trees Foundation, developed City Trees 
 and Park Trees, interactive web platforms that  
 allow individuals and communities to undertake 
 tree inventories and create maps using simple  
 mobile technologies. 

• The rapid spread of the emerald ash borer has  
 killed millions of ash trees in the GTA. In response,  
 Partners in Project Green, TRCA and their  
 municipal, private sector and community partners 
 are working to repurpose ash trees into high value 
 wood products. This effort is diverting wood  
 waste from landfill, creating learning opportunities,  
 saving municipalities money, and generating  
 beautiful and functional furniture and artwork. 

• In 2015 the Region of Peel, Town of Caledon, 
  Cities of Mississauga and Brampton, Credit  
 Valley Conservation and TRCA released the Tree  
 Planting Prioritization Tool, a GIS-based mapping 
 tool that targets planting locations that meet the 
 local demands for the environmental, economic  
 and/or social benefits provided by trees.

TARGETS
2016 Target: Develop targets for Leaf Area Density in 
each municipality as urban forest management plans 
are developed. 

Achieved? Somewhat. Although all municipalities 
consider Leaf Area Density when conducting a 
comprehensive evaluation of urban forest health, 
most now use canopy cover as the primary indicator 
for target setting.
 
Target for 2021: All municipalities in the GTA have 
developed comprehensive Urban Forest Management 
Plans that are informed by up-to-date urban forest 
studies.

Long-term target: Increase the average Leaf Area 
Density for TRCA’s jurisdiction to 2m2/m2 or more.

MEASURE
Leaf Area Density (m2/m2) – total upper leaf surface 
area divided by the area in question. The condition of 
the urban forest was previously evaluated in a series of 
quantitative studies across the GTA that are conducted 
approximately every 10 years. Since new data was 
not available for this report, we have provided a 
qualitative assessment of emerging threats, the 
progress made and opportunities for improvement.
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2016 
TARGET METPROGRESS

no

THE CURRENT SITUATION
The positive influence of greenspace on human and 
environmental health is well documented, particularly 
in the urban context. At the neighbourhood, local 
and regional level, greenspace moderates the flow 
of groundwater into rivers and streams, improves 
air quality by filtering out pollutants and greenhouse 
gases, shades us from UV radiation, muffles noise, 
and helps keep the city cool on hot summer days. 
By cleaning the air we breathe and turning down 
the heat in urban areas, it has been shown that 
increasing greenspace reduces hospital admissions 
and mortality rates, especially among older and more 
vulnerable residents. In addition to the direct health 
effects they offer, greenspaces also contribute to our 
health and well-being and provide opportunities for 
active recreation including biking, running, and team 
sports, or as a serene calming space.

While there is no agreed standard for the optimum 
amount of greenspace that should be preserved in 
urban settings, the average in urban areas across 
Canada was 8.4 ha per 1,000 people in 2011, 
when we last issued a report card for this indicator. 
Coincidently, that was also the amount of greenspace 
in the TRCA jurisdiction in 2011. Over the last five 
years, the amount of greenspace per 1,000 people 
across TRCA’s jurisdiction has likely decreased due to 
population increase. 

Currently, TRCA’s jurisdiction is the most urbanized 
and densely populated urban area within the 
province. According to provincial planners, it is 
projected to remain one of the fastest growing 
areas of the province for at least the next 25 years. 
The population of the GTA is expected to grow to 
an estimated 9.5 million by 2041, requiring new 
housing, schools, roads and other infrastructure for 
more than three million new residents.

WHAT NEEDS TO BE DONE
The management of greenspace in the GTA needs  
to take into account the new realities that are  
shaping the region; a growing and changing 
population, urban expansion, impacts of climate 
change, and economic challenges unfolding locally 
and globally. A key component of meeting these 
challenges will be rethinking our greenspace to  
ensure our communities have sustainable access  
to the wealth of protected greenspaces, including  
conservation lands, parks, trail systems, valleys  
and stream corridors. A connected and diverse 
greenspace network that is woven through each 
neighborhood, linking people through a system of 
trails and varied high quality natural experiences  
will help achieve improved health and well-being,  
an integrated regional active transportation system, 
and a vibrant eco-tourism economy.

Although the amount of greenspace within TRCA’s jurisdiction has increased by 910 hectares 
since 2011, the amount of greenspace per 1,000 residents has likely decreased since the last 
report card. The positive influence of greenspaces on human and environmental health is 
well documented, particularly in the context of urban landscapes. This is optimized when the 
greenspaces themselves are well managed for environmental health and human safety. Funding 
to manage these community assets has not increased in proportion to the increase in the size 
of the greenspace system, which has contributed to a decline in its quality. With the population 
projected to grow rapidly across the region over the next 25 years, the greenspace system  
must be secured and proactively managed to ensure that its benefits are maximized and that  
it contributes to a healthier, more livable community for all.

Greenspace (TRCA)
*
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• All greenspace, regardless of the intensity of   
 public use, requires regular inspection, monitoring 
  and general management. This includes establishing 
  the best possible land asset management  
 practices, constructing new trails, closing   
 dangerous and/or unsustainable trails, deterring  
 and mitigating encroachments, and discouraging  
 unauthorized use to ensure that the natural  
 and cultural heritage values for which the   
 greenspaces were brought in to public ownership  
 are protected, while still providing a safe and   
 enhanced visitor experience.

• An aggressive land acquisition program is required  
 if the ratio of greenspace to 1,000 residents is to be  
 maintained in the face of rapid population growth.  
 The amount of greenspace within the jurisdiction
 would have to more than double over the next 25  
 years to maintain this ratio. A key component   
 of this will be to actively plan with the community  
 where these greenspace lands should occur to  
 ensure natural links to the larger greenspace   
 system and that trails are provided to create  
 physical links to the entire system.

• Municipalities, conservation authorities,   
 community groups, and public health networks  
 need to collaborate to promote the environmental  
 and human health benefits of greenspace to  
 local residents.

• Finally, work is required to close gaps,  
 plan additional routes, and create a varied   
 natural experience that will link recreational   
 greenspaces with significant natural heritage  
 areas and local communities. For example,  
 hydro corridor revitalization in the Toronto region  
 represents an opportunity to transform the   
 relationship between the built structure of an 
  urban area and the natural spaces that are so vital  
 to the overall health of the system. By linking the  
 significant ravine systems that typically run north  
 and south with greenways through hydro corridors  
 running east and west, we are building an 
  incredible matrix of connected greenspaces on  
 a scale that is unparalleled in an urban area   
 anywhere in the world. This will help to improve 
  health and exercise, as well as tourism   
 opportunities across the region.

WHAT WE ARE DOING
• Rouge National Urban Park was officially created  
 in May 2015. Once fully established, it will be one  
 of the largest and best protected urban parks in  
 the world, spanning 79.1 km2 and overlapping   
 the cities of Toronto, Markham and Pickering and  
 the Township of Uxbridge. Rouge National Urban  
 Park is comprised of a rich assembly of natural,  
 cultural and agricultural landscapes and features  
 over 1,700 species of plants and animals, and some  
 of the last remaining working farms in the GTA.

• TRCA’s Greenlands Acquisition Project provides the  
 mechanism for TRCA to secure greenspaces to  
 extend the terrestrial natural heritage system and  
 secure continuous corridors for the regional trail  
 system. From 2011 through 2015, 912 hectares of 
  natural heritage lands were secured. The goal for  
 2016 to 2020 is for TRCA to aquire 1,000 ha of land.

• A total of 47 kilometers of trail have been created  
 along the Lake Ontario shoreline by TRCA and   
 its partner municipalities. Large projects, like the  
 Mimico and Port Union waterfront parks, provide  
 new greenspace, improve access to the waterfront,  
 and enhance terrestrial and aquatic habitats.  
 TRCA is also planning a system of greenspaces   
 along the Lake Ontario shoreline from Bluffer’s  
 Park to East Point Park that will provide a safe and 
 accessible waterfront experience.

• The Region of Peel and Credit Valley Conservation,  
 with the support of TRCA, are planning for the  
 Lakeview Waterfront Connection project on a  
 highly degraded section of the Lake Ontario  
 shoreline at the eastern limits of Mississauga.  
 The project will reuse fill generated by infrastructure  
 projects in Peel Region to create a new land base  
 for the creation of a 26 ha conservation area.  
 This conservation area will also provide valuable  
 fish and wildlife habitat and an accessible trail   
 system along the lakefront. The project is expected  
 to take eight to 10 years to complete. 

• The City of Toronto is developing a Ravine  
 Strategy for the management and enhancement  
 of Toronto's ravine system.

http://www.pc.gc.ca/eng/pn-np/on/rouge/index.aspx
http://www.trca.on.ca/dotAsset/93418.pdf
http://lakeviewwaterfrontconnection.ca/
http://www1.toronto.ca/wps/portal/contentonly?vgnextoid=91be0ba80120d410VgnVCM10000071d60f89RCRD&vgnextchannel=470bdada600f0410VgnVCM10000071d60f89RCRD
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• Mood Walks is a provincial program that promotes  
 physical activity in nature, or “green exercise,”  
 as a way to improve both physical and mental 
 health. To date, the Canadian Mental Health   
 Association, Hike Ontario and Conservation Ontario 
 have provided training and support for more than  
 40 community and mental health organizations to  
 launch walking programs for at-risk youth and  
 people with mental health issues. 

• The Province of Ontario’s 2014 Provincial Policy  
 Statement contains a new section directing   
 planning authorities to promote green infrastructure  
 that complements built infrastructure, as well as  
 to maximize vegetation within settlement areas,  
 where feasible.

• For the first time in 40 years, the City of Toronto  
 is preparing a comprehensive plan for its downtown, 
 TOcore. The Parks and Public Realm Plan,   
 being developed as part of the TOcore project,  
 is designed to improve the quality and connectivity  
 of public spaces and identify parkland improvement  
 and acquisition priorities within the intensifying core.

• Toronto Park People is an independent charity   
 that builds stronger communities by animating   
 and improving parks, and by working with more  
 than 100 park groups across the city. Their   
 Sparking Change Program works in underserved  
 communities to transform underused green spaces  
 into dynamic outdoor community hubs.

TARGETS
2016 Target: TRCA and other public and private 
partners must acquire an additional 1,800 ha within 
the next five years to maintain the 8.4 ha per 1,000 
people ratio.

Achieved? Unknown. TRCA acquired 911 ha of land 
but the amount of land acquired by our partners is 
not known.
 
Target for 2021: To aquire more than 1,000 ha of 
additional greenspace and to complete an inventory 
of the public greenspace within GTA region.

Long-term target: Maintain or surpass the ratio of  
8.4 ha per 1,000 people.

MEASURE
Greenspace is defined as parks, ravines, nature 
reserves, and hazard lands (floodplains, steep slopes 
and other areas where natural conditions restrict 
development) that are publicly secured lands  
(owned by conservation authorities, municipalities, 
and provincial or federal government). The greenspace 
indicator is based on the number of hectares of 
greenspace per 1,000 people. No new consolidated 
data for the GTA was available for analysis for this 
report card.
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http://www.moodwalks.ca/
http://www.mah.gov.on.ca/Page215.aspx
http://www1.toronto.ca/wps/portal/contentonly?vgnextoid=222101f2e9745410VgnVCM10000071d60f89RCRD
http://www1.toronto.ca/wps/portal/contentonly?vgnextoid=43b25f06ea6bb410VgnVCM10000071d60f89RCRD&vgnextchannel=222101f2e9745410VgnVCM10000071d60f89RCRD
https://parkpeople.ca/
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2016 
TARGET METPROGRESS

no

THE CURRENT SITUATION
Twenty years ago, there were nearly 265,000 hectares 
of land being farmed across TRCA’s jurisdiction.21 
That number had decreased to 247,750 ha by 
2001, 239,000 ha by 2006, and 220,300 ha by 
2011. That means there has been a loss of 7.8%, 
over the five-year time frame between 2006 and 
2011. The rate of farmland decline differed in the 
three municipalities between 2006 and 2011: Peel 
declined by 1446 hectares or 1.5%; York (includes 
Toronto) declined by 13,517 hectares or 8%; while 
Durham declined by 26,690 hectares or 9%. 

Development and urbanization continue to  
reduce the amount of agricultural land in the  
TRCA jurisdiction as more farmland is converted  
to residential, commercial infrastructure development 
or other uses. Lands generally south of the Greenbelt 
have the potential to be developed in the future.  
It is also becoming more financially onerous for new 
farmers to purchase agricultural land and operate a 
farm in a fiscally responsible and environmentally 
sustainable manner. Without the proper support and 
access to affordable land to farm, the next generation 
of farmers will find it too difficult to earn their living 
on the land. 
 

At the same time, population growth across southern 
Ontario and a growing appetite for healthy, locally 
grown and raised products are pushing the capacity of 
the local agricultural system. If these trends continue, 
we will increasingly need to rely on more food 
imported from other regions across North America 
and around the world. Preserving a strong and viable 
agricultural base not only strengthens the local 
economy and increases access to local food supplies, 
it reduces the ecological footprint of a community, 
provides ecological goods and services, and improves 
public health and well-being. For example, keeping 
agriculture areas green reduces runoff after a storm. 
As climate change increases the incidence and 
severity of extreme weather events, the preservation 
of farmland can be a key factor in preventing 
downstream erosion, flooding and habitat destruction. 

From 2006 to 2011, the amount of land dedicated to farming across TRCA’s jurisdiction has shrank 
by 7.8%, down to 220,300 ha. Once farmland is lost it becomes difficult to acquire more land or 
create new opportunities for farming on a larger scale. Farm operating costs also continue to rise, 
increasing the economic burden on farmers. If we are to meet the increasing demand for locally 
grown food, coordination of municipal, regional, and provincial governments and other partners 
is needed to secure and protect agricultural land within the region, together with economic 
incentives that encourage farming.

Agriculture (TRCA)
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WHAT NEEDS TO BE DONE
• To meet our long-term target, we need to  
 increase the amount of area being farmed across  
 the region. This will require coordinated action  
 by the Province, local and regional municipalities,  
 the agricultural community and its suppliers,   
 TRCA and other partners. 

• TRCA and other partners need to expand their  
 urban agriculture programs to provide new farmers  
 access to affordable land and support in their   
 initial years of farming.

• We need to support regional municipalities in   
 updating their Official Plans to encourage unified  
 and effective policies to preserve and support  
 local agriculture. Regional municipalities should  
 also be supported on effective ways to integrate  
 agricultural activities into the urban environment  
 such as green roofs, vertical farms, basement   
 farming, etc. 

• Ontario Farmland Trust and other organizations  
 should work together to develop agricultural land  
 securement and farm protection projects. 

• The Greater Golden Horseshoe Food and Farming 
 Alliance, all levels of government, TRCA,  
 the food and farming sector and other partners  
 need to work together to implement  
 recommendations from the Food and Farming:  
 An Action Plan 2021. 

WHAT WE ARE DOING
• In 2012, the Golden Horseshoe Food and Farming  
 Alliance released Food and Farming: An Action  
 Plan 2021, which identifies pathways for a  
 more integrated, viable and coordinated approach 
 to food and farming in the area. In 2016, they 
 released their Analysis of Food and Farming in the 
 Greater Golden Horseshoe report which shows that 
 the agriculture contributes a significant benefit to the  
 region and the overall economy.

• Parks Canada’s agricultural lands within Rouge  
 National Urban Park will offer up to 30-year leases  
 to support sustainable farming. This will increase  
 the viability and security of farming operations,  
 while allowing more flexible farm practices. 

• Changes were made to the 2014 Provincial Policy 
  Statement on land use planning to support   
 diversified rural economies and local food,   
 promote the sustainability of agri-food, permit  
 on-farm diversified uses and ensure agricultural  
 uses are protected and promoted. In addition,  
 prime agricultural areas now require designation  
 and protection. 

• TRCA has made 278 hectares of its land available  
 to support farming within the region. There are  
 four major TRCA urban farm projects: Albion Hills  
 Community Farm, Black Creek Community Farm,  
 The Living City® Farm at Kortright and McVean Farm. 
  The farms produce about 136,000 kilograms   
 of fresh food per year.

• The Friends of the Greenbelt Foundation   
 continues to actively promote local food in  
 the GTA and throughout southern Ontario.  
 They administer the Greenbelt Fund to support  
 local farming with programs that educate   
 consumers and increase market access for  
 small farmers.

http://www.foodandfarming.ca/
http://www.foodandfarming.ca/
http://www.foodandfarming.ca/food-and-farming-action-plan/
http://www.foodandfarming.ca/food-and-farming-action-plan/
http://www.foodandfarming.ca/research/
http://www.mah.gov.on.ca/Page215.aspx
https://trca.ca/conservation/urban-agriculture/
http://www.greenbelt.ca/
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• TRCA Intergenerational Skills and Land Sharing  
 program matches people with farming knowledge  
 with those who have backyards available to be  
 cultivated. This program increases skill sharing  
 and food growing opportunities in the Jane-Finch  
 neighbourhood of Toronto.

• In updating their Official Plan, regional municipalities  
 have undertaken Land Evaluation Area Reviews,  
 as well as Minimum Distance Separation Studies,  
 to identify and delineate prime agricultural areas, 
 and to minimize land use conflicts between   
 agricultural and urban areas.

• The Region of Durham created an Agricultural  
 Strategy for 2013-2018 to attract, retain and   
 expand agri-food businesses and to protect and  
 enhance agricultural lands in the region. This plan  
 outlines objectives, identifies potential partners,  
 and proposes action policies, such as zoning   
 changes and designating prime agricultural areas.

• The Government of Ontario passed the Local Food  
 Act in 2013, which aims to strengthen the local  
 food economy, improve food literacy and increase  
 available markets for local food. 

• The provincial government's Co-ordinated Land  
 Use Planning Review proposes changes that   
 would protect the agricultural system in the Greater 
 Golden Horseshoe. This includes protecting both  
 land and infrastructure to enable a prosperous   
 agricultural sector. 

TARGETS
2016 Target: No loss in farmland between  
2006 and 2016.

Achieved? No. There was an 8% loss in farmland 
between 2006 and 2011 and it is assumed that this 
loss has not been recovered over the past five years.

Target for 2021: No further loss of farmland between 
2015-2021.

Long-term target: A greater than 5% increase in the 
area of land being farmed in 2011. This will require 
the use of innovative methods and spaces due to 
limited conventional farmland.

MEASURE
Agricultural census data was compiled from the 
regions of Peel, York, Durham and the City of Toronto 
to determine the amount of farmland within the TRCA 
jurisdiction. The most recent census from which data 
is available was 2011.
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https://www.investdurham.ca/Assets/Publications/ApprovedStudiesStrategies/AgriculturalStrategy.pdf
http://www.ontla.on.ca/web/bills/bills_detail.do?locale=en&BillID=2754
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2016 
TARGET METPROGRESS

almost 

THE CURRENT SITUATION
Participation in green building organizations and 
initiatives is increasing, providing evidence of the 
growing interest and enthusiasm in this sector. The 
Canada Green Building Council, launched in 2002, 
has over 2,500 members and the Greater Toronto 
Chapter is the largest in the country. Additionally, 
the BOMA BEST® program, started in 2005 by the 
Building Owners and Managers Association, has 
seen tremendous uptake by the Canadian real estate 
industry with 3,562 buildings having achieved some 
level of certification or re-certification across Canada. 
The City of Toronto continues to lead the nation in the 
total number of certified green buildings with 253, as 
of September 30, 2014. In comparison, Calgary has 
163 green buildings, Montréal 144 and Vancouver 132.

Green building designers are creating new  
commercial buildings, institutions and residences  
that dramatically lower energy consumption,  
generate energy from renewable sources, conserve 
water, harness natural sources of light and ventilation, 
use environmentally preferable materials, minimize 
waste, and create healthy and productive indoor 
environments. Green buildings also generate significantly 
fewer GHG emissions over their operating life than 
conventional buildings.

Similarly, renovating our existing building stock – 
improving energy efficiencies by upgrading heating 
and cooling systems, improving insulation and 
conserving water, for example – represent some of  
the most effective opportunities to reduce GHG 
emissions in the region. Investing in energy efficiency 
also boosts economic growth, with no reduction in 
our quality of life or comfort levels.

The green building industry in the Toronto region is the largest in Canada and it’s continuing to 
grow. Between 2011 and 2014 the stock of LEED™ and BOMA BEST™ certified buildings in the 
Toronto region grew by an average of 39 buildings per year, to a total of 414, well ahead of all 
other major Canadian cities. Buildings account for approximately 48% of Toronto’s greenhouse 
gas (GHG) emissions and are a major component of the environmental footprint of urban areas. 
Therefore, constructing and operating efficient and long lasting buildings in an environmentally 
responsible manner (green building) is widely viewed as one of the cornerstones of a sustainable 
city. Efforts to establish policies at both the municipal and provincial levels which encourage 
green building construction and operation are necessary to develop a more sustainable city. 
Specifically, consideration should be given to a policy requiring large buildings to publically  
report energy and water consumption, and benchmark against similar buildings as a way to 
improve energy and water efficiency and reduce GHG emissions.

Green Buildings (GTA)

http://www.cagbc.org/CAGBC/LEED/CAGBC/Programs/LEED/Going_green_with_LEE.aspx?hkey=54c44792-442b-450a-a286-4aa710bf5c64
http://www.cagbc.org/Default.aspx
http://bomacanada.ca/bomabest/
http://bomacanada.ca/bomabest/
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WHAT NEEDS TO BE DONE
The future growth and long-term vitality of the green 
building industry will ultimately be determined by 
market supply and demand. However, additional 
initiatives are needed to encourage, promote and  
(in some cases) require the adoption of green  
building technologies and standards in new 
developments and major renovations. 

• Adopt policies requiring all new government and  
 institutional buildings to be built or managed to  
 meet green building certification criteria.

• Accelerate retrofits and major renovations of   
 existing public and private buildings to significantly  
 reduce energy and water use.

• Track energy use, on-site energy generation,   
 water use and wastewater production associated  
 with individual buildings and develop the means  
 to map and compare performance over time to other  
 buildings of the same type and geographic location.

• Establish policies at the provincial or municipal  
 level requiring that the energy consumed in large  
 buildings be publically reported and benchmarked  
 against similar buildings, as a means of driving down  
 energy consumption on provincial or city-wide scales.

WHAT WE ARE DOING
• CivicAction’s award-winning smart office program,  
 Race to Reduce, challenges Toronto region  
 landlords and tenants in office buildings of all   
 types, sizes and ages to work together to  
 collectively reduce their energy use. Over 42% of 
 the Toronto region’s office stock (196 buildings)  
 is registered and the program collectively achieved 
 a 12.1% drop in energy use in participating   
 buildings over the first four years.
 
• In 2012, the City of Mississauga adopted  
 voluntary Green Development Standards to 
 encourage green design elements in new 
 construction, including on-site stormwater 
 management, sustainable landscape design,   
 pedestrian and cycling infrastructure, and exterior  
 building design (e.g. lighting and window glazing). 

• Since the City of Toronto put its Toronto Green  
 Standard into effect in 2010, a total of 517 site  
 plan applications have been approved that meet 
  either Tier 1 or Tier 2 requirements, including   
 55 low-rise residential (townhouses), 183 mid-  
 to high-rise, and 279 industrial, commercial and  
 institutional developments. This is a key driver of  
 the strong growth being experienced in the Toronto  
 green building industry.

• The Municipal Leaders Forum initiative of  
 the Canada Green Building Council’s Greater   
 Toronto Chapter recognizes the leadership  
 role that municipalities can play through 
 implementation of supportive policies and  
 exemplary projects. The Forum provides   
 opportunities for information sharing and  
 capacity building with industry professionals 
 at networking events across the GTA and beyond.

• The Toronto 2030 District is a unique partnership  
 that brings together private and public sector 
 stakeholders committed to demonstrating   
 economic and climate leadership through the  
 creation of a high performance urban district  
 in downtown Toronto. The ultimate goal is to cut  
 district-wide GHG emissions in half, including  
 zero emissions from new buildings by 2030.

• TRCA is further developing The Living City® Campus  
 as a world class centre for green building and   
 sustainable technologies demonstration,  
 evaluation and education. The Campus offers   
 training workshops for professionals and   
 homeowners, as well as demonstration buildings  
 to accelerate the commercial adoption of green 
 building designs, products and services.

• BOMA Canada launched its updated BOMA  
 BEST® program in 2012 which includes   
 assessments for a wider range of building types,  
 and recently introduced the BOMA BEST Health 
  Care module which offers managers and  
 operators of health care facilities strategies to  
 foster improvement in building performance.

• In 2013, Natural Resources Canada (NRCAN)  
 released a Canadian version of the ENERGY STAR® 

  Portfolio Manager tool, a free interactive management 
 tool that allows you to assess and track energy  
 and water consumption across your entire portfolio  
 of buildings in a secure, on-line environment.
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TARGETS

2016 Target: Maintain the current rate of growth 
of the green building industry and increase interest 
in certification programs. Specifically, achieve 575 
green certified industrial, commercial and institutional 
(ICI) buildings, and 50% of new home construction 
should meet ENERGY STAR® for New Homes or 
GreenHouse™ criteria.

Achieved? Almost. While the number of certified 
green buildings increased substantially to 414,  
the ambitious target set in 2011 of quadrupling the 
number of certified green buildings in the Toronto 
region in five years was not achieved. Similarly,  
about 35% of new home construction currently  
meets ENERGY STAR© for New Homes criteria,  
falling short of the 2016 target of 50%.

Target for 2021: Increase the number of certified 
green ICI and high rise buildings in the Toronto  
region by 225 (an average increase of 45 buildings 
per year) and achieve the interim targets set out in 
the Architecture 2030 Challenge.

Long-term target: Require all new buildings, 
developments and major renovations to be  
carbon neutral by implementing innovative  
sustainable design strategies, generating power  
on-site from renewable sources, and purchasing 
energy from renewable sources or carbon offsets  
(i.e., carbon credits) as envisioned by the  
Architecture 2030 Challenge. 

MEASURE
As an indicator of the vitality of the green building 
industry, the number of certified green industrial, 
commercial, institutional and high-rise residential 
buildings was assessed and compared to 2011 totals. 
Green buildings are considered to be those certified  
under either the Leadership in Energy and Environmental 
Design (LEED) Canada Green Building Rating System™ 
administered by the Canada Green Building Council, 
or the Building Owners and Managers Association’s 
Building Environmental Standards (BOMA BEST®), 
certification program administered by BOMA Canada. 
To achieve an A rating, the average annual change 
in number of certified green buildings will be 45 or 
greater over the next five year reporting cycle.
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http://www.cagbc.org/CAGBC/LEED/CAGBC/Programs/LEED/Going_green_with_LEE.aspx?hkey=54c44792-442b-450a-a286-4aa710bf5c64
http://www.cagbc.org/Default.aspx
http://bomacanada.ca/bomabest/
http://bomacanada.ca/


60 The Living City® Report Card 2016



61The Living City® Report Card 2016

THE CURRENT SITUATION
The GTA is projected to be the fastest growing region 
in the province, with its population increasing by 
over 2.8 million people to reach almost 9.5 million 
by 2041;22 and we must find ways to accommodate 
this growth in a sustainable way. Prioritizing more 
efficient use of land through compact development 
is a goal of the Province’s Growth Plan for the 
Greater Golden Horseshoe, 2006, as well as most 
of the municipal official plans in the GTA, which 
require conformity with policies in the Growth Plan. 
Densification and intensification are the two primary 
planning policies driving the development of a more 
compact urban region.

Starting in 2015, the Growth Plan required  
regional municipalities to plan and direct 40% of 
residential development to existing communities on 
an annual basis. In addition, new communities at 
the urbanized edge had to meet minimum average 
greenfield density targets of 50 people and jobs  
per hectare. This minimum density was intended to 
support provision of a 30-minute bus service for new 
suburban communities. 

As a result of its 2016 coordinated land use 
review, the Province has proposed an increase in 
the intensification target from 40% to 60% and 
the greenfield density target from 50 to 80 people 
and jobs per hectare. The increased targets and 
complementary policies in the Province’s Proposed 

Growth Plan for the Greater Golden Horseshoe, 
2016 are meant to support municipalities in their 
continuing efforts to build compact communities 
while: aligning growth with existing and planned 
transit, increasing the share of transit ridership,  
and reducing greenhouse gas emissions caused  
by both urban land uses and transportation. 

Research by The Neptis Foundation shows that 
municipalities still have some work to do to get this 
alignment right. While residential growth is being 
accommodated more efficiently through higher-
density development, it needs to be better directed  
to areas served by public transit. An analysis of long-
term urban growth patterns in the Greater Toronto 
and Hamilton Area (GTHA) over a 20-year period 
(1991-2011)23 suggests that the proposed increased 
targets for intensification and densification align with 
housing market trends as the region began to develop 
more compactly, while steadily accommodating 
population growth even before the Growth Plan  
was adopted and its policies fully implemented.  
The region’s population increased by 19% from  
4.7 to 5.6 million people in the first decade  
(1991–2001) and by 18% to 6.6 million people  
in the second decade (2001–2011). However,  
the rate of urban land consumption to accommodate 
these new residents was 26% in the first decade  
and dropped to only 10% in the second.

The Toronto region is third fastest-growing region in North America. In recent years, the rate 
of land consumption has decreased due to higher density of new residential development. 
However, the majority of our additional population continues to be accommodated at the 
suburban edges of our region where access to public transit is limited. Future planning must 
include comprehensive intensification strategies that better align population and employment 
growth with transit investments. 

Intensification (GTA) PROGRESS

https://www.placestogrow.ca/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=359&Itemid=12
https://www.placestogrow.ca/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=420&Itemid=12
http://www.neptis.org/
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In a 2015 report, Growing Pains, Neptis researchers 
delved deeper and examined sub-regional development 
patterns between 2001-2011, analyzing residential 
development and population change within 
municipalities in the GTHA.24 The findings showed 
that while residential development in the GTHA is 
being built at higher densities, the majority of the 
population growth does not have ready access to 
frequent transit. The study found that although 45% 
of net new residential dwellings were absorbed in 
existing communities (within urbanized area as of 
2001), nearly 86% of net new population (857,870 
people) were accommodated in new communities at 
the edge of the region. Furthermore, only 18% of the 
net new population were accommodated within the 
frequent transit network.25 

In the latest report from The Neptis Foundation, 
Planning for Prosperity, researchers showed that 
both the Growth Plan and the regional transportation 
plan, The Big Move, do not recognize the importance 
of three major suburban employment areas that 
accommodate a significant amount of employment 
and contains growing sectors of the economy.26  
These three employment “megazones” account for 
over one million work trips per day in the region, 
contributing significantly to the region’s auto 
congestion and greenhouse gas emissions.

WHAT NEEDS TO BE DONE 
While the Province of Ontario and municipalities 
in the GTHA show a continued commitment to 
building a compact, transit-accessible region, there 
is still work to be done to align the population and 
employment growth in the region to existing and 
planned transit infrastructure.

While regional plans, such as the Growth Plan, are 
needed to manage and coordinate growth, these plans 
must reflect and integrate the reality of our regional 
structure. For example, key employment areas that are 
auto-dependent must be aligned with our transit plans 
if we are to reduce regional greenhouse gas emissions. 
The next phase of implementing the amendments 
to the Growth Plan will require a more collaborative 
partnership between the Province, municipalities and 
conservation authorities to gauge whether the policies 
in the regional and municipal plans are achieving 
its overall goals. This will require an information 
collection and monitoring framework that is currently 
insufficient/inadequate. 

TARGETS
Long-term target: Greater than 60% intensification  
for each upper tier municipality or as directed in 
provincial plans.

http://www.neptis.org/publications/growing-pains-understanding-new-reality-population-and-dwelling-patterns-toronto-and
http://www.neptis.org/publications/planning-prosperity
http://www.metrolinx.com/en/regionalplanning/bigmove/big_move.aspx
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This graph illustrates how and where the population changed in municipalities between 2001 and 2011.  
It differentiates between population in the built-up areas (intensification) and new communities at the  
edge (greenfield). It shows a loss of population in many communities with older urban areas and a large  
gain of population in new areas of these same communities. Policies on intensification are meant to  
address this issue by directing more population into existing areas where infrastructure already exists.
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by Marcy Burchfield, Executive Director, The Neptis Foundation
- full bio on page 96

http://www.neptis.org/



