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IT’S BIGGER THAN JUST ‘US’
The need for a regional approach to environmental sustainability is critical to the 
success of the region. We’ve long outgrown the political boundaries established 
by municipalities decades ago. The GTA is the economic hub of the Province 
and of the country, home to over six million people, and encompasses 25 local 
and five regional municipalities. Each group is working towards their individual 
environmental sustainability goals but imagine the collective impact if we worked 
together, towards shared goals. 

If we are to maintain and enhance The Living City®, it will require the concerted 
effort, expertise and commitment of us all: conservation authorities, researchers, 
non-profit organizations, various levels of government, businesses and individuals.  
It will require the balancing of multiple considerations and that won’t be an easy task, 
but that’s a good challenge to have. It’s about being forward-looking and optimistic. 

The following section provides some insight on how to move forward together  
as a region. This environmental report card is only one piece of the sustainability 
puzzle. If we are to be a truly sustainable region, we will need to work on 
all aspects of sustainability - social, economic, and environmental. We need 
to leverage the strengths of our partners as we go forward on this path to 
sustainability. If we can work together toward achieving a sustainable region,  
we can set the precedent for regions across North America, and the planet,  
to emulate. 
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How clean is our air? How much 
greenspace do we have? These seem like 
fairly straightforward questions for cities 
and regions, but are they? 

One of the key challenges in driving sustainable urban 
development – both locally and globally – is the lack 
of standardized city data. Cities around the world 
collect data on everything from education to transit 
use to air quality, but often using different metrics 
with varying definitions and methodologies. This lack 
of standardization makes it difficult to make “apples-
to-apples” comparisons between cities or to aggregate 
the data together for larger regional areas, limiting 
opportunities for collaboration, city-to-city knowledge 
sharing and transfer of sustainable solutions.

Addressing this challenge is the focus of the  
Toronto-based World Council on City Data (WCCD). 
The WCCD hosts a network of innovative cities 
committed to improving services and quality of life 
with open city data and provides a consistent and 
comprehensive platform for standardized urban 
metrics. The WCCD is implementing ISO 37120 
Sustainable Development of Communities: Indicators 
for City Services and Quality of Life, the new 
international standard; created by cities, for cities.  
The WCCD has developed the first ISO 37120 
certification system and the Global Cities Registry™ 
of WCCD ISO 37120 certified cities. The WCCD is a 
hub for creative learning partnerships across cities, 
international organizations, corporate partners, and 
academia to further innovation, envision alternative 
futures, and build more liveable and sustainable cities.

The ISO 37120 standard includes a comprehensive 
set of 100 indicators that measure a city's social, 
economic, and environmental performance under 
17 themes. This includes indicators closely aligned 
with the key environmental measures in The Living 
City® Report Card – such as water, air quality, 
waste – as well as a broader set of themes covering 
infrastructure services, municipal operational 
performance, economic development and quality 
of life. The development of this ground-breaking 
standard was led by the Global Cities Institute at the 
University of Toronto and involved extensive testing 
by 255 cities worldwide.
 
High-quality data is critical for more effective 
decision-making in cities but this data is often 
lacking or underused. According to Bloomberg 
Philanthropies27, 72% of city leaders said that they 
have a tool or platform for publicizing data, but only 
18% have an established process for releasing data  
on a regular basis. Seventy per cent of the cities 
surveyed are committed to using data and evidence 
to make decisions, but just 28% modify existing 
programmes based on the results of evaluations.

WCCD ISO 37120 Certification is quickly becoming  
a key tool to help cities address the data deficit and 
enable a culture of data-driven innovation. An initial 
group of WCCD Foundation Cities were the first cities  
to implement the standard and have their data certified 
by a team of independent verifiers. This pioneering 
group of cities includes: Amman, Amsterdam, Barcelona, 
Boston, Bogota, Buenos Aires, Dubai, Guadalajara, 
Haiphong, Helsinki, Johannesburg, London, Los Angeles, 
Makkah, Makati, Minna, Melbourne, Rotterdam, 
Shanghai, and Toronto. Following the lead of the 
Foundation Cities, a growing number of cities globally 
are now achieving WCCD ISO 37120 certification.  
In addition to the City of Toronto, in Canada this includes 
Vaughan, Cambridge, Surrey, St-Augustin-De-Desmaures 
and Shawinigan.

The Power of Standardized Data for 
Sustainable Urban Development 
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Joining the WCCD allows cities around the world 
to identify data-enabled solutions locally, while the 
WCCD Open City Data portal allows for international 
comparisons with other cities regionally, nationally 
and globally – catalyzing innovative ideas that  
travel from one city to another. Cities of all sizes  
are welcome to participate in the ISO 37120 
certification program.

WCCD Certification is an effective tool for evidence-
based decision making on a regional level. A regional 
approach is needed to understand sustainable planning 
and policy development for cities. Local authorities 
can benefit by coordinating their plans and policies 
and collaborating to address social, economic or 
environmental issues that cross municipal borders.28

 
Information on larger metropolitan areas or city regions, 
however, is often lacking or difficult to access. 
Metropolitan regions often span several cities and 
jurisdictions, each of which collects data somewhat 
differently. Some indicators, due to their regional 
nature, may not be collected by individual cities.  
ISO 37120 standardized data allows for easy 
aggregation of indicators collected at multiple scales 
from municipalities that make up a metropolitan region. 

The analysis of consistent and comparable data is 
essential for understanding and managing urban 
regions. WCCD Certification is therefore a key tool 
for enabling cities and municipalities in the Greater 
Toronto Area (GTA) to work together on regional priority 
issues such as air quality, transportation, and economic 
development and competitiveness. Using standardized 
data will help us to build a smarter, more sustainable, 
resilient and prosperous future for the GTA.

For more information and to access the WCCD Open 
City Data Portal, please visit www.dataforcities.org. 

by Matthew Lynch, Vice President, Global Partnerships & 
Initiatives at the World Council on City Data (WCCD)
- full bio on page 96
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The Sustainable Development  
‘Learning Curve’
The idea of sustainable development29 is over 30 
years old. Since its emergence, planners and policy 
makers have examined human activities at many 
scales to find the most effective ways to keep social 
and economic development within limits that the 
planet can sustain. This examination has occurred 
from local to international levels, and ultimately 
has led to a focus on sustainability planning at a 
regional scale. Figure 1 illustrates how the focus of 
sustainable development has shifted over time. In the 
early years, governments were focused on regulating 
the end results of environmental problems (or “end-
of-pipe”30 management). Industry then began to focus 
on redesigning products and production processes 
to make them more efficient and less wasteful. This 
management of the flow of resources through cities, 
factories and households led to the introduction of  
the '3Rs': Reduce, Reuse, Recycle. 

By the mid-1990s sustainability efforts had shifted 
to more systemic and preventative action. Multi-
stakeholder and ‘integrated’ planning became the 
norm for local governments and utilities to encourage 
behavioural change and to reduce demand for 
resources and mobility. Green procurement31, new 
pricing schemes to encourage conservation, consumer 

incentive programs and product certification schemes 
were the new practices of the day. During this phase, 
the emphasis was on cycling resources, for example 
through the reuse of waste heat for district heating 
and treated wastewater, and restoring natural systems 
within communities and watersheds. Sustainability 
efforts focused on more local scales during this 
period - at the level of buildings, households, 
neighbourhoods and cities. Local governments 
became key actors in sustainable development – 
not only as service providers, waste managers and 
local regulators, but also as important facilitators 
of innovation for industry, for instance, in the 
establishment of district utilities, regional biodiversity 
management, and the green building sector.

Over the last decade, this integrated planning 
approach has fostered a whole new phase and 
ambition for sustainability: the redesign of urban 
society’s most basic systems such as food, energy 
and transportation to function as productive sources 
of resources to serve local needs. This breakthrough 
is also most evident at local and regional scales: 
in eco-neighborhoods and eco-districts,32,33 which 
operate with a minimum of outside resources, in the 
development of regional food systems and smart/
low-carbon transportation hubs and systems; in the 
resource efficient optimization of local and regional 
energy, water and waste infrastructure34, and in the 

Think Global, Act Regional

LOCUS OF CHANGE

Regional Cycles & 
Systems, Supply Chains

Regions, Cities, Watersheds, 
Districts, Infrastructures

Local Governments, 
Utilities, Communities

Industries/Sectors

Nations REGULATION & MANAGEMENT 
(End-of-Pipe, Good Housekeeping)

STANDARDS & PROCRESS REDESIGN 
(Eco-Efficiency, Waste Reduction)

DEMAND SIDE MANAGEMENT (Prevention, 
Behavior/Lifestyle Change, Retrofits)

RESTORATION (Watersheds, Habitats,
Brownfields Regeneration, Farmlands)

OPTIMIZATION (Green Building,
Net Zero, Nexus, Eco-Districts)

PRODUCTION (Net Positive Energy & 
Food Systems,Circular Economy)

1970-80       1990       1995       2000       2005       2010       2015       2020       2025

Managing Flows through 
systems and places

Managing & Cycling Stocks 
in systems and places

Developing Systems 
& Places as Productive 
Sources

Figure 1. The Sustainable Development ‘Learning Curve’

(c) The Next Practice Ltd 2015
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development of ‘circular economy’35 production and 
waste cycling systems36 that moves society away from 
a traditional linear (“make-use-dispose”) economy. 
 
When It Comes to Sustainability,  
All Roads Lead to Regions
The emerging focus on the productive potential  
of cities, districts and regions has shifted  
sustainable development in a new direction,  
towards ‘regenerative’ development: the pursuit of 
net-positive production of energy, food, and water in 
buildings, infrastructure systems, and communities. 
District-scale redevelopment projects in Europe are  
now being designed so that these communities  
produce more energy and food than residents and 
businesses consume within the district. The integration 
of energy, waste, sewerage, and food production 
systems is increasingly common. In some Scandinavian 
cities local organic waste streams are being used to 
produce a significant percentage of the cities’ vehicle 
fuel supply and regional agricultural fertilizer demand. 

Single cities and towns still often take the lead in 
innovation for such new solutions. But the local 
scale often proves too small for market viability, or it 
may be geographically too narrow to achieve net-
positive ambitions for local food or energy production. 
Therefore, the focus for action has been shifting to 
regional initiatives, for three main reasons:

1.	Key economic and environmental systems are  
	 often regional in nature. 

	 Many public services (such as transportation, 		
	 greenspace, water, stormwater, and waste water 	
	 management, and waste management) typically 	
	 operate at the regional scale and are managed 	
	 by regional governments. Industries also tend 		
	 to be structured at a regional scale, depending 	
	 on regional labour markets, knowledge institutions 	
	 and commerce facilities (e.g., wholesale markets, 	
	 ports), and regional networks of suppliers and 	
	 service providers.

	

	 Many people live in one area and commute 
	 to another for employment. These regional 		
	 ‘commutersheds’ combine with regional industry 	
	 to effectively define regional airsheds and 		
	 greenhouse gas emissions. Regional water supply, 	
	 treatment, and delivery systems, meanwhile,  
	 are inextricably linked with the characteristics of 	
	 regional watersheds, and thus must be managed 	
	 jointly with them. 

2.		New net-zero and net-positive systems are often 	
		 most viable at a regional scale.

		 A sustainable food supply requires the integration 	
	 of multiple components of the system, from  
	 farming through processing, distribution and 		
	 consumption. Initiatives to establish a sizeable 	
		 locally sourced food supply have been most 		
	 successful when developed at the regional scale,  
	 as is seen in regions like Havana and Metro 		
	 Vancouver. Metro Vancouver’s regional agricultural 	
	 sector produces half of the fresh food consumed  
	 in all of British Columbia. In 2009, it produced $10 	
	 billion worth of agricultural products compared with 	
	 $5 billion in annual regional food expenditures.38 

	 Similarly, the leading cases of carbon neutral energy 	
	 supply have also been organized at a regional scale. 	
	 Växjö, Sweden, for instance, produces 40% of its 
	 electricity and 80% of its heating energy from 		
	 regionally harvested biomass. Linkoeping, Sweden 	
	 fuels the regional commuter trains system with 
	 biogas produced from regional municipal and 		
	 agricultural organic waste streams. Fifty thousand 	
	 tonnes of high grade fertilizer are produced as a 
 	 by-product per year and cycled back into the 		
	 regional agricultural sector. 

	 Biodiversity initiatives at the local scale 		
	 also benefit from inter-municipal and regional 		
	 management of habitats and corridors, since 		
	 landscape connectivity promotes ecological 		
	 integrity. The importance of this relationship 		
		 has long been recognized in the Greater Golden 	
	 Horseshoe (GGH), where regional conservation 	
	 authorities and the landscape-level Greenbelt Plan 	
	 contribute to natural heritage protection across 	
	 municipal boundaries.
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3.		Markets for sustainable solutions, generally 		
	 operate at a regional scale or higher. 

	 Few business models, or new product solutions 	
	 are viable at the scale of one city or town. Regional 	
	 market scale is necessary for integrated, multi-	
	 modal transit systems, electric vehicle charging 	
	 infrastructure, or new forms of green building. 	
	 When Hannover, Germany established its 		
	 partnership with local builders to introduce a 		
	 cutting-edge Passive House standard, it used an 
 	 eco-district project to build local design and 		
	 building industry capacity, but the aim was to 		
	 make local builders market leaders across northern 	
	 Germany. As a result, employment in Hannover’s 	
	 and construction sector is approaching the scale 
 	 equivalent to that of its regional automobile industry.

	 The critical need for a regional approach to 		
	 sustainability in southern Ontario is underscored 	
	 by the GGH. The GGH—from Peterborough to 		
	 Orillia to Niagara—will be home to nearly 13 		
	 million people by 2036, about 30% of Canada’s 	
	 projected population. It is one of the five largest  
	 and fastest-growing urban regions in North 		
	 America. The region already produces one-fifth 
 	 of Canada’s GDP, and its economic output is 		
	 greater than that of more than 140 nations, 		
	 including Colombia, Denmark, Finland, New 		
	 Zealand, and South Africa.39 More than a third of  
	 all new immigrants to Canada settle in the region.40 
	 The region accounts for 24% of the country’s 		
	 residential real estate market.41 The GGH is highly 	
	 interlinked in economic, social and environmental 	
	 terms and is an obvious scale at which to also 	
	 examine alignment, innovation and coordination  
	 on regional sustainability issues. 

Managing the Regional Learning Curve, 
Measuring Regional Progress
Adopting a regional approach to sustainability in the 
complex and dynamic conditions of the Toronto region 
is definitely a challenge. To move forward, we need to 
address key questions, such as: What do we need to 
do differently to advance sustainability efforts across 
such a large and fast-growing region? How will we 
know if we are on track, or could be doing better  
with different approaches?

Fast-growing regions often experience a significant 
time lag (a decade or more) between planning and 
demonstration of new practices, on the one hand, and 
sufficient adoption to acheive measurable regional 
scale outcomes on the other. Considerable innovation 
is required to align investment with sustainability 
policy and growth planning. The level of effort cannot 
be taken for granted. It takes time and persistence 
to create markets for new more sustainable products 
and business models. Investments may be slow to 
materialize in some sectors, such as public transit 
expansions or more mixed use developments.

A tracking mechanism to measure progress on 
sustainability is therefore required when the time-
frame is long. Such a system can help stakeholders 
understand the targets, if and how solutions are 
working, and what steps are effective in closing the 
gap between established growth patterns and a truly 
sustainable future.

Any regional sustainability tracking and reporting 
framework therefore needs to do the following:

1.	A sustainability report card should allow us to 	
	 evaluate progress towards the achievement of our 	
	 region’s specific, targeted ambitions.

	 Cities and regions have distinct priorities, based 	
	 upon their unique local challenges, opportunities, 	
	 and ambitions. For instance, a comprehensive 	
	 sustainability framework for the Toronto region 	
	 would include detailed, regionally specific targets 	
	 and measurable indicators such as: 

	 •	 the percentage of first generation immigrants 	
			  working in their established (pre-immigration) 	
			  occupations; or average months required by new 	
			  immigrants to secure full-time employment;

	 •	 a region-specific biodiversity index, reflecting 	
			  the health of populations of key regional  
			  indicator species;

	 •	 the average distance between electric  
			  vehicle (EV) charging stations;

	 •	 the percentage of public and private energy 		
			  needs obtained from renewable and carbon  
			  neutral sources; and

	 •	 the ratio between calories of food produced  
			  and calories of food consumed in the region.



85The Living City® Report Card 2016

2.		A sustainability report card should allow us  
	 to compare our region’s performance with  
	 that of regions that are similar in character  
	 and in ambition. 

	 To examine what a next generation regional, 		
	 report card would look like, TRCA and The Next 	
	 Practice piloted a regional sustainability tracking 	
	 framework based on these three criteria.  
	 The framework compared the GTA’s outcome 		
	 performance in 11 sustainability indicators with 	
	 that of nine similar European and North American 	
	 regions (e.g., with similar population, land area, 	
	 types of land uses). The level of advancement  
	 and scaling of sustainability practices in each of 	
	 these metrics were also compared among regions.  
	 The selected regions for this pilot were:

	

	 •	 Metro Montreal
	 •	 Metro Vancouver
	 •	 Boston42

	 •	 Chicago43 
	 •	 San Francisco-Oakland44 
	 •	 Greater Washington, District of Columbia 
	 •	 Catalonia (including Barcelona)
	 •	 Hovedstaden-Capital Region of Denmark  
			  (including Copenhagen)
	 •	 Randstad Region, Netherlands  
			  (Amsterdam-The Hague-Rotterdam)

Focus was placed on cutting-edge practices that 
emerged over the last decade, reflecting our 
assumption that the Toronto region aims to be a 
leading region in the global context. The above 
framework indicators are summarized in Table A. 
 

Sustainability  
Action Areas

Related Sustainability 
Outcomes  
(Sample from Pilot)

Related Advanced Sustainability Practices  
(Sample from Pilot)

Equity & Civic 
Engagment

• ��Population living in poverty
• �Percentage of female local    

elected officials
• Voter participation rate

• �Underserved areas that are uniquely exposed to 
health, pollution, and climate/weather risks have 
been identified (EJS-'environmental justice sites')

• �Equity plans established for EJS setting targets 
for improving equitable access to quality housing 
and living environments, social services, and 
environmental conditions.

Health & Safety • Obesity rate
• �Homicide rate

Sustainable Land Use 
& Urban Development

• ��Population density
• �Green area per 100,000 

people

• �Planning and financial incentives for infill 
development

• �Urban growth boundary
• �Farm land protection & farm support programs
• �Greenspace acquisition & biodiversity strategy
• �Distict scale developments reflecting OECD  

eco-districts best practices

Sustainable 
Transportation

• ��Percentage of trips to work 
and school by automobile

• �Integrated mobility hubs, including fare and trip 
planning/booking systems

Sustainable Energy • �GHG emissions from all 
regional sources

• �Reformed zoning & building codes, financial 
incentives & financing mechanisms for renewable 
energy & EV charging

Sustainable Resource 
Cycles

• �Per capita residential  
��������solid waste

• �Percentage of residential solid 
waste diverted from landfill or 
other ground disposal

• �Full-cost pricing of portable water
• �Collaborative circular economy projects  

with industy
• �Nexus energy-water-waste infrastructure  

cross-optimization
• Green procurement policies

TABLE A. Sample of action areas, indicators, and practices evaluated in the regional  
sustainability benchmarking pilot
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Figure 2 provides a high-level illustration of the 
findings from such an approach, looking at six of the 
11 performance indicators in terms of both outcomes 
and practices.  The blue bars indicate the level of 
GTA outcomes in these indicator areas, relative to 
the other regions. The black dots indicate the level 
of advancement of GTA practices, relative to the 
other regions. By looking at our progress in this way, 
we can identify the areas in which our outcomes are 
lagging relative to practices, and vice versa.

Consider for instance the following three areas of 
regional sustainability on the figure: green area per 
capita, solid waste diversion, and GHG emissions. 
The GTA is a lower performer relative to the other 
regions for these outcomes. This finding is surprising, 
as greenspace protection, solid waste diversion 
and GHG management have been a major focus of 
local, regional and provincial policy, management, 
and investment in recent years. Key practices in the 
GTA such as greenspace management are relatively 
advanced compared to other regions, but our 
performance outcomes remain relatively low. In other 
words, our region seems to be lagging in spite of 
advanced practices. Why is this? 

This gap suggests that the GTA may be taking a long 
time to catch up in certain areas of sustainability 
due to the legacy of past unsustainable practices. 
For example, the GTA experienced significant loss 
of green area in the past, relative to land conversion 
in other regions (e.g., Metro Vancouver). Although 
current practices to preserve and increase green  
areas are working towards addressing this problem,  
we may have to work much harder than other regions 
to overcome these historical legacies. We may also 
have to consider that other regions have found more 
effective ways to implement and scale up innovative 
practices that lead to better outcomes. This kind of 
comparison allows us to identify where we may have 
much to learn from others. 

The framework also highlights converse situations. 
In some areas our regional performance is greater. 
Consider for instance the following three areas 
of regional sustainability on the figure: land use 
efficiency/population density, modal share, and 
poverty. Why are we doing so well when our practices 
seem less advanced than other regions? For example, 
in the area of modal share, the GTA appears to 
benefit from an historic legacy of greater transit use, 
especially compared to the other North 

Figure 2. Example of regional based sustainability outcome-practice 'gaps' tracking framework
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American regions. The relative lag in practices  
(e.g., development of integrated mobility hubs  
across the region) might suggest that this legacy 
advantage could be lost if practices are not evolved 
and improved, and implemented at larger scales. 

Conclusion: The Living and Learning City 
The need for sustainable development puts the GTA on 
a continued, steep learning curve. This is particularly 
true if our region aims to be a sustainability leader 
both nationally and globally, aspiring to the goals 
of regenerative development and net urban regional 
productivity that are defining the latest generation of 
thinking about urban sustainability. Achieving such a 
high level of performance both here and around the 
world requires far more than just innovative policies and 
plans. The next phase of the urban sustainable  
development learning curve requires the transformation 
of regional markets, industries, and systems. 

The challenge ahead is substantial. We need to track 
whether and how initiatives and investments are 
working, and how they are influencing sustainability 
outcomes at the regional scale. By tracking our 
progress in terms of both sustainability practices  
and sustainability outcomes, and by comparing these 
with other equally ambitious regions, we can better 
understand where we need to improve and how we 
can learn to do better.  

by Jeb Brugmann, The Next Practice
- full bio on page 96
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A REGIONAL 
ALLIANCE FOR 
COLLECTIVE ACTION

Securing the flourishing region we want is an 
enormous challenge at the scale and pace of growth 
in the GTA. It requires extremely effective growth 
planning and management. But it also requires 
something more: the scaling up of innovations in 
infrastructure, industry, and development practice  
that are needed to transform the way we build and 
live in our urban region.

Growing the Region We Want 
While this report card indicates we are making progress 
across a number of important indicators, there is 
little doubt that we are facing massive growth and 
sustainability challenges in the Toronto region. The 
Province of Ontario has created plans and associated 
legislation to manage growth. These plans, which 
include the Proposed Growth Plan for the Greater 
Golden Horseshoe, 2016, The Greenbelt Plan, the 
Oak Ridges Moraine Conservation Plan, the Niagara 
Escarpment Plan, The Big Move, and most recently 
the Climate Change Action Plan, establish specific 
objectives and policies on how and where to grow, 
supply infrastructure, protect and enhance natural 
and heritage resources, and reduce the environmental 
footprint of urban development. These ambitious 
plans and policies have been informed by decades 
of regional and local roundtables, commissions, and 
other consultation processes, and reflect the high 
expectations of the residents and communities of the 
region, who want:

•	 more transit-oriented development, better public 	
	 transit services and shorter commute times, as 	
	 well as more walkable neighbourhoods45,46;

•	 more affordable housing47;

•	 more ground-level housing48 but also more limits 	
	 on urban sprawl49;

•	 protection of the designated Golden Horseshoe 	
	 Greenbelt, and strong support for the protection of 	
	 natural water systems and agricultural lands50; and

•	 more arts and cultural programming and 		
	 multicultural experiences51 and a continued 		
	 welcoming environment for new Canadians.

However, putting the ambitious objectives of plans 
and policies for the region into practice has proven 
difficult thus far, and the path to sustainable regional 
growth and development remains elusive. What we 
need are equally ambitious strategies to implement 
these plans and policies. Such strategies require more 
effective harnessing of the collective capacity  
of governments, businesses, and civil organizations to 
implement innovations that can fundamentally change 
the way we build, develop and live across our region.

Taking Lessons from Recent Collective 
Action Platform Successes 
Fortunately there are models and solutions across 
North America to learn from; where fast growing 
urban regions have established alliances and collective 
action platforms that bring together a wide range of 
public institutions, civil society organizations and 
businesses to develop the solutions needed to fulfill 
regional objectives. 

The redevelopment of brownfields sites offers an 
excellent lesson in the impact of collective action 
platforms. In the 2000s, more than a million 
contaminated urban brownfields sites remained vacant 
in Canada and the United States. Cities from Halifax 
to Los Angeles established platforms for collaborative 
innovation through partnerships of a wide range 
of groups including government, utilities, the real 
estate industry, insurers, universities, and community 
organizations to convert this stock of hazardous sites 
into premium properties and public amenities. These 
partnerships facilitated the creation of a full range of 
solutions for remediation and reinvestment including:
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•	 government programs subsidizing initial 		
	 assessments and site remediation;

•	 tax increment financing (in U.S. cities) as  
	 a new way to secure a return on risky  
	 upfront investments;

•	 a new category of insurance products, including 	
	 cleanup cost cap insurance, pollution-in-place 	
	 insurance, and post-remediation pollution  
	 liability insurance;

•	 law reforms enacted to limit lender liability,  		
	 and set time limits on civil liability; and

•	 incentives and supportive measures by local  
	 governments to overcome private developer 		
	 concerns about higher financing costs, project 	
	 delays, and sustained post-remediation liabilities, 	
	 such as certificates of compliance, tax abatements, 	
	 and grants or revolving loans.

In short, an entirely new enabling environment was 
established to overcome the risk, cost and liability 
that were almost completely preventing brownfield 
sites from being redeveloped. 

We need not look far for local examples of collective 
action platforms in the Toronto region where 
organizations like the Waterfront Regeneration Trust 
and the Ontario Centre for Environmental Technology 
Advancement (OCETA) convened the collaborative 
redevelopment of our region’s brownfields. Partners 
in Project Green, a collaboration of TRCA, the Greater 
Toronto Airport Authority, and major corporate residents 
in the Pearson Airport EcoBusiness Zone, has been 
working together for several years to promote the 
adoption of sustainable business practices, and their 
approach is now being adopted in Durham Region. 
The Atmospheric Fund (TAF) has served as a 
collective action platform to develop new models and 
business solutions for addressing climate change, 
which started in the City of Toronto and is now being 
expanded region-wide. The Greenbelt Foundation 
provides a collective action platform for supporting the 
implementation of the Greenbelt Plan, and the Tower 
Renewal Partnership brings together multiple partners 
to the more than 2,000 older residential towers 
across the region into more complete, healthy, and 
sustainable communities.

These collective action platforms have been 
successful in moving the bar on some issues, but as 
The Living City® Report Card 2016 highlights, we 
are not making progress quickly enough on managing 
growth and our sustainability performance. It is time 
to think about how we might scale up our collective 
action in the region for greater impact. 

A Growth and Sustainability Alliance  
for Our Region?
Could a regional growth and sustainability alliance 
help to scale up the successful practices of current 
and new collective action platforms across the Toronto 
region? What if we were to establish an alliance of 
existing and emerging collective action platforms, 
each innovating with supportive governments and 
businesses to co-develop innovative new models for 
key growth management and sustainability ambitions 
such as dramatically reducing greenhouse gas 
emissions, protecting greenspace and watercourses, 
and achieving livable compact communities? Such an 
alliance would support a variety of current and new 
collective action platforms by providing resources and 
facilitating cooperation to develop policy, financial, 
technical, business model, public engagement, and 
institutional solutions that can help each platform 
achieve a regional-level impact. Providing this 
support to collective action platforms that are trying 
to advance growth management and sustainability 
objectives will lead to better coordination of efforts, 
promote the creation of new platforms, and increase 
their chance of having a real impact on outcomes at 
the regional scale. 
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The objectives of a growth and sustainability alliance 
could be to: 

1.	Bring together existing and emerging collective 	
	 action platforms that are already working together 	
	 on specific growth management and sustainability 	
	 issues in separate networks or alliances. 

2.	Identify opportunities for new collective action 		
	 projects, and work with supportive government 	
	 agencies and businesses on these projects to 		
	 develop innovative policy and solutions that can 	
	 ultimately be implemented at a regional scale.  

3.	Support full implementation of projects through 	
	 coordinated public education and advocacy, 		
	 fundraising, service procurement, and business 	
	 partnership development. 

4.	Promote the uptake and scaling of projects and 
	 solutions through workshops, policy advocacy, 		
	 consultation and recognition programs. 

5.	In the tradition of The Living City® Report Card, 	
	 evaluate and report the progress of the region 
	 in achieving regional growth management and 		
	 sustainability targets, and also track our success 	
	 in scaling up innovative projects and solutions that 	
	 support these targets. 

Given the complex and urgent nature of our regional 
growth challenges, a regional alliance to boost 
our collective efforts towards our regional growth 
sustainability goals and objectives is worth exploring.

PLATFORM
Focus: Transit-Oriented Development

CORE PLATFORM MEMBERS

COLLABORATING MEMBERS

Flagship Project
Transit-Oriented Development Hub at Station Y

Regional transit 
advocacy 

network/organization

Regional climate
network/organization

Municipality XRegional Transit 
Authority

Property industry
organization

Design school
or agency

Property
owners

Regional mixed-use 
development 

network/organization

Figure 1. An example of a regional alliance collective action platform structure

Co-Authored By Robert Plitt, Evergeen, and Jeb Brugmann, 
The Next Practice Ltd
- full bio on page 96
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The Living City® is a vision for a city region where 
humans can flourish as part of nature's beauty 
and diversity. Where we work toward a cleaner, 
greener, and healthier place to live today and for 
future generations. The Living City® Report Card 
2016 measures our progress towards environmental 
sustainability goals based on the idea that regularly 
measuring where we are as a region helps us 
understand how to get to where we want to go. Since 
the first report card in 2011, change in the Toronto 
region has been mixed – there have been important 
improvements in some areas, we have maintained 
past progress in others, and have also experienced a 
decline in some indicators. But the overall picture is 
clear - progress is not happening at the rate needed 
to create a sustainable Toronto region. The path 
ahead is not easy. We face many challenges - a 
growing population, continued urban development, 
and climate change. But, The Living City® Report 
Card 2016 shows that we have good reason for 
optimism - there are many stories to tell about the 
people and organizations working tirelessly to make 
change and devise innovative solutions for the issues 
highlighted in The Living City® Report Card. 

To help illuminate the path forward we asked some  
thought leaders in the region to comment on what 
is needed to take our region to the next level in  
addressing our environmental sustainability challenges.  
From their essays, we identify some key themes. 

•	 We need to work together more effectively to 		
	 achieve maximum impact.

•	 We need to think and act as a city region.

•	 We need standardized data on environmental  
	 sustainability across the region to support 		
	 continued reporting on regional sustainability 		
	 performance. 

Below, we summarize what we heard around each 
of these themes while also turning our minds to how 
future versions of The Living City® Report Card can 
do more to help respond to the needs that they call 
attention to.

We need to work together to achieve 
maximum collective impact
Although the concept of working together to achieve 
more has been around for a long time, the term 
‘collective impact’ emerged in the current decade as  
an innovative approach to solving complex and 
challenging problems in our society. Collective impact  
is the “commitment of a group of important actors 
from different sectors to a common agenda for solving 
a specific social problem"52.

The varied and sometimes different views of  
cross-sector collaborators can generate more 
complete conversations about how to tackle problems, 
creating innovative approaches to help solve them. 
In collective impact initiatives, collaborators work 
together on the common agenda but not necessarily 
on the same activities. Collective impact is maximized 
when collaborators contribute to specific activities at 
which they excel. These activities are coordinated to 
help maximize actions and outcomes. The power of 
collective action does not come from the number of 
participants, rather from coordinated efforts in support 
of a common agenda. The report card highlight that 
while there are many ongoing collaborative efforts in 
the Toronto region, we need a stronger collective impact 
approach at the regional scale to harness these efforts 
and to create the change and progress we need. 

A SHARED PATH TO ENVIRONMENTAL 
SUSTAINABILITY         
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We need to think and act as a region
There is a critical need for a regional approach to 
sustainability in the Toronto region and in the broader 
Golden Horseshoe. Our economy is structured 
regionally, with economic hubs spread across the 
region and along key corridors. Our society is 
structured regionally, as people often live in one area 
and commute to work in another. Our environmental 
issues are regional - water, air, and urban development 
for example - do not stop and start at municipal 
boundaries. With so many sustainability issues  
best addressed at a regional scale, we must look  
to advance a regional sustainability vision. 

This vision should build on our existing and previous 
efforts, such as Greening Greater Toronto, and the 
leadership of the many government, civil society, 
and business champions across the region. It should 
spur our ambitions to build a city region that is a 
true global leader in sustainability, and catalyze 
coordination and collaboration across issue areas  
and across political boundaries. 

Reporting is essential and and it needs to 
be supported by the right data
Regional sustainability reporting is an important 
tool that supports regional collaboration and 
communication. It provides a framework and platform 
to develop and evaluate progress towards achievement 
of specific, targeted regional sustainability ambitions. 
The ability to collect, analyze, and share consistent 
and comparable data is essential for understanding 
and managing urban regions. 

Comparable data is also essential for benchmarking54 
our performance. We need to compare our region’s 
performance with that of other regions with similar 
characteristics and ambitions. Benchmarking to 
both indicators and similar city regions will help 
collaborators learn from other’s successes and 
failures. Collecting data, measuring results, and 
routine reporting allows collaborators to see how 
their work is aligned and how their collective actions 
are translating to outcomes. Shared measurement 
frameworks, based on mutually agreed upon 
indicators and methods, generate high quality 
data that allows tracking progress towards specific 
goals and objectives, and facilitates important 
benchmarking comparisons between municipalities 
within regions, as well as between regions 
themselves. While The Living City® Report Card 
has served an important function so far, we have 
the opportunity to report more comprehensively on 
our regional progress and to clearly inform decision 
making and priorities within and across the region if 
we move to a standardized framework of municipal 
sustainability indicators.

A Common 
Agenda

Shared 
Measurement

Mutually
Reinforcing
Activities

Continuous 
Communications

Backbone
Support
Organizations

COLLECTIVE
IMPACT

The five key ‘concepts’ to achieve  
collective impact53
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Moving Forward
Fostering sustainability and The Living City® vision 
is an enormous challenge due in part to the scale 
and complexity of the Toronto region. There is a 
need for residents, businesses, organizations, and 
government to collaborate across political boundaries. 
Despite commendable progress to date, we need to 
build a stronger understanding of how to best use 
our collective resources and maximize our impact at 
the regional scale. Adopting a regional approach to 
sustainability in the complex and dynamic conditions 
of the Toronto region will be a difficult, but necessary 
and ultimately rewarding, step towards achieving 
meaningful progress. 

Moving forward, The Living City® Report Card 
will continue to track progress towards regional 
sustainability and provide a platform for accelerating 
collective action by serving as a rallying point that 
not only measures our results, but also how well 
we are working together. To be a truly sustainable 
region, we need to extend the scope of reporting 
beyond environmental issues to include economic 
development and social equity. Resiliency should also 
be woven into our sustainability reporting framework 
as we progress into an uncertain future. TRCA will 
work with our partners and other champions of 
environmental sustainability to promote improved 
regional sustainability data collection and reporting, 
and to make future report cards the most effective 
support possible for regional collective action 
that bridges boundaries between communities, 
governments, organizations, sectors and issues.

Together we will continue on the path toward making the  
Toronto region a cleaner, greener, and healthier place to live.  
Together, we will achieve more.
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