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The suburbs are where many of us 
grew up, live or want to live, and yet 
they are often excluded from urban 
planning conversations. 
Toronto’s downtown has received 
significant investment and attention 
lately, which is justified, given the 
important role of downtown Toronto 
to the city’s overall prosperity. 
However, 60% of Toronto’s future 
growth in built form is happening in 
the suburbs, and these suburbs are 
not currently meeting our economic 
and social needs, particularly for 
low income families. Toronto’s 
level of neighbourhood inequality 
and polarization are almost double 
those of the adjacent regional 

CUI and NRU’s 20th Annual Meeting 
with Toronto’s Chief Planner was 
held on November 30, 2017.  Gregg 
Lintern, Acting Chief Planner gave 
the annual address, focusing on 
Toronto’s suburbs. The keynote 
was followed by Paul Bedford 
moderating a discussion with:
• Gregg Lintern, Acting Chief 

Planner & Executive Director, 
City of Toronto City Planning

• Meg Graham, Principal, superkül 
(panelist)

• Laurie Payne VP Development, 
Diamond Corp (panelist)

• Harold Madi, Senior Principal, 
Urban Places Canada Lead, 
Stantec (panelist)

municipalities (2017: The Opportunity 
Equation in the Greater Toronto 
Area: An update on neighbourhood 
income inequality and polarization). 
It’s time to focus attention and 
investment to get our suburbs right 
for all. 
How do we adapt Toronto’s suburbs 
to maintain their benefits – open 
space, safety, recreation, privacy, 
parks, neighbourhoods – while 
addressing the challenges around 
employment, transportation, 
protecting environmentally 
sensitive lands, increasing housing 
availability, aging in place and equity 
and affordability?  

• Jessie Zorzella Community 
Revitalization Assistant, Toronto 
Community Housing Corporation 
(TCH)

• Vanessa Solorzano Community 
Revitalization Assistant, TCH

The group spoke about greater 
visions for the suburbs, and the 
successes, market realities, policy 
approaches, and how to bring the 
public on board. 
Gregg Lintern set out several 
goals for Toronto’s inner suburbs, 
and each panelist added to that 
conversation, including:
• create great places;
• generate public and private 

investment; and, 
• build social cohesion and equity. 

PUTTING THE URBAN IN SUBURBAN
creating compact urban places in our suburban communities



While there are some notable 
examples of great places in the 
suburbs, and opportunities being 
planned, these tend to be in areas 
that already have good transit 
infrastructure, or are in line for 
planned transit improvements.
Harold Madi described a suburban 
conundrum -we may want our 
suburbs to be more urban, but they 
were designed to be quite anti-
urban. Some of the key challenges 
to improving our suburbs include 
the existing rigid urban patterns, 
prescriptive regulations and 
NIMBY politics. Harold suggests 
that we start by building capacity 
in community around a culture 
for change; being strategic in our 
interventions, focusing on high 
quality public realm and superb 
quality higher density development, 
being more flexible in how we 
regulate and rethinking governance 
and public service priorities. 
In her work with architecture 
students, Meg Graham finds that 
the most important outcomes they 
want to see are around housing 
affordability; inclusivity; and 
sustainability. Her students place 

value on high quality public realm, 
public or shared spaces over the size 
of private space, and suggests that 
planners and developers incorporate 
these to create great places in the 
suburbs.  
Jessie Zorzella and Vanessa 
Soloranzo have seen first-hand 
how important it is for those 
living in communities to be 
involved in decisions around their 
transformation.  
The panel gave examples of 
suburban places that are being 
revitalized include Six Points, 
Wynford Green, Shoppers’ 
World Danforth, Golden Mile, 
Lawrence Heights, Keele Finch 
Plus, and other opportunities on 
the avenues and 1950s and 60s 
plaza-type developments. Again, 
these opportunities are located in 
areas that have or will have good 
transit infrastructure. The real 
challenges will be for those places 
“in between”, where more public 
investment will be needed in order 
for the private sector to follow.

CREATE GREAT “PLACES” 
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How can we build the case for 
private investment in the suburbs? 
For Laurie Payne, the focus should 
be on building confidence for private 
sector investment. She noted that 
private investment follows public 
infrastructure, and public investment 
encourages private investment and 
confidence. 
Harold suggested gently 
intensifying existing built up areas, 
particularly along corridors and 
avenues, to help generate the 
critical mass of people and uses. 
He recommended building on 
investments made in infrastructure 
and transit to transform suburbs 
into more interesting places that 
are linked to transit, higher density 
development and provide better 
access to employment. While these 
investments are costly, they are 
essential to suburban growth. Harold 
suggests that a mix of strategic 

transit options should be employed, 
and smaller scale transit solutions 
like bus networks are equally 
important and critical. 
Laurie Payne and the other panelists 
point to a need for new revenue 
tools, and want to encourage 
collective commitment by those who 
can pay more to do so. Inclusionary 
Zoning (IZ), a policy approach that 
requires/incents the creation of 
affordable housing units, holds 
some promise to attract the right 
kind of investment in the suburbs. 
Laurie points out that while the 
development industry is on board 
with IZ, the outcomes will depend 
on how the model works and if 
costs are appropriately shared. The 
private sector alone cannot take on 
all the costs of investment in the 
suburbs. The panel generally agreed 
that IZ could be helpful, but the 
potential will be in the details. 

GENERATE PUBLIC AND PRIVATE INVESTMENT 
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All panel members and the 
moderator recognized the equity 
challenges in the suburbs and each 
expressed how those who live in 
the communities that are being 
revitalized must be involved in the 
design. 
Jessie Zorzella and Vanessa 
Soloranzo asserted that in addition 
to including community voices in the 
development and improvement of 
these neighbourhoods, a key focus 
should be on improving access for 
existing residents.  Jessie expressed 
that suburban residents living in 
TCH communities want the same 
things we all want – safe and high-
quality communities with access to 

employment. Providing vital services 
to communities who need them 
should be a priority, even if those 
communities are not among those 
earmarked places of change.  
Laurie Payne pointed out that 
education and affordable housing 
are also key investments for social 
cohesion, and that we must prioritize 
human needs -- “function over form”. 

BUILD SOCIAL COHESION AND EQUITY
Gregg Lintern sees that we will have achieved our goals for the suburbs when 
there is:

CHOICE
live + work 

CONVENIENCE
easy access to 

services + amenities

CONNECTION
movement, locality 

+ modes
+ +

For Toronto to be truly prosperous, it 
needs to be a place that is equitable 
for all – and right now our suburban 
communities do not always get the 
attention they deserve.  How we 
plan and make investment decisions 
in our suburbs can continue to 
contribute to that inequity, or it can 
serve our shared prosperity. 

MOVING FORWARD

Special thanks to Stantec, the 
sponsor of this event.
Gregg Lintern, Paul Bedford for 
moderating and our panelists: Meg 
Graham, Laurie Payne, Harold Madi, 
Jessie Zorzella, Vanessa Solorzano
And NRU Publishing Inc., our co-
hosts for this event. 
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ABOUT THE CANADIAN URBAN 
INSTITUTE
From Research to Action: Building Capacity for Healthy 
Communities Since 1990 
The Canadian Urban Institute (CUI) is a non-profit applied 
research organization dedicated to achieving healthy urban 
development.  
We help the public and private sectors:build capacity for 
informed, creative decisions; shape public policy; and 
implement the best community practices. 
We apply knowledge developed over nearly three decades of 
experience in Canada and internationally. We visualize data 
and organize information to understand relationships. We 
generate insights and recommendations to inspire action. 
Our focus is on solutions for the built environment that balance 
human, ecological and economic impacts.
For more information, visit: canurb.org 


