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CivicAction congratulates TRCA and contributors on producing The Living City® Report Card 2016. Like TRCA and  
its partners, CivicAction recognizes that a prosperous, flourishing GTA needs a healthy regional environment and an  
approach to building that respects the capacity of the region and of the planet to sustain us. That is why the community 
of leaders in CivicAction’s Greening Greater Toronto initiative worked with TRCA in 2011 to launch The Living City®  
Report Card as an ongoing assessment of regional scale environmental performance in the Greater Toronto Area.

The Living City® Report Card 2016 shows that while there is much to celebrate across the GTA, we are not making  
progress as quickly as we need to on critical regional environmental and sustainability issues. Therefore, CivicAction  
once again supports the call for municipalities and other levels of government, civic leaders, businesses, and communities 
to reflect on The Living City® Report Card and to use this common fact-base for multi-sector collaboration towards an 
environmentally sustainable region. 

Sevaun Palvetzian
Chief Executive Officer	

Rod Phillips
Chair	
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Report cards are designed to answer important questions: How are we doing? Where have we excelled?  
And on what issues will we need to work even harder? The inaugural The Living City® Report Card, released 
in 2011, took stock of the environmental health and sustainability of the Toronto region across six themes 
that are important measures of a flourishing living city: carbon, air quality, water, waste, land use, and 
biodiversity, and set goals that we should aspire to for each theme. It has been five years since the first 
report so it is time to ask what has changed and how are we doing in relation to our goals.

GOALS:

reduced carbon

clean air

clean water

reduction of waste

sustainable land use and expanded greenspace

healthy biodiversity

The Living City® Report Card 2016 provides answers to these questions through both detailed analysis and expert 
opinion. In its pages, Toronto and Region Conservation Authority (TRCA) and partners share our understanding 
of the environmental health and sustainability of the region based on the data we have about current conditions 
and change-making activity across the Greater Toronto Area (GTA). Where possible, we have looked at the 
progress made in achieving our short- and long-term environmental targets. We also chart some areas where we, 
collectively, will need to focus our attention in the future and identify opportunities for joint action by GTA leaders, 
governments, businesses, organizations and local residents.

SO HOW ARE WE DOING?

We are pleased to report that there have been some 
notable successes. 

•	 Our green building industry, one of the cornerstones 	
	 of a sustainable city, is the largest and fastest 	
	 growing in Canada. Green building initiatives 	 
	 are helping to reduce water and energy use,  
	 and greenhouse gas emissions from the region's 	
	 built environment.

•	 Despite a rapidly growing population, the rate of  
	 land consumption for urban development has 		
	 decreased significantly over the past two decades.

•	 Most of the commonly measured contaminants 	
	 in our rivers, streams, and waterfront such as 		
	 phosphorus and metals are stable or decreasing 	
	 and Toronto beaches are swimmable over 80% 	
	 of the time. Lake Ontario waterfront fish species 	
	 biodiversity has been steadily increasing over the 	
	 past two decades.

•	 We have planted over one million native trees, 	
	 shrubs and aquatic plants since the last report card. 	
	 Healthy forests and wetlands provide habitat 	
	 for wildlife, help cool urban areas, retain water 	
	 and reduce runoff, and help reduce impacts of 	
	 climate change.

ON THE PATH TO SUSTAINABILITY
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However, rapid population growth, continuing urban 
development and the impacts of a changing climate 
are placing tremendous pressure on the environmental 
health of our region and our progress towards 
sustainability. Our rivers, streams and natural areas 
reflect – and in some cases, are negatively impacted by 
– the communities that are growing up around them.

•	 More than half of our urban areas do not have 	
	 modern stormwater control. Uncontrolled and 	
	 untreated stormwater can increase flood risks  
	 and degrade water quality.

•	 The amount of chloride from road salt is increasing 
	 in our rivers, streams and the Lake Ontario 		
	 waterfront impacting aquatic life. Microplastics, 	
	 tiny pieces of plastic, are a new threat in our 		
	 waterbodies. 

•	 Grass Carp, a species of invasive Asian Carp,  
	 were captured several times in Lake Ontario. 		
	 Although they are not thought to be breeding  
	 in the Toronto waterfront area, they still pose  
	 a threat to the lake ecosystem.

•	 We continue to see the amount of farmland in 	
	 the GTA shrink despite the growing awareness of 	
	 the importance of local agriculture.

•	 We are seeing marked changes in the quality of 	
	 the plants and animals surveyed across the region. 
	
While we appear to be ‘holding the line’ – maintaining 
the hard-won environmental gains of the past, progress 
has slowed in some areas. The disparity in ecological 
health is widening between the urban core and the 
less developed headwaters of our watersheds. And 
significant challenges remain in attaining additional 
greenspace, better managing stormwater, and growing 
the urban forest, in the face of continued growth and 
competing municipal priorities.

Lastly, while there continues to be a high level of 
activity and effort in reducing greenhouse gas emissions 
across the GTA, the total quantity of emissions has not 
been significantly reduced. Much more remains to be 
done if we are to drastically reduce regional emissions 
to address climate change, the most critical and 
pressing environmental challenge of our time.

Brian Denney
CEO, TRCA

Maria Augimeri
Chair, TRCA

Scott Fortnum
The Living City Foundation

We are pleased to present this update to The Living City® Report Card. We would like to thank TRCA staff, 
our partners, and our funders for their commitment and support. We look forward to working together  
with our partners and the residents of the Toronto region to take action towards achieving our goals for  
The Living City®.

A CALL FOR COLLECTIVE ACTION 
The Living City® Report Card 2016 makes a compelling case for TRCA, local governments, businesses,  
non-profit and community organizations, and citizens to renew their collective efforts to improve the  
environmental health and sustainability of the Toronto region. It is clear that we will only achieve environmental 
sustainability and its benefits to our health and prosperity if we think and act as a region. Environmental leaders 
in the public, private, and civil society sectors agree that we need better mechanisms to ensure we are working 
together in the most effective way possible to address these challenges across political and sector boundaries. 
Moving forward, The Living City® Report Card should continue to serve as a progress tracking tool for environmental 
health and sustainability, while evolving to also provide a platform for accelerating collective action by not only 
measuring our results, but also how well we work together. 
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The Living City® Report Card is comprised of six themes 
related to environmental health and sustainability:

•	 Carbon
•	 Air Quality 
•	 Water
•	 Waste
•	 Land Use 
•	 Biodiversity

The Living City® Report Card 2016 is an update on 
progress that has been achieved over the past five 
years towards achieving the short- and long-term 
targets outlined in the inaugural The Living City® 
Report Card in 2011. Within each of the report’s  
six themes, there are indicators that provide insights 
into the performance of the region in those areas. 
For each indicator, there is an analysis of the current 
state of the environmental issue, the recent progress 
that has been made, and the work that remains to 
be completed. Because resources were limited for 
this 2016 update, it was not always possible to 
provide a quantitative measure of the current indicator 
condition. However, local experts and thought leaders 
have been recruited to provide their insights and 
advice for these indicators.

Where possible, this progress report makes two key 
assessments for each indicator:

1. an assessment of the achievement of the 2016 
	 short-term target; and

2. a progress arrow that shows the general trend 		
	 toward the long-term target.

TARGETS
Short-term target - Where possible, we assessed the 
completion of the short-term target set out for 2016 
and set new short-term targets for 2021. Where we did 
not analyze data to determine if the 2016 target was 
met, we did not set a new short-term target. Instead, 
we suggest that we continue our momentum working 
toward the original long-term target.

Long-term target – The long-term targets were set 
out in the inaugural The Living City® Report Card 
in 2011. This regional target is based on local, 
provincial, or national targets where they already 
existed, or expert opinion on an appropriate 
target for the GTA taking into consideration global 
benchmarks and the desired healthy long-term 
state for the enviroment. The long-term targets 
represent aspirational goals for the GTA, and were set 
irrespective of progress made to date. The long-term 
targets remain the same as the previous report.

Progress towards the long term goal is represented with 
an arrow. An asterisk "*" represents expert opinion.

 
			   Much better

			   Better
		
			   No change

			   Worse
	
			   Much worse

GEOGRAPHIC AREA
Information in The Living City® Report Card is 
presented either for the GTA or for the geographic 
boundaries of the TRCA juridiction (see study area 
map) depending on the type of indicator.

The GTA is the largest metropolitan area in Canada - 
home to six million people and counting. It spans an 
area of 7,125 square kilometres and includes the City 
of Toronto and the surrounding regional municipalities 
of Durham, Halton, Peel, and York.

TRCA’s jurisdiction is 2,506 square kilometres and 
it includes nine river systems - from the Etobicoke 
Creek in the west and Carruthers Creek in the east - 
and approximately 60 kilometres of the Lake Ontario 
waterfront.

COMMONLY USED ACRONYMNS
GHG – Greenhouse Gas
GTA – Greater Toronto Area
LID – Low Impact Development
NGO – Non-Government Organization
TRCA – Toronto and Region Conservation Authority

HOW TO READ THIS PROGRESS REPORT
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WHY DOES CARBON MATTER?

Carbon dioxide is one of the primary greenhouse gases emitted 
to the atmosphere by human activities. Burning oil, gas, coal, 
and other fossil fuels in our power plants, factories, homes, and 
vehicles releases greenhouse gases. In turn, these greenhouse 
gases trap heat in the atmosphere and oceans contributing to 
global warming and climate change. There is broad consensus 
among scientists and decision makers that climate change is the 
most serious environmental threat facing our planet, its ecological 
systems, and our way of life.
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CARBON
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THE CURRENT SITUATION

From 2000 to 2010, global emissions of GHGs 
grew at a faster rate than they did over the previous 
three decades, reaching the highest levels in human 
history.1 In Ontario, we produced 12.8 tonnes of  
GHG per capita in 20122, which is 1.7 times  
higher than the world average of 7.5 tonnes of  
GHG3 and many times higher than the levels we will 
need to achieve worldwide to prevent the damaging 
impacts of climate change. In the The Living City®  
Report Card 2011, analysis showed that transportation 
fuel use and natural gas consumption by homes and 
businesses (mainly for heat) were the two largest 
sources of carbon emissions in the GTA, followed  
by electricity generation as the third largest.

While Toronto's experience is not representative of the 
entire GTA, recent analysis shows that there are two 
recent developments that have had, or are having, 
a significant impact on local GHG emissions. First, 
Ontario’s phase-out of coal-fired electricity generation 
over the last several years has drastically reduced the 
GHG emissions associated with our use of electricity. 
Second, federal fuel efficiency standards, provincial 
support for electric vehicle infrastructure, and support 
for a regional mass transit system will assist in the 
transition to a low-carbon transportation system. In 
the City of Toronto, these policies are expected to 
drive GHG emissions downward, helping the city 
meet and potentially exceed its 30% reduction  
target by 2020. 

Global greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions have reached the highest levels ever measured.  
Most scientists agree that GHGs from human activities are the most significant driver of  
climate change. Although we’re working hard to reduce our GHG emissions, there is still a  
great deal of work to be done. Municipal leaders need to monitor emerging federal and 
provincial government climate change policies to ensure that our region is prepared to take 
action on GHG reduction and is positioned competitively in the coming low-carbon economy. 

PROGRESSCarbon (GTA)
*
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WHAT NEEDS TO BE DONE
Municipal leaders need to keep in tune with emerging 
policy frameworks and, in turn, determine how their 
cities can influence, adopt, expedite and build upon 
these policies in the local context. They must also 
learn how to leverage local experience and expertise 
on the regional, provincial, and federal scale for 
maximum impact. 

For example, emerging policy in Ontario to require 
large building owners to report their annual energy 
consumption was first proposed in Toronto (following 
New York’s lead). This initiative should be applauded 
and implemented quickly by all municipalities across 
the GTA once it is formalized. The data generated 
by this policy will increase the awareness of – and 
dialogue on – energy use, help building managers 
understand opportunities for energy savings, and 
improve the market value of high-performing 
buildings (serving as an incentive for improving 
energy efficiency). Cities can make direct use of  
the data to guide the design of new energy efficiency 
policies and programs, and to focus resources on 
those buildings in greatest need of improvement. 
Cities should also lead by example, investing 
aggressively in energy efficiency retrofits of  
municipal buildings.

A well designed, affordable and seamlessly integrated 
mass transit system across the region is another 
important component of a low-carbon strategy. 
However, the regional transportation system must 
be designed in tandem with a broad suite of policies 
that encourage people to choose transit over single 
occupancy vehicle use. Our land use planning policies 
and decisions will have a significant impact on our 
future transportation choices.

Land use planning in the GTA is at the centre of our 
carbon profile. The Province’s Proposed Growth Plan 
for the Greater Golden Horseshoe, 2016, will create 
new responsibilities and authorities for municipalities 
to integrate climate change mitigation into official 
plans and other policy frameworks. For example, 
locating housing and job centres in closer proximity 
would reduce transportation needs and facilitate use 
of mass transit. Denser neighbourhoods would also 
reduce building energy use, while more walkable 
neighbourhoods would increase levels of active 
transportation, which provides such co-benefits as 
improving public health and promoting a sense of place. 

Identifying both the conflicts and synergies with other 
community benefits will be a critical component 
to long-term GHG reduction planning. Reaching 
the municipal carbon reduction targets considered 
necessary to avoid the most dangerous repercussions 
of climate change – i.e., achieving an 80% reduction 
by 2050 – will require major changes to the way 
residents of the GTA travel, work and play. But these 
changes also represent an opportunity to pursue 
some of our other health, economic and equity goals 
as well. For example, transportation emissions are 
a major source of air pollution in Toronto, resulting 
in poor health outcomes; therefore, reducing carbon 
emissions also offers public health benefits. Instances 
of inactivity-related diseases – and the related public 
health care costs – are sharply rising as we spend 
more time commuting long distances by car. More 
active and public transit options have proven to 
increase overall public health and reduce health costs 
in other jurisdictions. Finally, an intensive campaign 
to retrofit existing buildings is a key strategy that 
would address the number one source of GHG 
emissions in cities, while also generating substantial 
local employment.

Cities face both opportunities and constraints in 
minimizing the GHG emissions related to waste 
management. On one hand, cities oversee waste 
disposal and recycling services and are well 
positioned to increase the effectiveness of diversion 
programs (through innovative program design and 
education efforts). On the other hand, cities have 
limited tools at their disposal for encouraging waste 
prevention and shifting society toward the circular 
economy.4 In light of this, cities should focus both on 
local waste diversion strategies and on provincial and 
federal policies that promote waste reduction, such 
as the Strategy for a Waste-Free Ontario. Cities can 
also play a critical role by using the biogas captured 
at landfills, sewage treatment plants and organics 
processing facilities to displace some of the fossil 
fuels used in the electricity generation, heating and/or 
transportation sectors. 

Ultimately, our region will need to replace the fossil 
fuels used in transportation and space-heating with 
alternatives, such as low-carbon grid electricity and 
air/ground source heat pumps. This probably means 
re-thinking our electricity grid system, allowing it to 
handle new loads while taking advantage of new, 
de-centralized low-carbon energy sources – creating, 
at the same time, a power distribution system that is 
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more resilient to climate change and other shocks.
As we transform our cities to a new low-carbon status 
and protect them from the impacts of climate change, 
we need to invite the input, expertise and innovation 
inherent in our diverse community members; the 
solutions we build together will be more likely to 
succeed. Similarly, greater understanding of our 
regional carbon profile will help us work together  
to identify and realize the multi-faceted opportunities  
of a low-carbon GTA.

WHAT WE ARE DOING
•	 In 2014, the Province of Ontario was the first 		
	 jurisdiction in North America to fully eliminate 	
	 coal as a source of electricity generation.  
	 Coal went from 25% of Ontario’s supply mix  
	 in 2003 to zero in 2014, resulting in large-scale 	
	 carbon reduction.

•	 The Environmental Commissioner of Ontario 		
	 released Facing Climate Change, a GHG progress 	
	 report for 2016. The report reviewed the science 	
	 of climate change, its impacts, and why Ontario 	
	 must dramatically reduce its GHG emissions.

•	 The Corporation of the Regional Municipality  
	 of York reduced its GHG emissions in 2015 by  
	 994 tonnes, a 1.1% decrease over the same 	  
	 period in 2014. Key initiatives in 2015 for 	  
	 reducing emissions included transit route 		
	 optimization and solar panel installation. 

•	 The Ontario Climate Consortium is leading a 	  
	 multi-year research initiative – the Community 	
	 Energy Knowledge Action Partnership (CEKAP)  
	 – that will explore opportunities to scale-up the  
	 implementation of low-carbon energy policies 		
	 at the local and regional scale. CEKAP is a 		
	 unique collaborative effort involving five  
	 academic institutions, eight municipalities,  
	 the provincial government and a range of civil 		
	 society organizations.

•	 Several municipalities have developed 	sustainability 	
	 guidelines for new development, including Toronto, 	
	 Pickering, Oakville and Markham. In addition, 		
	 the cities of Brampton, Richmond Hill and 		
	 Vaughan worked collaboratively to develop the 	
	 Sustainability Assessment Tool to measure the 		
	 environmental sustainability performance of new 	
	 development applications. 

•	 The Ontario Ministry of Transportation funded the 
	 installation of 32 electric vehicle charging stations 	
	 at four locations at Toronto Pearson International 	
	 Airport. The Level 2 and Level 3 DC Fast Charging 	
	 stations were procured by TRCA in partnership 	
	 with the Greater Toronto Airport Authority and will 	
	 be operational and open to the public in spring 2017. 

•	 Region of Peel with its partner municipalities 		
	 (Brampton, Mississauga and Caledon) developed 	
	 a comprehensive and collaborative Climate Change 	
	 Strategy. Region of Peel is a frontrunner in developing 	
	 a climate change strategy on a regional basis.

•	 The Home Energy Loan Program in the City of 	
	 Toronto is promoting the use of local improvement 	
	 charges for energy efficiency retrofits, while the 	
	 complementary High-rise Retrofit Improvement 	
	 Support (Hi-RIS) program is doing the same for 	
	 multi-unit residential buildings.

   

TARGETS
Long-term target: Reduce emissions to 80% below 
1990 levels by 2050 (11 Mt CO2e).

C
A
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by Mary Pickering, Vice President Programs and Partnerships  
at The Atmospheric Fund (TAF) - full bio on page 96

https://eco.on.ca/reports/2016-facing-climate-change/
http://climateconnections.ca/
http://www.cekap.ca/
http://www.peelregion.ca/planning/climatechange/reports/
http://www1.toronto.ca/wps/portal/contentonly?vgnextoid=ab3147e94c5b3410VgnVCM10000071d60f89RCRD
http://taf.ca/
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WHY DOES AIR QUALITY MATTER?

Air pollution is responsible for significant health impacts. 
Research has linked air pollution to a number of health concerns, 
including respiratory illness, cardiovascular disease, cancer, 
endocrine system and neurological effects, diabetes and allergies. 
Even at low levels, air pollution can cause significant detrimental 
health impacts due to long-term systemic exposure. These health 
impacts have a strong bearing on our quality of life and place an 
unnecessary strain on the health care system.
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THE CURRENT SITUATION
Air pollution is made up of a variety of substances, 
each with different sources, patterns of distribution, 
chemical reactions and health impacts. A number 
of our most common air pollutants (also known as 
criteria air pollutants) collectively represent a serious 
threat to the health of our communities. They include 
ground-level ozone (O3), fine particulate matter 
(PM2.5), sulphur dioxide (SO2), nitrogen dioxide 
(NO2) and carbon monoxide (CO). While everyone 
is adversely affected by exposure to air pollution, 
children, the elderly and those with pre-existing health 
conditions (such as heart disease, asthma and other 
respiratory illnesses) are particularly vulnerable. 
The Canadian Medical Association estimates that 
the morbidity and mortality associated with poor air 
quality over the period 2008 through 2031 will cost 
in excess of $117 billion (in current dollars).5

Air pollution must be monitored over space and time 
in order to evaluate the quality of the air we breathe, 
to compare it to targets we have set based on health 
evidence, and to gauge historical improvements. 
Understanding the severity of the issue is imperative 

in creating appropriate indicators, alerts and 
prevention strategies for vulnerable populations, 
and in determining the necessity and effectiveness 
of mitigation measures. Monitoring can also inform 
land use and transportation policies, development 
applications, and the siting of sensitive facilities,  
such as child or senior care facilities. 

In Ontario, ambient concentrations of most common 
air pollutants have declined over the past decade. 
Between 2005 and 2014, PM2.5 concentrations 
decreased by 31%, NO2 by 42%, SO2 by 49% and 
CO by 40%.6 These decreases are due primarily to 
improvements in vehicular performance, industrial 
downturns, and the impact of provincial air quality 
initiatives such as the phase out of coal-fired power 
and federal vehicle emission standards. Over the same 
time frame, ozone concentrations increased by 3% on 
average, although summer concentrations decreased 
by 8%.7 As a result, the number of smog alerts and 
smog days reported each year have dropped.

PROGRESSAir Quality (GTA)

Over the past decade, ambient concentrations of most common air pollutants have declined 
across Ontario. However, variations in air quality within a community can be as great as  
the variation between communities. Since this variation is rarely measured, there may be  
"hot spots" of poor air quality even though air quality is getting better overall. We do know  
that when we drive our vehicles and use energy in our offices and homes, we are burning fossil 
fuels (such as gasoline, natural gas, oil) and sending pollution into the air. This contributes 
to smog and poor air quality, which is directly linked to impacts on our health. In order to 
improve air quality in the GTA, we need all levels of governments to continue to encourage the 
development of clean industry, energy and transportation. We also need more comprehensive 
and detailed local area monitoring within urban neighbourhoods to better understand how air 
quality is affecting people at the local level.

*
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These improvements have occurred over large areas 
and over long time frames, and it should be noted 
that the figures are based on annual averages.  
Local concentrations of these pollutants can still 
exceed ambient air quality criteria over shorter 
time frames.

‘Traditional’ monitoring networks – comprising an 
assortment of meticulously calibrated and maintained 
stationary, movable and mobile measuring instruments 
– have collectively informed our understanding 
of pollution trends and health effects in Ontario. 
Generally owned and operated by provincial and 
federal government agencies, these networks are 
used for decision making by governments and for 
research purposes by academic and non-government 
communities. Because they are government owned, 
the data generated is generally publicly accessible; 
however, the delay in releasing this data can be 
lengthy, taking over a year in some cases. Moreover, 
network coverage is geographically sparse, and the 
equipment is expensive to acquire, install, operate 
and maintain. For these reasons, the data generated 
may not reflect the spatial gradient of pollution in  
our local communities. 

Recent studies have demonstrated that variations 
in air quality within a community can be as great 
as the variation between communities, suggesting 
that land use, urban design and proximity to roads 
can impact local exposures.9 Traditional monitors 
are too large and expensive to reveal local variations 
in air pollution. However, recent technological 
advances in monitoring technology, coupled with the 
rapid growth of social entrepreneurship and active 
academic research communities mean we are at an 
exciting juncture in pollution monitoring. This has 
resulted in the creation of ‘next generation’ monitors, 
including small research monitoring networks, 
portable monitors and wearable monitors.10 While 
many next generation monitoring technologies are in 
their infancy, new products are making it to market 
at a rapid rate, allowing for cheaper, more extensive 
local monitoring of air pollution. There has also been 
a proliferation of smartphone-based apps to assist in 
disseminating health messaging in our communities. 
As these technologies become more widely tested and 
available, they may offer community organizations 
greater opportunity to conduct their own monitoring 
and to gather evidence in support of local health and 
environmental concerns. 
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WHAT NEEDS TO BE DONE 
•	 Improve local air quality monitoring.

•	 Invest in and encourage the use of clean energy 	
	 technologies, such as solar, wind, geothermal,  
	 and bioenergy.

•	 Improve cycling and other active transport 
	 infrastructure to reduce reliance on private vehicles.

•	 Improve public transportation, particularly on  
	 a regional scale.

•	 When planning new communities, design streets 	
	 to make more space for pedestrians, cyclists,  
	 and transit. Older communities need to consider 	
	 redesigning streets and infrastructure to better 	
	 accommodate pedestrians and cyclists.

•	 Foster greater collaboration between academia, NGOs, 	
	 public and private sectors to advance monitoring.

•	 Build greater public and political awareness of the 	
	 health implications of poor air quality.

WHAT WE ARE DOING
•	 CivicAction’s Race to Reduce is a program aimed 	
	 at reducing total energy use in participating office 
 	 buildings across the Toronto region. Reducing 		
	 energy use ensures less fossil fuel is burned and 	
	 results in a reduction in air pollution.

•	 Clean Air Partnership’s 20/20 The Way to Clean 	
	 Air program is designed to help homeowners 
	 reduce their energy consumption by 20% at 	  
	 home and on the road, improving local air quality 	
	 and lessening the impact of smog and climate 	
	 change on the environment and health.

•	 Toronto Environmental Alliance’s INHALE Project 	
	 uses mobile air particulate monitoring equipment 	
	 attached to backpacks, bike handlebars, and baby 	
	 stroller handles, allowing volunteers to walk, run, 	
	 or ride through their neighbourhoods collecting 	
	 real-time air pollution data. 

•	 The Southern Ontario Centre for Atmospheric 		
	 Aerosol Research (SOCAAR) at the University of 	
	 Toronto is an interdisciplinary centre for the study 
	 of air quality, with a focus on how aerosols impact  
	 human health and the environment. SOCAAR 
	 brings together medical personnel, atmospheric 	
	 chemists, and environmental engineers, to 		
	 promote collaborative research through access 	
	 to state-of-the-art facilities and partnerships 		
	 with government and industry.

•	 The innovative Scarborough Cycles project is 
	 extending the bike culture beyond the downtown 
	 core out into the suburbs. Bike ‘hubs’ were 		
	 established in two communities to offer access  
	 to bicycles, tools, and repair clinics, while 
	 providing civic engagement opportunities for 
	 residents. The initiative was funded by the 
	 Metcalf Foundation Cycle City program and 		
	 the Toronto Centre for Active Transportation, 		
	 in partnership with CultureLink Settlement and 	
	 Community Services, the Toronto Cycling Think &  
	 Do Tank, and Cycle Toronto.

   

TARGETS
Long-term target: Sulphur dioxide (SO2) emissions 
of 7,000 tonnes; volatile organic compounds (VOCs) 
emissions of 11,700 tonnes; particulate matter 
(PM2.5) emissions of 1,700 tonnes; and, nitrogen 
oxides (NOX) emissions of 22,000 tonnes.
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by Kevin Behan, Deputy Director with Clean Air Partnership 
- full bio on page 96

http://civicaction.ca/race-to-reduce/
http://www.cleanairpartnership.org/projects/2020-the-way-to-clean-air/
http://www.inhaleproject.ca/
http://www.socaar.utoronto.ca/
http://www.cleanairpartnership.org/projects/scarborough-cycles/
http://www.cleanairpartnership.org/
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WHY DOES WASTE MATTER?

Almost everything we do creates waste. Waste is often stored in 
landfills that produce carbon emissions, take up valuable land, 
and represent a wasted use of valuable materials that could have 
been reused, recycled, or resold. As our population continues to 
grow, we will continue to create waste. Our current consumption 
levels are unsustainable and will impact the kind of world we will 
leave for future generations.



20 The Living City® Report Card 2016



21The Living City® Report Card 2016

PROGRESS

THE CURRENT SITUATION 

One of the most widely used measures of the success 
of a municipal waste management program is the 
percentage of waste generated by its residents that is 
diverted from disposal in a landfill or from incineration. 
Since the last The Living City® Report Card in 2011, 
the percentage of residential waste being diverted  
from disposal in the GTA has remained fairly steady  
at about 52%.11 The impressive growth in waste 
diversion between 2006 (39%) and 2009 (50%) 
seems to have stalled and the region is considerably 
below the long-term target of 75% diversion 
established in The Living City® Report Card 2011. 

Low diversion rates mean that too much waste that 
is divertible is ending up in the garbage stream. For 
example, the most recent waste audits from the Region 
of Peel show that about two-thirds of the waste that is 
set out as garbage could be diverted – and that both 
single family and MuRBs have similar percentages 
of divertible material in their garbage streams.12 The 
findings are comparable in other jurisdictions such as 
the City of Toronto, although MuRBs there have more 
divertible materials in the garbage stream.13 

MuRBs continue to experience difficulty in achieving 
high diversion rates. In Toronto, for example, the 
diversion rate for MuRBs in 2014 was 26% compared 
to 66% in single family dwellings.14 This is an 
improvement for MuRBs since 2009 when it was only 
16%. Much of that increase is due to the growing 
number of MuRBs that are adopting organics diversion 
programs but, at the same time, virtually all of the 
diversion challenges for MuRBs noted in The Living 
City® Report Card 2011 remain.

On the positive side, the total amount of waste 
generated per person annually in the GTA has declined 
by almost 5% from 362 kg/capita in 2009 to 345 kg/
capita in 2014. Much of this decline is likely due to 
the increasing prevalence of lightweight materials in 
the waste stream, such as plastics, that are replacing 
heavier materials used in packaging and products.  
This change in waste generation may also reflect 
successful efforts by residents to reduce and reuse. 

Although there have been small gains in some municipalities, waste management for the GTA 
as a whole has not improved over the past five years. Effective waste management minimizes 
the amount of waste going to landfills and maximizes the use we get from materials, preserving 
our environment and making our region more sustainable. We need to focus our attention 
on making waste diversion a priority, particularly in multi-unit residential buildings (MuRBs). 
This includes making waste diversion easier for residents and building tenants by increasing 
opportunities for recycling, reduction, and reuse of materials.

Waste (GTA)
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Since the last The Living City® Report Card, a major 
policy development has been the Province of Ontario’s 
proposed Waste-Free Ontario Act and the creation 
of a draft plan for moving forward on waste diversion 
and reduction known as the ‘Strategy for a Waste Free 
Ontario: Building the Circular Economy’.15 Together, 
these two initiatives address many of the opportunities 
for action recommended in The Living City® Report 
Card 2011. The Waste-Free Ontario Act imposes full 
extended producer responsibility (EPR) on producers 
of certain products and materials. This means that 
producers will have to pay the full costs of recovery 
of their end-of-life products. Not only will this transfer 
financial responsibility away from municipalities and 
taxpayers, but the hope is that the new system will 
encourage producers to make their products and 
packaging more easily recyclable, reusable or durable. 
Products and materials covered by EPR in Ontario 
currently are Blue Box materials, used tires, some 
household hazardous wastes, and waste electrical and 
electronic equipment (WEEE), such as old computers 
and televisions. Unlike other EPR programs in Ontario, 
which are full EPR already, producers currently split 
Blue Box costs with municipalities and they will now 
have to pay all of the program’s costs. New products 
suggested for possible inclusion in EPR include 
fluorescent bulbs and tubes, carpets, bulky items  
(e.g. furniture), and WEEE not already designated 
under EPR (e.g. household appliances).

Two other proposals of note in the Strategy for a Waste 
Free Ontario are landfill bans for certain products and 
the development of an organics action plan. The first 
proposed set of landfill bans are for WEEE and compact 
fluorescent light bulbs. The organics action plan will 
address waste reduction and diversion across the 
entire pre-consumer and post-consumer organic waste 
supply chain, meaning that both the food sector and 
residents will be involved. All of these measures will 
have potentially profound impacts on residential waste 
diversion and reduction in the GTA. Although ambitious 
and wide-ranging, the most disappointing aspect of the 
Strategy for a Waste Free Ontario is that it is vague 
about the options for reducing industrial, commercial, 
and institutional (ICI) waste, except for food waste in 
the ICI sector, as noted above.

WHAT NEEDS BE DONE
Reduce the quantity of divertible materials in the 
waste stream. Recycling needs to be simplified. 
For example, the same types of packaging should 
be recyclable in each of the GTA municipalities, 
both at home and in the workplace. Municipalities 
should disallow the sale of packaging that combines 
recyclable and non-recyclable materials, such as most 
types of take-out coffee cups and lids. Although some 
municipalities have recently started to divert textiles, 
textiles in the municipal residual waste stream remain 
an issue. Textiles represent up to 10% of the material 
destined for landfill.16 Another strategy to reduce the 
quantity of divertible materials is increased education 
about what can and cannot be diverted. 

Focus on increasing diversion rates in MuRBs. We are 
seeing the emergence of best practice MuRBs that are 
closing in on or even exceeding average diversion rates 
in single family households. For example, between 
2014 and 2016, residents of a 282 unit condominium 
in Toronto decreased the volume of garbage that they 
set out by 86% and increased the volume of recycling 
by 48%.17 The building offers its residents a wide 
range of diversion opportunities in addition to Blue Bin 
and Green Bin diversion, including battery recycling, 
used clothing collections, cooking oil recovery, 
pharmaceuticals recovery, household hazardous waste 
recycling, WEEE recycling, a sharing-shelf for reuse of 
household items, and space for exchanging used books 
and furniture.

Reuse and reduce. Most of the waste diversion  
efforts to date in the GTA deal with recycling and 
organic waste. Reuse and reduction have been 
neglected parts of the waste management hierarchy 
but some municipalities are developing innovative  
programs to increase both. 

Measure and monitor ICI waste. Better measurement 
of ICI waste flows and diversion, as well as updating 
existing ICI diversion regulations and enforcing them 
are all necessary to significantly reduce waste.

http://www.ontla.on.ca/web/bills/bills_detail.do?locale=en&BillID=3598
http://www.downloads.ene.gov.on.ca/envision/env_reg/er/documents/2015/012-5834_DraftStrategy.pdf
http://www.ontla.on.ca/web/bills/bills_detail.do?locale=en&BillID=3598
http://www.downloads.ene.gov.on.ca/envision/env_reg/er/documents/2015/012-5834_DraftStrategy.pdf
http://www.downloads.ene.gov.on.ca/envision/env_reg/er/documents/2015/012-5834_DraftStrategy.pdf
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WHAT WE ARE DOING
•	 In 2016, the City of Markham launched an  
	 innovative and aggressive textile recycling program. 	
	 Markham has installed municipally managed textile 	
	 donation containers at city facilities, fire stations, 	
	 and community centres. Gently used items will be 	
	 sold for rewear or reuse by The Salvation Army and 	
	 the remaining textiles will be recycled.

•	 The City of Toronto recently launched the Mayor’s 	
	 Towering Challenge, which offers resources, 		
	 support and online recognition to help participating 	
	 MuRBs increase diversion.18 The City of Toronto has 	
	 also recently approved an updated Long Term Waste 	
	 Management Strategy.

•	 Region of Peel adopted the Waste Reduction and 	
	 Resource Recovery Strategy in 2014. The strategy  
	 is built on the 4Rs (Reduce, Reuse, Recycle  
	 and Recover) and has established a diversion target 	
	 of 75% by 2034, the highest proposed diversion 	
	 rate for the GTA. 
 
•	 York Region has a Reuse, Repair, Repurpose 		
	 Strategy. Since 2007, York Region has partnered 	
	 with Goodwill and Habitat for Humanity to operate 	
	 several reuse transfer facilities. York Region also 	
	 has waste diversion strategies dedicated to MuRBs, 	
	 organics, and ICI waste.19

•	 Partners in Project Green works with GTA 		
	 businesses to reduce their waste through programs 	
	 such as Material Exchange, which facilitates online 	
	 exchanges of materials between organizations,  
	 and service providers to divert resources from  
	 landfill and drive towards a circular economy.  
	 Since conception in 2012, Material Exchange  
	 has resulted in 146 exchanges and 9,237 tonnes 	
	 diverted from landfill.

•	 City of Mississauga and City of Vaughan participated 	
	 in Partners in Project Green's inaugural Recycling 	
	 Collection Drive in 2016 collecting and recycling 	
	 electronic and textile waste at municipal buildings 	
	 across the GTA. Overall, 16 municipal and 	  
	 commercial organizations, representing 30 		
	 locations across the GTA participated in the  
	 event during Waste Reduction Week in Canada.

•	 Durham Region broke the Guinness World Record for 	
	 most batteries collected in a twenty-four hour period, 	
	 collecting 5,102 kg of material. This has turned into 	
	 a continuing program and now Durham also 		
	 provides used battery curbside collection services  
	 to all residents making it easier to recycle. 

•	 The Tree and Wood Recovery Centre, in partnership 	
	 with TRCA, was launched in 2016. Located in the  
	 City of Mississauga, the Centre helps to divert and 
	 repurpose ash wood affected by emerald ash boarer  
	 into lumber, live-edge, and other innovative wood 	
	 products. Over 4,500 tonnes of wood waste was 	
	 repurposed in its first year of operations.

   

TARGETS
Long-term target: Residential and ICI waste diversion 
rates greater than 80%.
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by Dr. Virginia Maclaren, University of Toronto 
- full bio on page 96

http://www.markham.ca/wps/portal/Markham/Residents/RecyclingWaste/CollectionServices/sa-textilerecycling/textilerecycling/!ut/p/a1/lVDJbsIwFPyaHK3nkISYIw0SpGVRWgGxL5VxHLBInCh2ofx9HamL1JYuvnjeMnozAwxyYJqf1J5b1Whe9TUbPoaraZLMNyQb3IcYp-lkEy0nmZ_NAtgCAya0be0BaM2744HXotHGKvsktXXQus_D2H8bcqOs9HAnjSrcyPRQXESl9J7r4syNlaKpKil6CR7-wEZ2JyWkIxiOrHy2qpLvVA9_7vTCWqEKoEE5FHHo7xAueYHCkhA0kmKHZBCN-I74OBoQ55Q6p_jKG-M_BeFWkul4FsZzx1lPJziNs5v1anEX4HT4uvDDCeo0xFePjCJ4-Kep299UO9eDbpEsXFottwekdNlA_k2-kH_pbBNgCU1pdoa2rklwQcdyuUSMkv0LF82ceQ!!/dl5/d5/L2dBISEvZ0FBIS9nQSEh/
http://www1.toronto.ca/wps/portal/contentonly?vgnextoid=077ccab127a55510VgnVCM10000071d60f89RCRD
http://geography.utoronto.ca/profiles/virginia-maclaren/
http://www1.toronto.ca/wps/portal/contentonly?vgnextoid=b2fe8005b7ae7410VgnVCM10000071d60f89RCRD
http://peelregion.ca/waste/waste-management-overview
https://www.york.ca/wps/wcm/connect/yorkpublic/4534d423-945a-436e-b4d8-4fbc696626ce/Reuse+Repair+Repurpose+Strategy.pdf?MOD=AJPERES
https://www.partnersinprojectgreen.com/
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WHY DOES WATER MATTER?

Water is one of the most important substances on earth.  
Directly or indirectly, water affects all facets of life. Clean water 
is necessary for commercial activities such as agriculture, fishing, 
and manufacturing. It is important for recreational activities such 
as swimming and boating. The biodiversity of our streams and 
lakes depends on clean water and so does our own health and 
well-being. Clean water is a precious and limited resource that 
should be valued and protected.
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PROGRESS
2016 

TARGET MET

almost

Although conditions are similar to those reported in 2011, stream water quality remains a concern 
in the Toronto region. In recent years, there were fewer exceedances of water quality objectives 
but when the objectives were exceeded, concentrations were higher than they have been in  
the past. Concerns include nutrients that contribute to growth of algae, chloride (mostly from 
road salt) because of its negative impact on aquatic organisms, and Escherichia coli (E. coli) 
which is a potentially unhealthy bacteria. Stream water quality reflects the input of pollutants 
from surrounding land uses and can directly influence aquatic habitat and communities.  
Improved stormwater management in both rural and urban areas, as well as continued efforts  
by municipalities and individual homeowners to reduce the use of fertilizer and road salt is 
needed to help improve the quality of water in the Toronto region.

THE CURRENT SITUATION 
There’s been some good news; although the population 
in the Toronto region continues to increase, the levels 
of some pollutants in our rivers and streams have 
held steady and even dropped. There are a number of 
reasons for this. Various pesticides, organic compounds 
(e.g. PCBs) and mercury were banned in the 1980s. 
The use of leaded gasoline was phased out by the 
early 1990s. More recently, the City of Toronto and 
(eventually) the Government of Ontario banned the 
cosmetic use of certain pesticides on lawns and 
gardens. Upstream of our urban areas, farmers  
have improved their management of the agricultural 
chemicals and fertilizers they use, while diverting 
animal wastes and other nutrients from watercourses. 
High counts of E. coli bacteria can shut down beach 
areas but this issue is improving. In 2000, Toronto 
beaches were posted unsafe for almost 50% of the 
summer; but in 2015, the beaches were posted safe 
88% of the time. 

There have also been some changes we did not want 
to see. Stream chloride levels are increasing; at one 
site chloride levels spiked to almost 2,500 milligrams 
per litre, about four times the short-term Canadian 
water quality guideline. Combined sewer overflows 
continue to be an issue in the City of Toronto after 
large-scale rain events. During heavy rains, the city's 
infrastructure may be overwhelmed by the volume 
of water and untreated wastewater flows into the 
lake. Microplastics (small plastic beads, fibers, 
pellets) are now an issue in our streams and lakes. 
Microplastics come from raw materials used to make 
plastic products, plastic beads used in cosmetics 
and cleaners, fibres that come from washing your 
synthetic clothes, and larger pieces of plastic waste 
breaking down into smaller pieces. Microplastics can 
absorb chemicals and transport pollutants, and are 
easily are ingested by fish and wildlife which can 
cause a variety of health impacts.

 

Water Quality (TRCA)
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WHAT NEEDS BE DONE
•	 The stresses on our watersheds will increase  
	 as the population grows and more land in the  
	 Toronto region is urbanized and paved over,  
	 creating the potential for more stormwater runoff. 	
	 Sustainable stormwater management practices, 	
	 such as the treatment train approach that 		
	 combines conventional stormwater controls with  
	 Low Impact Development (LID), are needed to 	
	 manage the quality and quantity of stormwater flows.

•	 Greater effort to reduce the use of salt, both on our  
	 roadways and on private property and parking lots,  
	 is urgently needed. Otherwise, chloride concentrations  
	 may continue to increase to toxic levels in our 		
	 rivers and lakes over the coming years. 

•	 Compromised and/or combined sewage systems 	
	 in older parts of the City of Toronto continue to be 	
	 sources of untreated sewage and contaminated 	
	 runoff for our waterways and need to continue to  
	 be upgraded. 

•	 Home owners and businesses must ensure that toxic 	
	 chemicals, paints and oils, cleansers, fertilizers, pet 	
	 wastes and other contaminants are not intentionally 	
	 dumped or washed inadvertently into stormsewers.

WHAT WE ARE DOING
•	 The Ontario government passed the Great 		
	 Lakes Protection Act in 2015, which established  
	 a framework for protecting the lakes. The Act will 
 	 help to set targets for local and lakewide areas, 	
	 strengthen monitoring programs and reporting, 	
	 and implement existing policy tools to protect 		
	 Ontario’s water.

•	 The Toronto and Region Remedial Action Plan (RAP) 
 	 recently released the progress report Within Reach 
 	 which shows the actions needed by 2020 to help  
	 de-list the Toronto waterfront Area of Concern. 	
	 Toronto’s RAP is aimed at restoring the health 	 
	 of Toronto’s waters and habitats and has been 		
	 underway since 1987. Over this time, government 	
	 agencies, municipalities and non-govermental 		
	 organizations have worked together to improve the 	
	 environmental conditions in the Toronto RAP area.

•	 The Lake Ontario Lakewide Action and 		
	 Management Plan (LAMP) is a binational plan  
	 for restoring and protecting the Lake Ontario 	  
	 ecosystem. Led by the U.S. Environmental 		
	 Protection Agency and Environment and Climate 	
	 Change Canada (ECCC), LAMP continues 		
	 its efforts to address important lakewide stressors 	
	 and work cooperatively to protect and restore 		
	 water quality and ecosystem health.

•	 Computer modeling of rural watersheds by  
	 ECCC has identified high priority areas in the 		
	 Duffins Creek and Rouge River watersheds where 	
	 tree planting will maximize watershed water 		
	 quality benefits.

•	 TRCA’s Environmental Monitoring and Data 		
	 Management group has been tracking the effects  
	 of increasing levels of chloride on some of the 		
	 sensitive, bottom-dwelling aquatic creatures that 	
	 live in our rivers and streams.

•	 TRCA and other conservation authorities require
	 the use of erosion and sediment control measures
	 for development permits adjacent to watercourses
	 and other natural areas. TRCA is working with 		
	 construction companies to prevent silt-laden runoff 
 	 from work sites flowing directly into nearby streams. 	
	 Innovative silt fences, such as mesh tubes filled with 	
	 special compost, hug the ground tightly and can be 	
	 left in place to decompose when the job is over.

•	 TRCA is monitoring water quality in the rivers, 		
	 creeks, marshes and nearshore environment from 	
	 Pickering to Ajax in partnership with the Regions 	
	 of York and Durham.

•	 The City of Toronto is working toward their  
	 25-year Wet Weather Flow Master Plan to reduce 	
	 pollutants associated with stormwater.

https://www.ontario.ca/laws/statute/15g24
http://www.torontorap.ca/
http://www.torontorap.ca/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/2015-RAP-Progress-Report.pdf
http://www.ec.gc.ca/grandslacs-greatlakes/default.asp?lang=En&n=0CB6DFA3-1
https://trca.ca/conservation/environmental-monitoring/
http://www1.toronto.ca/wps/portal/contentonly?vgnextoid=972bab501d8ce310VgnVCM10000071d60f89RCRD
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•	 The Great Lakes and St. Lawrence Cities Initiative 
 	 enlisted over 100 mayors to raise awareness 		
	 about and take action to reduce microplastics 		
	 in our waters. The Canadian government listed 	 
	 microbeads as a toxic substance under the  
	 Canadian Environmental Protection Act (CEPA)  
	 which will allow for further regulation  
	 of microbeads. 

•	 TRCA, with funding from ECCC and the Ontario 	
	 Ministry of the Environment and Climate Change, 	
	 along with in-kind contributions from the Regions 	
	 of York and Durham, set up a pilot stormwater 	
	 treatment system in Pickering. TRCA transformed 	
	 an industrial stormsewer, which flows directly into  
	 Lake Ontario, into a wetland-like natural treatment 	
	 system with small dams to slow and treat stormwater 
 	 runoff. Preliminary results show decreases in 		
	 phosphorus, suspended sediments, and E. coli.

TARGETS
2016 Target: No further deterioration of the  
current water quality conditions at all monitoring  
sites (Water Quality Index (WQI) score of 50 to 59).
 
Achieved? Almost. The grade for each watershed 
stayed the same or improved since the last report 
card but not all monitoring stations achieved a WQI 
score 50 or more.

Target for 2021: There should be no decline in the 
score for each watershed and maintain an overall 
WQI score of 50 or better for all sites across the 
jurisdiction.

Long-term target: Water quality for TRCA’s 
jurisdiction reaches an average WQI score of 70 or 
higher, with improvements seen in each watershed.

MEASURE
The Water Quality Index (WQI) included measurements 
of eight different parameters: six potentially toxic 
chemicals (chloride, ammonia, nitrate, copper and 
zinc), the levels of two nutrients (phosphorus and 
nitrogen) that cause eutrophication, and a group of 
dangerous bacteria (E. coli). The WQI is based on the 
number parameters that exceeded the water quality 
objectives and guidelines set for them, and by how 
much and how often they exceeded those standards. 
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https://glslcities.org/
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2016 
TARGET METPROGRESS

yes

THE CURRENT SITUATION 
Currently, just 35% of the urbanized areas across 
TRCA’s jurisdiction are served by stormwater controls 
that help to prevent flooding and manage water 
quality, erosion, and impacts to aquatic ecosystems. 
The increase in stormwater runoff is one of the most 
serious environmental impacts of urban development. 
Across the region, much of the rain that falls and 
melting snow flows off rooftops, parking lots, 
roadways and other paved or impermeable surfaces 
of the city and ends up in our streams and rivers. 
Stormwater runoff – with its heavy load of dirt, 
road salt, pesticides, oil and other pollutants that 
it picks up from these surfaces – may rush directly 
into a watercourse, or it may flood through local 
stormsewers before being discharged into a lake, 
river, or stream. And that means much less water 

seeps into the ground to naturally recharge our 
streams, wetlands and groundwater resources.  
The result, especially after a major storm, is an 
increased risk of flooding, downstream erosion,  
water pollution and the destruction of wildlife  
habitat. Despite advances in LID technologies,  
they are not yet widely used in the Toronto region 
and the quantity and quality of stormwater from both 
new and old communities is not being adequately 
managed. Although a number of cities in Ontario 
have developed innovative revenue tools such as 
stormwater charges, many municipalities in the 
Toronto region struggle to maintain, replace, and 
upgrade stormwater infrastructure. 

Currently, less than 35% of the urbanized areas in the region have effective stormwater controls 
which help to prevent flooding and manage water quality. Untreated runoff may flow directly 
into a watercourse, or it may rush through local stormsewers before being discharged into a lake, 
river or stream. The result is an increased risk of flooding, downstream erosion, water pollution 
and the destruction of wildlife habitat. Stormwater management controls have been installed in 
most newer developments but improvements can be made with the innovative use of Low Impact 
Development (LID) techniques in future development and in retrofits of existing communities.  
By installing LIDs such as permeable pavers in parking lots or directing runoff to grassy swales or 
soakway pits, the water slowly seeps into the soil replenishing groundwater, removing pollutants, 
and reducing the amount of runoff reaching the stream. Local and regional municipalities in 
collaboration with the Government of Ontario and conservation authorities must continue to 
advocate for and develop policy, guidelines, and standards requiring the use of LID. 

Stormwater Management 
(TRCA)
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WHAT NEEDS TO BE DONE
LID techniques are needed to supplement traditional 
stormwater controls to better manage both the 
quantity and quality of the runoff that eventually 
reaches local rivers, streams and other waterbodies. 
Planning and design for new communities and for  
the renewal and intensification of existing ones needs 
to incorporate innovative stormwater management and 
LID from the very beginning stages. Secure funding 
is needed to support the maintenance, replacement, 
upgrade and retrofit of stormwater infrastructure.  
We need to move forward on:

•	 ensuring that stormwater management is  
	 incorporated into new communities and in 		
	 community redevelopment and intensification 	 
	 projects from the beginning of the planning process, 
 	 through watershed planning and other studies 	
	 that establish the level of stormwater treatment 	
	 that is required and set out how conventional and 	
	 LID stormwater management will be incorporated 	
	 into all aspects of community design;

• 	retrofitting conventional stormwater 			 
	 infrastructure into existing communities with  
	 absent or inadequate stormwater. We need to  
	 take advantage of opportunities such as road 		
	 reconstruction, park revitalization, water and  
	 sewer projects to install this infrastructure;

• 	encouraging residents to help manage stormwater 	
	 runoff on their properties by installing cisterns, 	
	 rain barrels and rain gardens to collect and use 	
	 rainwater or by using permeable pavers for patios 	
	 and driveways;

• 	developing revenue tools and dedicated funding 	
	 streams to ensure that municipalities can maintain 	
	 existing stormwater infrastructure, and retrofit new 	
	 infrastructure and LID where needed; and

• 	sharing the monitoring results and lessons  
	 learned from stormwater LID projects to help 
	 address concerns about new stormwater 		
	 infrastructure and inspire further implementation  
	 of innovative 	practices and approaches to 		
	 stormwater management.

WHAT WE ARE DOING
•	 TRCA and its municipal partners work to ensure 	
	 that all new developments provide modern 		
	 stormwater controls and encourage redevelopment 	
	 to seek opportunities for retrofit of absent or 
	 outdated controls. Credit Valley Conservation and 
	 TRCA’s Low Impact Development Stormwater 		
	 Management Planning and Design Guide and  
	 similar guideline documents encourage effective 	
	 stormwater management.

•	 Almost all of the municipalities across TRCA’s 	
	 jurisdiction have begun stormwater retrofit studies 
	 that identify where conventional stormwater 		
	 treatment infrastructure such as detention ponds  
	 can be retrofit within urbanized areas that 		
	 currently do not have such controls in place. 

•	 A Toronto bylaw requires homeowners to 	  
	 disconnect their home’s downspouts from the 		
	 city’s sewer system, while a second bylaw requires 	
	 new commercial, institutional, and high density 	
	 residential developments to install green roofs.

•	 The Pioneer Park Stormwater Management Pond  
	 in Richmond Hill has been upgraded to replace 	
	 30-year-old stormwater infrastructure and meet 	
	 modern standards of water quality treatment, 		
	 erosion and flood control.

•	 TRCA is working with its municipal and community 	
	 partners on Sustainable Neighbourhood Retrofit 	
	 Action Plans (SNAPs) to make sustainable 		
	 environmental improvements at the neighbourhood 	
	 scale. Rain harvesting, eco-landscaping and green 	
	 home projects are helping to divert, store and 		
	 reuse runoff following rainstorms. 

•	 The City of Toronto’s Wet Weather Flow Master 	
	 Plan adopted by Toronto City Council in 2003, 	
	 is a 25-year plan that identifies 170 projects to 	
	 better manage stormwater, improve water quality 	
	 and protect infrastructure from flooding and erosion. 
	 Major projects currently underway include the Don 
 	 River and Central Waterfront Project to improve 	
	 sewer capacity and eliminate combined sewer 	
	 overflows, and the second phase of the Earl Bales 	
	 Park Stormwater management Pond Project.

http://www.sustainabletechnologies.ca/wp/home/urban-runoff-green-infrastructure/low-impact-development/low-impact-development-stormwater-management-planning-and-design-guide/
https://trca.ca/conservation/sustainable-neighbourhoods/
http://www1.toronto.ca/wps/portal/contentonly?vgnextoid=972bab501d8ce310VgnVCM10000071d60f89RCRD


33The Living City® Report Card 2016

•	 The City of Toronto is developing Complete 		
	 Streets Guidelines to provide a holistic approach 	
	 to street design. It will include ways to improve 	
	 streetscapes by enhancing the tree canopy, 		
	 reducing urban heat island effects, reducing 		
	 stormwater runoff, reducing energy consumption, 	
	 and reducing greenhouse gas emissions. 

•	 TRCA is working with its municipal partners and  
	 other conservation authorities to provide the data 
	 and decision support tools needed to foster  
	 broader adoption of LID practices through the 		
	 multi-agency Sustainable Technologies Evaluation 
	 Program. Detailed information and data are available 	
	 through the program website along with training 	
	 programs on LID practice design, performance, 
 	 monitoring and, inspection and maintenance. 

•	 Municipalities such as Brampton, Markham,  
	 Ajax and Mississauga have constructed and 
	 monitored LID pilot projects that will help
 	 inform the design and implementation of future 	
	 LID stormwater management retrofit and new 		
	 development projects. A few municipalities have 	
	 started to use LID as the primary means of 		
	 stormwater quality control in new developments. 

TARGETS
2016 Target: Urban area with stormwater 
management increases from 23% to 35%.

Achieved? Yes. The amount of urban area with 
stormwater management has increased over the past 	
five years but this is mainly due to the construction 
of new developments with stormwater controls. The 
amount of existing urban area without stormwater 
controls remained essentially unchanged.

Target for 2021: Increase the percentage of the urban 
area equipped with stormwater controls (for improved 
water quantity, quality and erosion control) from 35 
to 45%.

Long-term target: Greater than 80% of urban areas 
with stormwater management controls. 

MEASURE
The percentage of developed land across the region 
that is served by effective, modern stormwater 
controls to manage both the quality and quantity 
of runoff discharged into watercourses across the 
jurisdiction. 
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http://www1.toronto.ca/wps/portal/contentonly?vgnextoid=bdb604f82477d410VgnVCM10000071d60f89RCRD
http://www.sustainabletechnologies.ca/wp/
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WATER
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2016 
TARGET METPROGRESS

yes

THE CURRENT SITUATION
Flooding can happen in Toronto region rivers at any 
time of year. Summer thunderstorms can release 
heavy rainfall over short periods of time, while 
the remnants of autumn hurricanes, spring rain 
combined with snowmelt, and winter ice jams can 
also cause flooding. Over the past five years, there 
have been 11 weather events for which TRCA  
has issued Flood Watch and Warning messages. 
Stream flow in all nine watersheds in TRCA’s 
jurisdiction is considered flashy, meaning that in 
the hours after a rainstorm, water levels rise quickly 
and rush downstream, eroding stream banks, and 
increasing the risk of flooding. The characteristics  
of our watersheds, such as a high percentage of 
paved surfaces and lack of stormwater management 
in many areas, are factors that contribute to the 
tendency of some of our rivers to flood.
 

There are currently 43 clusters of flood vulnerable 
areas within our watersheds. These areas have been 
identified as having high concentrations of structures 
and/or roads that are at risk of riverine flooding and 
include a variety of residential, business/industrial, 
and mixed use locations. TRCA and its partner 
municipalities continue to work eliminate or reduce 
flood risk for existing developments and to inform the 
design of new developments to prevent the creation of 
new flood hazards. 

As climate change increases the potential for more powerful and unpredictable precipitation, 
the danger of flooding in  the Toronto region's rivers increases. While we have strong policies 
in Ontario and in the Toronto region to prevent new development in flood prone areas, many 
communities built before these policies came into effect are still at risk. Our resiliency to 
climate change depends on our continued efforts to reduce the risk to people, property and 
infrastructure from flooding. We must continue to work toward reducing the risk to existing flood 
vulnerable clusters in our jurisdiction through flood forecasting and warnings, precise analysis 
and identification of flood risk, flood protection infrastructure projects and public education so 
that robust flood emergency preparedness plans can be developed along with and policies and 
programs that guide resilient developments and infrastructure.

Flood Risk (TRCA)
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WHAT NEEDS TO BE DONE
TRCA and its municipal partners continue to work 
to understand riverine flood hazards, and to provide 
local agencies, emergency services, and the public 
with notice, information and advice so that they can 
respond quickly and effectively during weather events 
with the potential for flooding and flood-related 
emergencies. We are:

•	 continually reviewing and updating the floodplain 	
	 mapping that allows us to understand where 		
	 riverine flood risk exists;

•	 educating communities, municipal departments, 	
	 and emergency response agencies about flooding 	
	 and flood risk, and how they can be prepared; 

•	 improving our ability to predict when and  
	 where an event may occur through the  
	 extensive TRCA real-time rainfall and stream  
	 flow monitoring system, and developing  
	 state-of-the-art tools to predict flood events  
	 within TRCA watersheds; and

•	 identifying flood vulnerable areas where property 	
	 and infrastructure are at risk of damage due to 	
	 flooding, and prioritizing capital works protection 	
	 to help mitigate these risks.

To avoid creating new flood risks and making  
existing flood risks worse, planning for growth and 
new development in the GTA needs to be guided  
by watershed planning. Watershed plans assess the 
impacts of new development on flood risk, inform 
where development should occur, and guide the 
development of comprehensive, watershed-scale 
stormwater and flood management strategies to 
mitigate potential risks. This requires a collaborative 
approach between the provincial government, 
municipalities, conservation authorities and  
developers to find approaches that allow appropriate 
development while protecting new and existing 
communities from harm.  

WHAT WE ARE DOING
•	 Waterfront Toronto, together with TRCA and the 
	 City of Toronto are moving forward on the completion  
	 of the Don Mouth Naturalization Program. 		
	 The first part of this project, The Lower Don West 
 	 Remedial Flood Protection Project, saw the 		
	 completion of the Flood Protection Landform that  
	 underlays Corktown Common. This removed the 
	 flood risk on approximately 210 hectares of 		
	 land which can now be redeveloped. In 2015, 		
	 the Environmental Assessment for the Don Mouth 	
	 Naturalization Program was approved, which will 
	 protect an additional 290 hectares of land that is 	
	 currently prone to flooding.

•	 The GTA Flood Group, made up of eight 		
	 conservation authorities that manage  
	 watersheds within the GTA, meets regularly  
	 to develop a consistent approach to flood 		
	 forecasting and warning.

•	 Leveraging funding from the National Disaster 	
	 Mitigation Program, TRCA is updating the 		
	 database that identifies flood vulnerable areas 	
	 and roads within its watersheds. This builds on 	
	 the work of the 2012 TRCA Flood Protection and  
	 Remedial Capital Works strategy, which identified 	
	 approaches to reducing flood risk for each cluster.

•	 TRCA and its partner municipalities are conducting 
	 integrated studies of Special Policy Areas,  
	 historic communities built in flood prone areas 	
	 where provincial flood risk policy allows some 		
	 redevelopment. These studies involve detailed 		
	 modelling to precisely understand the flood risk  
	 in these areas and provide guidance on the  
	 urban design, emergency response, and risk 		
	 mitigation measures that are required to  
	 support safe redevelopment. 
 
•	 TRCA and its partner municipalities continue to 
 	 protect new development from flood risk by 		
	 upholding provincial and local policies that  
	 prevent new development from taking place in 	
	 flood prone areas.

•	 TRCA continues to operate and maintain a  
	 network of flood control dams and channels to 	
	 retain or safely pass flood waters. Toronto region 	
	 municipalities also maintain their own control 		
	 channels in many areas. 

https://trca.ca/conservation/green-infrastructure/don-mouth-naturalization-port-lands-flood-protection-project/
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TARGETS
2016 Target: No increase in the number of flood 
vulnerable clusters and reduction in the number of 
structures at risk.

Achieved? Yes. There was no increase in the number 
of flood vulnerable clusters and initiatives like the 
West Don Lands Remedial Flood Protection program 
have removed more than 200 hectares of land from 
the risk area. 
 
Target for 2021: (1) Achieve a better understanding 
of risk areas through detailed risk assessment of flood 
vulnerable clusters. (2) No increase in the number 
of flood vulnerable clusters. (3) Implement risk 
reduction measures in 10% of our flood vulnerable 
clusters, whether through operational improvements, 
upgraded flood forecasting and warning, or the 
construction of capital projects to reduce flood risk.

Long-term target: Risk reduction measures in  
all of flood vulnerable clusters, whether through 
operational improvements, upgraded flood  
forecasting and warning, or the construction  
of capital projects to reduce flood risk.

MEASURE
We evaluate the number of flood vulnerable clusters 
– areas with a high concentration of buildings and 
roads at risk from flooding – in the TRCA jurisdiction. 
Riverine flooding refers to the flooding that occurs 
when water levels rise and watercourses overtop  
their banks. This is different from urban flooding  
of streets and basements that occurs when drainage 
systems like catchbasins and sewers back up because 
of local runoff.
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THE CURRENT SITUATION
Canadians are among the highest per capita water 
users in the world. Even though the Great Lakes 
basin still contains a large supply of clean, fresh 
water, the environmental and economic costs of 
wasting this valuable resource can be significant 
in growing urban regions. High rates of water 
consumption by residents, businesses and industry 
in the GTA, combined with heavy stormwater runoff, 
are a concern not only because of the impacts 
to water-reliant ecosystems, but because the 
water, wastewater and stormwater management 
infrastructure is costly to operate and requires significant 
new investment to maintain, upgrade and expand.

Pricing has been shown to be an effective tool  
for achieving water conservation and natural 
stormwater management goals. Full-cost recovery  
and full-cost pricing of water services, through 
various types of user fees, encourage more 
environmentally responsible water behaviour. 
Conversely, low prices for water services that do  
not reflect true costs essentially subsidize the 
wasteful and unsustainable use of water. Full-cost 
recovery sets rates at levels that reflect the short- 
and long-term costs of, services and infrastructure; 
full-cost pricing also incorporates environmental and 
management costs (such as water source protection). 

Canadians continue to consume large amounts of water. While freshwater supplies are still 
abundant in the Great Lakes basin, clean freshwater resources can easily be jeopardized  
in growing urban regions like the GTA. Innovative tools to encourage water conservation  
– such as full-cost pricing that takes into account the environmental and resource costs  
of using (and misusing) water – will help conserve this valuable resource.

Water Consumption (GTA) PROGRESS

*
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GTA governments are among Canada’s leaders in 
moving to full-cost recovery for water services:

•	 The City of Toronto now operates its water and  
	 wastewater programs on a full-cost recovery model. 
 	 Price increases for residential customers of 		
	 approximately 70% over the 2005-2012 period 	
	 caused a decline in water consumption of 14% 	
	 overall and 24% per capita.20 Prices have 		
	 increased a further 50% since 2012.

•	 The City of Mississauga is one of a handful of 
	 Canadian cities to introduce a stormwater user 	
	 fee that provides dedicated revenue for stormwater  
	 management infrastructure. Credit programs  
	 complement the user fee system, and residents 
	 are also advised on how to implement Low Impact 	
	 Development stormwater management options. 	
	 Rates have been set to meet stormwater operation, 	
	 maintenance and capital improvement needs,  
	 but do not yet fully fund the long term costs of 	
	 replacing and upgrading stormwater infrastructure.

•	 In the City of Toronto, industrial and commercial 	
	 operations that discharge wastewater above 		
	 the allowable limits for five contaminants (readily 	
	 treatable at Toronto’s wastewater treatment plants) 
 	 can opt to pay a concentration-based surcharge. 
	 This is often a cost-effective choice when 		
	 compared to installing equivalent on-site  
	 treatment capacity. 

These cost recovery policies create important 
financial incentives that help address environmental 
problems; together with planning, regulatory and 
education/outreach programs, they are a critical part 
of a broader urban water policy toolkit. User fees 
create a dedicated revenue stream for municipal 
water services, ensure a fairer assignment of costs, 
and create greater awareness and transparency about 
the costs of these services.

WHAT NEEDS TO BE DONE
The cost recovery policies being applied by GTA 
leaders still fall short of full-cost pricing – prices 
that account for all the environmental and resource 
costs of water use. The overuse and depletion of our 
water resources can have major environmental costs, 
that should be accounted for, such as the loss of 
community benefits from damaged ecosystems and 
the costs of ecological cleanup and restoration.

One way to improve pricing policies would be for 
municipalities to shift from full-cost recovery to  
full-cost pricing. In Ontario, full-cost pricing would 
have been a requirement under the Sustainable 
Water and Sewage Systems Act, passed in 2002; 
however, the Act was not proclaimed and later 
repealed. Today, with increased focus on municipal 
infrastructure asset management planning and 
continuing pressure to manage our water services 
more sustainably, it is time to revisit this concept.
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WHAT WE ARE DOING
•	 The Great Lakes and St. Lawrence Cities Initiative  
	 developed a water conservation framework –  
	 a voluntary program through which Canadian and  
	 U.S. municipal governments commit to reducing  
	 water use within their jurisdictions. In 2014,  
	 almost half of the participants had collectively  
	 achieved a 19% reduction in water use  
	 (below year 2000 levels), conserving a total of  
	 458 billion litres of water. 

•	 Several local municipalities and regional 		
	 governments have developed water efficiency 		
	 programs. For example, York Region's Water  
	 For Tomorrow and Peel Region's Water Smart Peel 	
	 are water efficiency programs designed to educate 
	 residents on how they can conserve water at  
	 home and in the workplace.

•	 Toronto Water is encouraging water conservation 	
	 in the commercial, industrial and institutional 		
	 sectors through the Capacity Buyback Program. 	
	 If permanent process or equipment changes are 	
	 made that save water, the organization could be 	
	 eligible for a cash rebate.

•	 In 2012, the Province released Ontario’s Water 	
	 Conservation And Efficiency Goals, Objectives and 	
	 Programs in accordance with The Great Lakes-St. 
	 Lawrence River Basin Sustainable Water
 	 Resources Agreement which sets out its goals, 
 	 objectives and programs for water conservation 	
	 and efficiency.

TARGETS
Long-term target: Per capita consumption of less than 
300 litres per day (residential and non-residential 
combined).
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by Stephanie Cairns, Director, Cities and Communities 
program of the Smart Prosperity Institute
- full bio on page 96

https://glslcities.org/
http://www.york.ca/wps/portal/yorkhome/environment/yr/waterandwastewater/conservingwaterfortomorrow/!ut/p/a1/jZDbToQwEIZfRR9AOnQP1MuKrsCKrLoR5MYULCzJ0uJAtnGf3kL0yuPczeSbzP8NyUlGciUOTS2GRiuxH_t8-Rzy6zAI1hAlc-YDh4RH1GNwtZhZ4MkC8ENx-Gs_-scBirEf1yTvxLA7a1SlSWbEIFGoFyP6QU4NyUqteomHRtXToNI46FYjakNSkk93KJ0vA9eHCFzvHMLVrb-9iymFR_gCBAmzgLdZXLLAhTX9AH4xtSr1Xhf2a-kFydtXdnwwY3yuihmz8VFWEiU6O90P1sAYp7BZnVK331G9FFjuOoGi7UmWjkYrjSfbT6WuzY43ATSb9r54M_z0HRFElo8!/dl5/d5/L2dBISEvZ0FBIS9nQSEh/#.WK2ztk0m4bw
http://www.peelregion.ca/watersmartpeel/
http://www1.toronto.ca/wps/portal/contentonly?vgnextoid=390907ceb6f8e310VgnVCM10000071d60f89RCRD&vgnextchannel=ff3cd4818444f310VgnVCM10000071d60f89RCRD
https://www.ontario.ca/document/ontarios-water-conservation-and-efficiency-goals-objectives-and-programs-accordance-great-lakes-st
http://www.smartprosperity.ca/
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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

*



46 The Living City® Report Card 2016

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/


52 The Living City® Report Card 2016



53The Living City® Report Card 2016

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/
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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/


64 The Living City® Report Card 2016

BIODIVERSITY
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WHY DOES BIODIVERSITY MATTER?

The term biodiversity describes the wide variety of living 
organisms that inhabit the earth and their interdependent 
ecosystems. The benefits provided by ecosystems and ecological 
processes are called ecosystem services and include processes 
essential to human survival, such as the production of oxygen  
and clean water, crop pollination, and buffering against floods  
and storms. Biodiversity is a reflection of ecosystem health,  
which is essential to our own health and well-being, both locally 
and globally. 
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2016 
TARGET METPROGRESS

yes

THE CURRENT SITUATION 
Changes in fish biodiversity reflect changes in 
the function and health of aquatic and terrestrial 
ecosystems. While the scores for stream fish 
biodiversity have increased in several watersheds 
since the last report card, this does not necessarily 
mean that conditions have improved. Rather, several 
stream species that are more tolerant of warm water 
temperatures and pollution – including the Fathead 
Minnow and Creek Chub – are being found in a  
larger number of sampling sites across the jurisdiction. 
There is some concern about our more sensitive stream 
fish species. For example, Brook Trout, a popular 
native game fish, requires cold, clean water. They are 
restricted to the headwaters of the Humber River and 
Rouge River and much of Duffins Creek, in areas of  
the watershed that have not been heavily urbanized  
(at least not yet). The provincially endangered 
Redside Dace have been captured in the Humber 
River, Rouge River and Duffins Creek watersheds and 
are also known to exist in the Carruthers Creek and 
Don River watersheds. Because their habitat is limited, 
they may be threatened by future development and the 
impacts of climate change.

In Lake Ontario along Toronto’s waterfront,  
the abundance of fish appears to be increasing.  
The abundance of Northern Pike and Walleye,  
two popular game species, has remained steady  
over the past few years while the abundance of  
non-native fishes such as Alewife, Common Carp,  
and Round Goby continues to increase across all 
habitat types along the Toronto Waterfront. Round 
Goby were first found in Lake Ontario at the Toronto 
waterfront in 2000. While no Round Goby were 
collected by TRCA in the watersheds during the 
2001-2006 sampling period, they were found at six 
sites close to Lake Ontario (in the Etobicoke Creek, 
Duffins Creek, Carruthers Creek, Humber River, 
and Don River watersheds) during the most recent 
sampling period (2007-2012). While some of these 
watersheds have barriers that might prevent the 
Round Goby from increasing its range upstream, 
others do not.

Fish species that are more tolerant of high water temperatures and pollution are thriving in urban 
streams and expanding their range, while more sensitive species appear to be declining in both 
population size and locations found. Diverse fish communities signify healthy stream ecosystems. 
Current changes in the fish community reflect declining ecological conditions. Stormwater runoff 
rushing into streams and rivers can raise water temperatures, increase pollutants and degrade fish 
habitat. Rigorous state-of-the-art stormwater control must be required in all new developments, 
while the systems serving older city neighbourhood must be upgraded using innovative solutions.

Fish (TRCA) 
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WHAT NEEDS TO BE DONE
•	 Stormwater rushing into streams and rivers 		
	 can raise water temperatures, increase pollution  
	 levels and degrade fish habitat. Stormwater 	  
	 controls including Low Impact Development (LID) 
	 must be incorporated into all new developments, 	
	 while the systems serving older city neighbourhood 	
	 must be upgraded.

•	 The use of road salt, the main contributor of 		
	 chloride to our streams, needs to be reduced. 		
	 Chloride has a negative impact on aquatic life 	
	 and concentrations in streams and rivers have  
	 been increasing steadily. Several monitoring 		
	 stations show increased chloride levels even during 
	 the summer months. We need to raise awareness 	
	 of this water quality issue as it is not mitigated by 	
	 improved stormwater management. It is a delicate 	
	 balance between the need to reduce hazards with 	
	 the need to protect watershed ecosystem health.

•	 Cold, groundwater fed streams found within the 	
	 TRCA jurisdiction provide essential habitat for 	
	 Brook Trout. We need to maintain and improve 	
	 remaining Brook Trout populations and their habitat.  
	 This requires better documentation of 	Brook Trout  
	 locations, population sizes, stream temperatures, 	
	 and groundwater contributions. Understanding 	
	 the relationship between surface and groundwater 	
	 is essential to ensuring the survival of Brook Trout 	
	 within our jurisdiction. 

•	 We need to look for opportunities to remove 		
	 or modify barriers to fish migration to improve 	
	 connectivity, habitat quality and access to 		
	 spawning habitats. 

•	 We also need to assess the impacts of invasive 	
	 species and climate change on the health 		
	 of aquatic ecosystems across the entire TRCA 		
	 jurisdiction and develop strategies to manage  
	 these impacts.

WHAT WE ARE DOING
•	 Over the last five years, approximately $20 million 	
	 has been invested by municipalities, provincial 	
	 and federal partners in coastal wetland and estuary 	
	 improvements and waterfront fisheries habitat 	
	 associated with waterfront park development.  
	 We are also working together on the Toronto 		
	 and Region Remedial Action Plan to eliminate 	
	 environmental impairments and reverse the loss  
	 of fish and wildlife habitat.

•	 Community groups, such as Ontario Federation 	
	 of Anglers and Hunters, Task Force to Bring Back 	
	 the Don, Trout Unlimited, Ontario Streams and 
	 the Black Creek Conservation Project, invest 		
	 money and thousands of volunteer hours every 	
	 year to protect and restore habitats.

•	 The new Lake Ontario North Shore Urban  
	 Recreational Fisheries Management Plan, 		
	 developed with our federal and provincial partners 	
	 and fellow conservation authorities, incorporates a 	
	 number of planning tools to improve the access to 	
	 the recreational fishery. 

•	 Over the last five years, about $5 million has been 	
	 invested by municipalities and TRCA to implement 	
	 natural channel design concepts and restore highly 	
	 degraded or altered streams at over 30 project sites. 	
	 TRCA is also developing a guidance document for 	
	 designing valley and stream crossing structures 	
	 that maintain habitat connectivity for fish and 		
	 wildlife populations throughout our watersheds.

•	 Aquatic Habitat Toronto, a partnership of regulatory 	
	 agencies led by TRCA, works with proponents of 	
	 waterfront projects in the early planning stages  
	 to help design habitat compensation projects,  
	 to improve the aquatic habitat of the Toronto 		
	 waterfront, and to facilitate environmental permits 	
	 and approvals by TRCA and the provincial and 		
	 federal governments.

http://www.torontorap.ca/
https://www.ofah.org/
http://tucanada.org/
http://www.ontariostreams.on.ca/
http://www.bccp.ca/
http://aquatichabitat.ca/wp/whats-new/recreational-fisheries-plan/
http://aquatichabitat.ca/wp/


69The Living City® Report Card 2016

•	 TRCA and the Ministry of Natural Resources and 	
	 Forestry have worked closely together to prepare 	
	 fisheries management plans and aquatic habitat 	
	 management plans. These plans employ planning 	
	 tools to improve ecological conditions.

•	 In 2003, the Toronto City Council adopted a Wet 	
	 Weather Flow Management Plan which is a long 	
	 term plan that includes a 25-year implementation 	
	 plan to reduce and ultimately eliminate the adverse 	
	 effects of wet weather flow, which is runoff generated  
	 by rain and melted snow. The City of Toronto has 	
	 been implementing multiple projects such as the 	
	 construction of the wet weather flow system to 	
	 control combined sewer overflow (CSO) discharges 	
	 to the Don River and central waterfront.

TARGETS
2016 Target: No further loss of fish biodiversity 
across TRCA’s jurisdiction. 

Achieved? Yes. No stream fish species were lost 
across the jurisdiction as a whole since the last  
report card.

Target for 2021: No loss of fish biodiversity across 
TRCA’s jurisdiction.

Long-term target: No loss of fish biodiversity across 
TRCA’s jurisdiction, no loss of Brook Trout and 
Redside Dace populations and habitat, and natural 
recruitment of Atlantic Salmon to be re-established  
in the Duffins Creek and Humber River.

MEASURE
Stream fish data were collected through TRCA’s 
Regional Watershed Monitoring Program (RWMP). 
For each monitoring station, the number of native 
fish species collected was compared to the number 
of native species we would expect to find in a healthy 
river or stream.
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http://www1.toronto.ca/wps/portal/contentonly?vgnextoid=972bab501d8ce310VgnVCM10000071d60f89RCRD
https://trca.ca/conservation/environmental-monitoring/
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2016 
TARGET METPROGRESS

almost

THE CURRENT SITUATION
Healthy and diverse populations of plants, birds  
and frogs are a direct indicator of how well we  
are protecting and restoring our natural areas.  
A sustainable natural system, not only maintains 
habitat but also ensures the ecosystem benefits – 
clean air and water, nutritious food, climate regulation 
and natural green spaces – upon which we all rely. 
There are many threats to biodiversity – habitat 
loss, the invasion of non-native species, pollution 
and climate change – and all of these threats 
are accelerated by urban development and other 
human activities. Terrestrial biodiversity has steadily 
decreased across southern Ontario since the first 
European settlements were founded. Some 10% of 
the native plant species and 6% of animal species 
have disappeared entirely from TRCA’s jurisdiction 
and many others are just “hanging on”. Of the 1,155 
species of native plants and animals in the TRCA 
jurisdiction, 60% are considered Species of Regional 
Conservation Concern (SRCC). SRCC may be 

sensitive to disturbance, traffic or impacts from urban 
development. They may require a specific habitat 
type. Or they may need a large and intact natural 
area to maintain their population. These conditions 
are found mainly in rural areas. The species found  
in the urban core are more generalist in nature and 
less sensitive to urbanization pressures. Today, only 
one-third of all native species can still be found in  
the urban portions of the jurisdiction. 

Although there was no overall change in the terrestrial biodiversity indicators (native plants,  
birds, frogs) since the last report card, there have been declines in the indicators within the 
rural areas which have traditionally been our healthiest areas. For example, there was a decline 
in ground nesting bird species such as the Ovenbird, likely the result of too much pressure on 
the remaining terrestrial habitats. We must continue to develop and implement appropriate 
conservation and sustainable development strategies that recognize biodiversity as an integral 
part of The Living City® and build partnerships between communities, local governments, 
environmental organizations and business to steward and protect our regional biodiversity.  
This includes investment to secure and restore another 5% or more of the region's land area  
in order to achieve a target of 30% natural cover.

Terrestrial Biodiversity (TRCA) 

https://trca.ca/conservation/environmental-monitoring/terrestrial-habitat-species/
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WHAT NEEDS TO BE DONE
•	 We need to respond proactively and aggressively  
	 to the loss of our native biodiversity; once species 	
	 and habitat are lost they are extremely difficult to 	
	 bring back. 

•	 One of the primary threats to biodiversity is  
	 habitat loss. Through various stewardship 	  
	 programs, local residents, municipalities, 		
	 companies and institutions must work to  
	 improve the natural habitat on their lands  
	 and stop the spread of invasive,  
	 non-native species. 

•	 We must invest in conservation. Reaching our 
	 long-term target of 30% natural cover would 		
	 require an investment of more than $500 million. 

•	 We must work with regional and local  
	 municipalities to develop and implement 		
	 strategies, policies and management practices 	
	 for land securement, invasive species management  
	 and safe passageways for wildlife under and over 	
	 roadways. These important initiatives are needed 	
	 to maintain diverse populations of species in the 	
	 landscape over the long-term.

WHAT WE ARE DOING
•	 Roads can act as barriers between habitats,  
	 while traffic can significantly increase  
	 wildlife mortality. Local and regional governments 	
	 are working with TRCA on habitat and wildlife 	
	 connectivity through the Road Ecology Project. 	
	 The City of Brampton has been actively working 	
	 with TRCA on safe crossings for wildlife along 	
	 a stretch of road along Heart Lake and Region  
	 of Peel has been looking at solutions along  
	 the Gore Road.

•	 TRCA is using land securement, watershed plans, 	
	 stewardship and restoration projects to implement 	
	 our Terrestrial Natural Heritage System Strategy 	
	 (TNHSS). In turn, municipalities are using  
	 the Strategy’s target system and TRCA’s 	  
	 watershed plans to identify their own natural 	
	 heritage systems and develop protection policies 	
	 in their planning documents.
 

•	 Bridges and culverts where roads cross river 		
	 and stream can disrupt the natural movement  
	 and migration of wildlife in valley corridors. 
	 The Valley and Stream Corridor Crossings 		
	 Guideline, developed by TRCA in partnership 	
	 with the University of Toronto and Canadian  
	 Water Network, will help ensure safe 		
	 passageways for terrestrial and aquatic  
	 species throughout the jurisdiction. 

•	 TRCA is developing an assessment framework 	
	 to help identify, monitor and manage the 		
	 risks associated with climate change. We are 	
	 also prioritizing invasive plant management plans, 	
	 and developing detailed strategies for ecological 	
	 restoration to prioritize projects that will provide 	
	 the greatest benefits to regional biodiversity. 

•	 The Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources and 	
	 Forestry is working on recovery planning for species 	
	 at risk in the Province, as well as mapping 		
	 landscape connectivity across southern Ontario. 	
	
•	 The Ministry of Transportation has completed their 	
	 Environmental Guide for Wildlife Management.

•	 The Ontario Invasive Plant Council is working 	
	 with TRCA and other conservation authorities  
	 to develop a framework for the management of 	
	 invasive plant species.

https://trca.ca/conservation/greenspace-management/terrestrial-natural-heritage/
http://www.trca.on.ca/dotAsset/214493.pdf
http://www.raqsa.mto.gov.on.ca/techpubs/eps.nsf/0/450BCBA9EDD3A9A885257FDB004D9E07
http://www.ontarioinvasiveplants.ca/
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TARGETS
2016 Target: No further loss of terrestrial plants and 
animals (maintain current abundance). Complete 
reforestation and wetland habitat restoration on 
approximately 750 ha across the TRCA jurisdiction,  
and manage non-native invasive species to achieve 
long-term target. 

Achieved? Partially. It is unclear at this time if there 
has been no further loss of terrestrial plants and 
animals because the monitoring program has not 
been running long enough; but, the second half of 
target was achieved with approximately 750 ha  
of land restored and management of non-native  
species on TRCA land.

Target for 2021: Reforestation and wetland habitat 
restoration projects are underway on approximately 
750 hectares (over the five-year period) across the 
TRCA jurisdiction. These projects will improve the 
quantity and quality of natural cover and, over time, 
provide habitat for various species of flora and fauna.

Long-term target: Terrestrial Species of  
Regional Conservation Concern achieve  
moderate to high abundance.

MEASURE
TRCA surveys, ranks and scores animal species 
(fauna) and vegetation communities (flora) to  
assess the relative ecological health and quality  
of greenspaces. Regional terrestrial biodiversity is 
based on the combined scores for three indicators: 
 native forest and wetland plants, forest, wetland  
and meadow birds, and frogs. 
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2016 
TARGET METPROGRESS

almost

THE CURRENT SITUATION
Historically, TRCA watersheds and the Toronto region 
would have been almost completely covered with 
natural vegetation; mostly forests and wetlands with 
some meadows. Today, only 25.5% of this landscape 
has natural cover, and only 17.8% is forest or wetland. 
The ability of this remaining natural cover to support 
regional ecosystems and biodiversity continues to 
decline, not only because there is so much less of it but 
also because it is fragmented by urban and agricultural 
land, and impacted by human activities.

Even if an area of natural cover is preserved while 
urban development occurs around it, the quality of 
the natural cover and its ability to support biodiversity 
will be reduced. Some of the impacts of development 
on adjacent natural areas and natural cover include:

•	 changes in water flow to forest and wetland 		
	 features, and increases in water pollution from 	
	 stormwater runoff and spills;

•	 increased recreational use and uncontrolled access 	
	 by nearby residents, including trampling vegetation 	
	 and soil compaction, litter, disturbing fauna and 	
	 collecting plants and animals;

•	 competition by invasive plants and predation  
	 by both pets and urban-adapted animals 
	 such as raccoons; and

•	 light pollution and chronic excessive noise.

Since the last report card, GTA forests have been 
devastated by an introduced pest insect, the emerald 
ash borer (EAB). EAB damages and kills ash trees by 
feeding beneath the bark and disrupting the flow of 
water and nutrients within the tree. EAB usually 
kills trees within four years of infestation. EAB was 
confirmed in Toronto in 2007 and since then it  
has killed thousands of trees across the GTA. An ice 
storm in 2013 also significantly damaged forests 
across the GTA.

The quality of our natural cover is declining. The quantity and quality of natural cover are 
not only important to the biodiversity of plants and wildlife in the Toronto region but also to 
mitigating impacts related to climate change and maintaining many ecosystem services on 
which we rely. The goal of the Terrestrial Natural Heritage System Strategy (TNHSS) for TRCA 
watersheds is to increase natural cover to 30% within the next 90 years. This will require the 
acquisition and restoration of more than 27,000 hectares. We must continue to advocate for 
policy that protects our existing natural cover and enables the creation of new natural cover, 
especially forests and wetlands.

Natural Cover (TRCA)

https://trca.ca/conservation/greenspace-management/terrestrial-natural-heritage/
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WHAT NEEDS TO BE DONE
The TNHSS, adopted by TRCA in 2007 and 
supported by its partner municipalities, provides the 
data, scientific models and mapping needed to guide 
the Authority and municipalities in the protection of 
natural cover and natural heritage. In order to sustain 
the existing biodiversity of species of concern, the 
TRCA jurisdiction should have at least 30% natural 
cover. To achieve the 30% natural cover target, 
approximately 27,000 hectares must be restored. 
This is a long-term strategy, to be implemented over 
the next 80-90 years (target year 2100), to create a 
natural system robust enough to sustain biodiversity 
and the community benefits of health ecosystems in 
the face of the impacts of urbanization. 

WHAT WE ARE DOING
•	 Municipalities are working with TRCA and other 	
	 conservation authorities to update their natural 	
	 heritage policies and identify areas for protection 	
	 and enhancement of natural cover.  

•	 TRCA has developed tools to identify the areas 		
	 in the region where ecological restoration is most 	
	 beneficial to biodiversity and water management.  
 	 These help guide investment in restoration to 		
	 ensure that it provides the maximum degree  
	 of benefit. 

•	 The South Central Ontario Conservation Authority 	
	 Natural Heritage Discussion Group is a forum that  
	 brings conservation authority staff together to 		
	 discuss and collaborate about the science and 	
	 management of natural systems to ensure for the 	
	 effective planning, protection and management of 	
	 natural heritage systems.

•	 Ontario Nature released The Best Practice Guide 	
	 to Natural Heritage System Planning. The guide 	
	 was designed to assist municipalities with natural 	
	 heritage policy development as they update their 	
	 Official Plans. It helps design natural heritage 		
	 systems that are spatially and functionally 		
	 interconnected allowing for maximum ecosystem 	
	 services benefits.

•	 The Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources and 	
	 Forestry (OMNRF) is currently reviewing the 
	 wetland conservation framework to ensure that 	
	 these biologically diverse and productive habitats 
	 are protected. OMNRF has developed a draft 		
	 wetland conservation strategy for Ontario called 	
	 A Wetland Conservation Strategy for Ontario 		
	 2016-2030. The strategy identifies a provincial 	
	 vision for wetlands and set out a series of actions 	
	 that will be undertaken over the next 15 years to 	
	 improve wetland conservation across the Province.

•	 The Region of Peel has undertaken a project to 	
	 identify priority areas for tree planting both in  
	 and outside of the natural system, while York 		
	 Region is crafting messages to convey the  
	 benefits of its urban forest and engage citizens  
	 in restoration activities.

•	 The Ontario Biodiversity Council is a network  
	 of 34 members who guide the implementation 	
	 of the ambitious conservation agenda outlined  
	 in Ontario’s Biodiversity Strategy. The Strategy 	
	 aims to raise awareness of biodiversity values, 	
	 facilitate the coordination of conservation 		
	 activities, and support and encourage the efforts  
	 of communities and individuals to conserve 		
	 biodiversity across Ontario.

•	 The City of Toronto is in the process of developing 	
	 a Ravine Strategy for the future use, management, 	
	 enhancement and protection of Toronto's ravines. 	
	 The comprehensive strategy brings together various 	
	 related plans, strategies, regulations, and bylaws 	
	 and focuses specifically on ravines. It contains a 	
	 vision for the ravine system, a set of principles to  
	 guide planning and policy, and identifies 		
	 opportunities for stewardship and investment.  
	 The strategy is scheduled for completion in the 	
	 spring of 2017.

https://trca.ca/conservation/greenspace-management/terrestrial-natural-heritage/
https://www.ontarionature.org/discover/resources/PDFs/reports/nhs-guide-web.pdf
http://ontariobiodiversitycouncil.ca/
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TARGETS
2016 Target: Restore or reforest 750 hectares of 
wetland and forest areas identified in the targeted 
TNHSS which will improve the quantity and quality  
of natural cover.

Achieved? Almost! Approximately 750 hectares of 
land were restored from 2011 to 2015, although 
some work was completed outside the TNHSS and 
some land was restored to meadow.

Target for 2021: Restore or reforest an additional 
750 hectares of wetland and forest area within the 
targeted TNHSS.

Long-term target: Increase the quantity of natural 
cover (forest and wetland) within TRCA’s jurisdiction 
to 30% within the THNSS and increase quality of 
natural cover from fair to good.

MEASURE
The quantity and quality of natural cover - using 
aerial photography, TRCA estimates the percentage of 
natural cover across the jurisdiction and the quality 
of that natural cover is an average total score derived 
from the habitat patch analyses.
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LOOKING 
FORWARD
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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 
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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.
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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



88 The Living City® Report Card 2016

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.
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Continuous 
Communications
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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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