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Executive Summary 

 The objective of this report is to investigate the evolution of uses on two 

waterfront public spaces. These case studies are located in close proximity on 

Toronto’s Central Waterfront and are similar in size, but reflect radically different 

planning ideals and design methods.  

 
 
 

 

 

Harbour Square Park was developed as an afterthought to a public private 

partnership between the City of Toronto, the Toronto Harbourfront Commission 

and Campeau Corporation. It is surrounded by high rise, high density buildings 

that enclose the public realm of Harbour Square Park. The public space has 

been incrementally upgraded over the years by the City of Toronto. The other 

study area is York Quay, located between the Harbourfront Centre and 

redeveloped mixed use Queens Quay Terminal. York Quay was originally a 

parking lot for these two structures and was redeveloped by Waterfront Toronto 

in 2006 as a public space designed by West 8 and DTAH. The study area is 

Harbour 
Square Park 

York 
Quay 



characterized by the programming and temporary markets provided by the 

Harbourfront Centre. The contrasting approaches to public space redevelopment 

is significant to the research study, which was guided by the following research 

questions:  

• How have the techniques, methods and ideologies evolved in waterfront 

public space design in Toronto? 

• What components drive public use in Harbour Square Park and York 

Quay?  

• What design interventions can improve these two waterfront public spaces 

in the future? 

 

Research Methods and Evaluation Framework 

Ten evaluation criteria provided the framework for analyzing the past and 

present use of Harbour Square Park and York Quay. They were derived from the 

principles of Urban Strategies’ Central Waterfront Public Space Framework 

(2003) prepared for Waterfront Toronto. These principles were reinforced through 

academic and scholarly sources on high quality waterfront public space design. 

The report evaluates the plan for Harbour Square Park (1969) and the 

Harbourfront Development Framework (1979) through a document analysis. The 

existing use of each public space is evaluated using direct observation derived 

from Ewing and Clemente’s (2013) research methodology. Through user counts, 

movement mapping and walk-by observations, the uses of Harbour Square Park 

and York Quay were documented on two fall days and two winter days. Each 

case was assessed using the evaluation criteria and shown in the following table.  

 

 

 

 

 

Legend: Not Achieved, Poorly Achieved, Partially Achieved, 

Achieved, Well Achieved 



 Harbour 
Square Park 
(1969) 

Harbourfront 
Development 
Framework (1979) 

Harbour Square Park 
(2013) 

York Quay 
(2013) 

Intricacy     
Variety of materials 

    
Flexibility of space 

    
Plazas, courtyards and gardens 

    
Animation     
Quantity of users 

 
/ 

  
Types of uses 

    
Location of uses 

    
Legibility     
Signage and path network 

    
Effectiveness of lighting 

    
Focus     
Public Art 

    
Types and location of seating 

    
Natural Features     
Major landscaped features 

    
Variety of vegetation 

    
Location and frequency of vegetation 

    
Public Accessibility     
Street level accessibility 

    
Transportation diversity 

    
Mobility awareness  

    
Connectivity     
Number of entrances  

    
East – West connectivity 

    
Surrounding Integration     
Built form scale 

    
Street level relationship 

    
Building permeability 

    
Asset Management     
Land use appropriateness  

    
Acknowledgement of waterfront 

    
Microclimate     
Used year round 

    
Protective amenities 

    



 

Results and Conclusions 

The previous and existing plans for each site illustrate different 

redevelopment approaches. These approaches are grounded in the planning 

ideology of the time. The current conditions of Harbour Square Park are the 

product of incremental improvements in seeking to address the faults of the 

original plan. However, these improvements fail to address the core limitations 

with the public space’s plan. The redevelopment of York Quay’s public spaces in 

form of Canada Square, Ontario Square and Exhibition Common was much more 

effective in creating a vibrant accompaniment to the waterfront.  

These case studies illustrate valuable lessons for the redevelopment of 

public spaces. The findings demonstrate the importance of creating active 

centres for public waterfront spaces. Harbour Square Park displays this through 

the Jack Layton Ferry Terminal. York Quay demonstrates this through the public 

markets at Exhibition Common. Public spaces should also have a good mix of 

contributing amenities and flexible site legibility. The Enbridge Theatre and 

Power Plant Contemporary Art Gallery, Harbourfront Centre and Queen’s Quay 

Terminal are valuable sources of activity-generating amenities for the York Quay 

public spaces. Furthermore, good public spaces utilize materials to improve the 
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clarity and legibility of the site. These principles are evident in the public spaces 

of York Quay, which weave a wide range of materials and landscapes throughout 

the area. In light of these findings, this report proposes the following 

recommendations: 

 

 Harbour Square Park  
Recommendation 1:  

Prioritize public spaces 

over parking 

Remove the surface parking 

Integrate the underground structure better 

Recommendation 2:   

Diversify Harbour Square 
Park’s uses through 

temporary installations 

Allow for vendors on site 

Utilize tactical urbanism to diversify land use 

Recommendation 3:   

Explore opportunities for 
redesigning the public 

space by utilizing existing 

site strengths 

Improve seating and lighting along the waterfront 

Implement the proposed gazebo 

Adhere to the principles behind the Central Waterfront 

Master plan 

Create a landscape plan for the central grass area of 

Harbour Square Park 

Recommendation 4:   

Redesign the Jack Layton 
Ferry Terminal area to 

allow pedestrian 

connections to the east 

Explore alternative locations for the fire house structure 

Relocate staff parking to adjacent structures 

Redesign the service lane to the east of the site as a 

shared pedestrian vehicle space 

Explore alternative fare collection systems to reduce the 
need for a large terminal structure 

Remove the fencing surrounding the terminal 

 
 

 York Quay 
Recommendation 1:  

Explore new ideas for 

programming and 
temporary events 

Monitor public spaces through consultation to generate 

ideas for programming 

Continue to implement pilot projects based on seasonality, 

theme and public demand 

Recommendation 2:   

Improve the integration of 

public spaces to Queen’s 

Quay Terminal and 
Harbourfront Centre 

Remove or hide waste receptacles and bollards based on 

need 

Continue to encourage street level retail 

Create uses that take advantage of the waterfront location 
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This report is a comparative case study of the previous and existing public 

spaces of Harbour Square Park and York Quay in Toronto, Ontario. Waterfront public 

spaces have become key instruments in creating civic identity and tourism in cities. 

Hoyle (1995) rightfully calls waterfronts “abandoned doorsteps with opportunity for a 

facelift.” Waterfronts have traditionally been focused around industrial growth with 

amenities such as warehouses, railways and ports eliminating public access (Krieger, 

2004). Since the turn of the century, cities have recognized this potential and attempted 

to reclaim waterfronts for public 

use.  

As the most recent chapter 

in Toronto’s ongoing waterfront 

revitalization, this topic is important 

in determining the city’s attempt at 

building a world-class waterfront. 

Toronto’s waterfront has long 

suffered from a “crisis of industrial 

over accumulation” (Desfor & 

Vesalon, 2008). The City 

established various redevelopment 

agencies originating with the 

Toronto Harbour Commissioner’s 

plan for Toronto’s Waterfront of 

1912. The city has been grappling 

with the redevelopment of its public 

spaces ever since.  

The redevelopment of 

waterfront public spaces has been 

undertaken using a variety of 

methods and techniques. Indeed, 
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these redevelopment projects have spanned over many decades, reflecting different 

planning ideologies. These projects have seen varying degrees of success in creating 

waterfront public spaces. In fact, waterfront regeneration is a costly political and socio-

economic endeavor and studies have sought to identify the motivations in pursuing a 

redevelopment (Krieger, 2004). Numerous studies have attempted to quantify the 

qualities of good waterfront public spaces. The academic discourse on waterfront 

redevelopment is vast, but not comprehensive. There appears to be a gap in the 

knowledge base regarding components of a successful waterfront space. 

 

1.1. Defining the Solution 
The notion of clear and succinct guidelines is an underlying theme behind 

successful waterfront redevelopments. Public spaces are essential components to 

driving civic activity to the water’s edge. While the forces and motivations behind 

waterfront redevelopment are extensively researched, the role of waterfront public 

space design is not comprehensively understood. My research will build on this 

knowledge base by analyzing the components of waterfront spaces in Toronto. In doing 

so, a set of recommendations will be created to guide how future development on these 

two public spaces. 
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1.2. Research Questions 

The following research questions will be addressed in this report:  

 

• How have the techniques, methods and ideologies evolved in waterfront public 

space design in Toronto? 

• What components drive public use in Harbour Square Park and York Quay?  

• What design interventions can improve these two waterfront public spaces in the 

future? 

 

1.3. Report Organization 

The report will undertake a comparative case study of Harbour Square Park and 

the York Quay public spaces. The report will look at the plan for Harbour Square Park 

(1969) by Campeau Corporation as well as the Harbourfront Development Framework 

(1979) for York Quay by Harbourfront Corporation. It will compare these past plans with 

the existing conditions of each case. Chapter 2 describes the context, history and 

relevant documents for each case. Chapter 3 provides an explanation of the research 

methods that have been used for the study. This is followed by the document analysis 

of the past plans in Chapter 4. Chapter 5 builds on this chapter by analyzing the existing 

conditions of each case through site observation. Finally, Chapter 6 discusses the 

findings of the study in greater detail and provides conclusions and recommendations 

for the design of waterfront public spaces in Toronto.  

!
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2. Background 

This chapter will review the two case studies in this report. It will provide 

background information regarding the history, context and existing conditions of 

each site. The two cases are located on Toronto’s Central Waterfront along 

Queen’s Quay. The cases are located only 350 metres away from each other. At 

approximately 1.6 hectares each, the cases are almost identical in size. The 

chapter will follow with an evaluation of documents to analyze each public space 

in this report.  

 

2.1. Toronto Central Waterfront: Context 

The Central Waterfront of Toronto has a long history of public space 

redevelopment projects. These redevelopments were organized by a several 

public agencies over the course of Toronto’s history with distinct planning ideals 

and implementation tools. In 1972, the Toronto Harbour Corporation was a 

federal organization responsible for administering waterfront projects. In 2001, 

these powers were transferred to Waterfront Toronto, an organization formed in 

partnership of three levels of government. Waterfront Toronto is now responsible 

for administering the redevelopment of the waterfront. A significant product of this 

Harbour 
Square 

Park 
York 
Quay 
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agency is the creation of the Public Space Framework (2003), which catalogues 

20 public spaces along Toronto’s Waterfront including Harbour Square Park and 

York Quay.  

2.2. Harbour Square Park: Context 

Harbour Square Park is 

located between the 

termination of Bay Street and 

Yonge Street at Lake Ontario. 

The study area is enclosed 

from the entrance at Queen’s 

Quay Terminal to the North, 

the Ferry Terminal to the East 

and 33 York St condominiums 

to the West. The two 36 stories 

and 38 stories brutalist 

residential towers enclose the site. The study area is primarily composed of 

green open space. An underground parking facility shares the entrance to the 

site. There is also a surface parking lot on the public space facing the water’s 

edge. The public space is associated with the Ferry Terminal, which serves to 

transport people to and from Toronto Island. The following table summarizes the 

land use distribution agreement for Harbour Square Park. 

 

Land Use  Area (acres) 

City Parkland 5.6 acres 

Ferry and Fire Boat 2.3 acres 

Commercial Component 1,483,000 sq. ft. 

Campeau Residential Towers 2,410,000 sq. ft. 

Retail 100,000 sq. ft. 

Hotel 702,000 sq. ft. 

Total 25 acres 
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2.3. Harbour Square Park: History 

Harbour Square Park is 

a component of the Harbour 

Square public private 

partnership development 

between the City of Toronto, 

the Toronto Harbour 

Commission and Marvo 

Construction. In 1961, Marvo 

Construction purchased the 

property from Canada 

Steamship Lines. In total, Marvo controlled 10 acres, THC 8 acres and the City 6 

acres (City of Toronto Planning Board, 1968).   

The property was sold to Campeau Corporation in 1968 after a complex 

land transfer process, lack of planning leadership and Marvo Corporation’s 

financial difficulties. The Core of the Central Waterfront Plan (1962) and the 

Public Space Inventory (2003) provide two visions of Harbour Square Park’s 

public space.  

 

2.3.1. Core of the Central Waterfront Plan (1962) 

The plan featured a public space component bordered by two residential 

and four office towers. As part of the agreement, Harbour Square Park would 

include a Toronto Island Ferry Terminal, a well-landscaped and accessible public 

space and Marine Fire Station. However, the Planning Board overseeing the 

project was concerned with the height of the towers and overall lack of public 

access. The plan was revised a total of six times and was finally granted 

approval in 1963 by the Metropolitan Toronto Executive Committee. In 1973, City 

Council established a Review Committee to meet with Campeau Corporation to 

establish a landscape plan for Harbour Square Park that met the objectives of 

the Core of the Central Waterfront Plan (1962). Harbour Square Park was never 

completed in its entirety.  

!"#$%&'[')@&'2%*2*/&>'=.//"+#'1*%'K.%A*$%'?X$.%&':.%O'
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2.3.2. Existing Conditions (2013) 

 

The Toronto Waterfront Revitalization Corporation prepared the Central 

Waterfront Public Space (2003) framework that provides detailed plans for the 

various public spaces along the Central Waterfront area including Harbour 

Square Park and Harbourfront Centre. It provides an overarching vision for the 

greater waterfront public space network. It denotes Harbour Square Park as a 

symbolic intersection of Yonge Street and Lake Ontario. It envisions the area as 

a major cultural gathering place and an opportunity for a redeveloped Ferry 

Terminal. In August 2013, the Ferry Terminal was renamed after the late Jack 

Layton, the famous Toronto City Council and former NDP leader. A bronze statue 

was also built in the plaza in front of the terminal.  

 

2.4. York Quay: Context 

York Quay is located between the termination of Simcoe Street and John 

Street at Lake Ontario. The study area is bound by Queen’s Quay to the North, 

Queen’s Quay Terminal to the East and Harbourfront Centre to the West. The 

public space is primarily hard landscaped. The site is surrounded by numerous 

condominium developments along Queens Quay.  York Quay is known for its 
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cultural programming from the Harbourfront Centre. The following table 

represents the land use distribution for the area.  

Land Use Area (acres) 

York Quay Open Space 5.1  

Residential  0.3 

Non-residential 0.04 

Community Services and Facilities 0.05 

Total 5.49 
).A3&'5'W.+>'$/&'>"/,%"A$,"*+'*1'\*%O']$.G'
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2.5. York Quay: History 

Like much of Toronto’s waterfront, the site served industrial uses. The 

powerplant and Queen’s Quay warehouse are remnants of the site’s industrial 

heritage. In 1972, the Harbourfront Corporation was formed by the Federal 

government to help transition the area to a cultural destination (Harbourfront 

Development Framework, 1979). Since its inception, this non-profit corporation 

has been responsible for the programming and events of the York Quay area.  

The key projects include the construction of the Harbourfront Centre 

cultural complex and the redevelopment of the Queen’s Quay Terminal into a 

mixed-use condominium and shopping destination. However, the redevelopment 

of the public space has been an iterative process spanning decades. The 

Harbourfront Development Framework (1979) and the York Quay Revitalization 

(2006) are two plans introduced to redevelop the area.  
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2.5.1. Harbourfront Development Framework (1979) 

The Harbourfront Development Framework (1979) provided a vision and 

set of goals to be achieved for future development on the Central Waterfront. The 

Harbourfront Corporation was assembled to give guidance regarding financial 

and physical implementation of projects. The vision for York Quay Centre 

identified the area as a public centre with landscaped open space. The 

framework highlights a mixture of commercial and residential structures 

developed in conjunction with protected public squares. The Harbourfront 

Development Framework (1979) reflects the planning ideals of urban design in 

the late 1970s. The plan featured site-specific drawings that prescribed design 

elements and envisioned interaction with the public space. It sought to build on 

the appeal of the waterfront through the use of landmarks, cultural amenities and 

retail.  

 

2.5.2. York Quay Revitalization (2006) 

 

In 2005, West 8, Rotterdam and DTAH won an international design 

competition held by Waterfront Toronto to redevelop the Central Waterfront, 

including the York Quay area. The plan was selected from a total of 38 

submissions from 15 countries. The jury unanimously selected the design 

concept because of its “clear, simple and strong idea that can be implemented in 
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the near future.” (Waterfront Toronto, 2006) The firms prepared the Central 

Waterfront Secondary Plan (2006) to help guide the case study’s redevelopment.  

The plan for York Quay called for a new public space component between 

Queen’s Quay Terminal and Harbour Centre. These public spaces replace the 

existing surface parking lot on the site. In 2012, these public spaces were 

completed and named Canada Square, Ontario Square and Exhibition Common. 

The plan was favoured by the competition Jury for it’s “insistence on a generous 

civic scale” and accessibility from Queen’s Quay Boulevard (Waterfront Toronto, 

2006). These public spaces are to host a wide range of cultural programming to 

help draw activity to the Waterfront.  

 

2.6. Selection Rationale 

This chapter introduces and contextualizes the previous and existing plans 

for these waterfront public spaces. Their close proximity and similar size 

strengthens the comparability of the two cases. Despite these similarities the 

cases differ in their planning ideals and implementation strategies. Furthermore, 

their current uses have evolved in unique and distinct ways. The following 

chapter will build on this context through a document analysis of the previous 

public space plans followed by site observations of the existing public spaces. 
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3. Research Methods 

This chapter explains the evaluation criteria and methods used to address 

this report’s research question. The evaluation criteria are used to assess the 

previous and current plans of each public space. The chapter also outlines the 

methods that were used during the data collection process. Finally, this chapter 

reviews the limitations associated with the criteria and methods in relation to 

generalizability, reliability and validity.  

 

3.1. Evaluation Criteria  

The evaluation criteria used to conduct this research are listed in the 

following table. These criteria were identified in Urban Strategies’ Central 

Waterfront Public Space Framework (2003) prepared for the City of Toronto and 

reinforced through academic literature. Each criterion represents an attribute that 

contributes to the quality of waterfront public spaces.  

 

 Evaluation Criteria   

Intricacy Variety of materials Public 
Accessibility 

Street level accessibility 

Flexibility of space Transportation diversity 

Number of plazas, 
courtyards and gardens 

Mobility awareness  

Animation Quantity of users Connectivity Surrounding Integration  

Types of uses East – West connectivity 

Location of uses  

Legibility Signage and path network Surrounding 
Integration 

Built form scale 

Effectiveness of lighting Street level relationship 

 Building permeability 

Focus Public Art Asset 
Management 

Land use 
appropriateness  

Types and location of 
seating 

Acknowledgement of 
waterfront 

Natural 
Features 

Major landscaped features Microclimate Used year round 

Variety of vegetation Protective amenities 

Location of vegetation  
).A3&'D'-F.3$.,"*+';%",&%".'1*%',@&';*=2.%.,"F&';./&'/,$>G'*1'K.%A*$%'?X$.%&':.%O'.+>'\*%O']$.G 
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3.1.1. Intricacy 

Waterfront public spaces 

should be a draw of local and 

civic identity. High quality 

spaces should be drivers of 

civic activity on the Waterfront 

(PPS, 2009). This is known as 

the level of intricacy of a public 

space. This includes a study of 

the materials and flexibility 

typology of an area. The 

quality of the materials is 

indicative of the local context 

and design quality. These public spaces should have a variety of accent colours 

and materials to illuminate an area (Ewing & Clemente, 2013). 

Physical landmarks provide intricacy by providing features that make the 

public space distinct. Landmarks can include public art, ornamentation and 

sculptures. These features help beautify and promote identity in public open 

spaces (Paumier, 2004, 57). This section will classify landmarks into the 

following categories: courtyards, plazas, and gardens (Ewing & Clemente, 2013). 

 

3.1.2. Animation 

The types of activity that 

occur in outdoor public spaces 

vary according to the perceived 

quality of the pedestrian 

environment.  The types of uses 

in each area were studied by 

recording the types of activities 

(Gehl, 2011). The quantity and 
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location of activities is indicative of the success of a public space. Indeed, 

waterfront public spaces should include a diverse range of activities that take 

advantage of the water’s edge (PPS, 2009).  

 

3.1.3. Legibility 

Public spaces should contain design elements that are clearly visible and 

in key locations. These features should provide a guideline as to the level of 

clarity and continuity in a public space. This section will count the number and 

locations of lights and wayfinding signage in the study areas (Ewing & Clemente, 

2013). 

A waterfront public 

space should be usable at all 

times of the day. This is 

especially important for winter 

usage, where it gets dark in the 

late afternoon. Lighting delivers 

an important component of 

clarity because by providing 

visual guidance in key areas in 

a public space.  

Wayfinding signage is 

an important component in directing users within a public space. Signage 

provides guidance both within the public space and the broader waterfront 

network. Thus, wayfinding signage must be identifiable, easy to read and at key 

locations. 

 

3.1.4. Focus  

Waterfront Toronto strives to create flexible public spaces that attract and 

invite Torontonians to the waterfront. The visual richness of a place depends on 

the variety of the movability of physical features, materials and temporary 
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installations (Ewing & Clemente, 2013). Temporary installations help create 

public activity at key times of the day and year. These features can include, 

vendors, public art and markets. These programming uses help further illuminate 

a public space. Public spaces should provide the space and flexibility to 

accommodate these uses 

(PPS, 2009). 

Seating provides focus 

as to the areas of gathering in 

a public space. Both the 

amount and location of street 

furniture such as seating, 

waste receptacles and public 

facilities provide convenience 

and impact the comfort of a public space (Ewing & Clemente, 2013). 

 

3.1.5. Natural Environment 

Public spaces should be 

designed with a variety of high 

quality environmental features. 

The visual richness of a place 

is greatly enriched by the 

degree of natural habitat within 

a public space. This section 

will document: major 

landscaped features, street 

trees, hard or soft landscape 

elements and types of 

vegetation (Ewing & 

Clemente, 2013). 

The level of environmental awareness is also a key consideration for 

public spaces for Waterfront Toronto. Public spaces should enhance the quality 
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of the water through the variety and frequency of vegetation. This section will 

identify the types of vegetation and their placement in relation to Lake Ontario.  

 

3.1.6. Public Accessibility  

Waterfront public spaces 

should be accessible and 

continuous along the water’s 

edge. In fact, waterfront spaces 

flourish when accessible by a 

wide range of transportation 

options (PPS, 2009). This 

section will count the types of 

transportation used to access 

the public space based on 

pedestrian, cycling, automotive parking and transit stops (Varna, Tiesdell, 2010, 

575). However, the design of the space should also take into account the needs 

of the young, disabled and elderly. These spaces should be made to not exclude 

specific members of society. Public accessibility will be determined through 

counting and determining potential barriers.  

 

3.1.7. Connectivity 

Public spaces along 

Toronto’s waterfront should 

have strong east-west 

connections. This necessitates 

the study of public space 

linkages within the greater 

waterfront network. Linkages 

refer to delivering a sufficient 

and comfortable access to the 
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entire water’s edge (Krieger, 2004, 40). !

Connectivity will be determined through identifying the number long sight 

lines, street walls surrounding a space, proportion of street walls and the width of 

the water promenade. These features will be tallied from a structured 

walkthrough of the sites (Ewing & Clemente, 2013). 

 

3.1.8. Enclosure 

Public spaces should 

link existing communities to 

emerging waterfront 

neighborhoods. This means 

creating a surrounding built 

form that contributes to the 

public space and avoids blank 

facades and promotes 

permeability. A ‘door handle’ 

survey will be used to analyze 

open and closed facades as 

well as the size, texture, and articulation of surrounding built elements (Gehl, 

2011).  

 

3.1.9. Surrounding Land Use 

Waterfront public 

spaces should have a strong 

supporting land base that 

maximizes on the economic, 

recreational and environmental 

asset of Lake Ontario. This can 

be done through permanent 

land uses, or temporary uses 

established through Tactical 
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Urbanism. Tactical Urbanism can be regarded as temporary, often cheap 

projects that aim to enliven part of a city (Street Plans Collaborative, 2013). This 

section will identify whether or not surrounding land uses capitalize on waterfront 

frontage. It will document the types of land uses, tourist destinations and facilities 

in and around the public space (Mehta, 2007). 

  

3.1.10. Microclimate 

The degree of user comfort contributes to the quantity and types of 

activities in a public space. 

Users interact with public 

spaces using following senses: 

vision, hearing, smell and 

touch (Carmona et al, 2003, 

87). Thus, elements that 

contribute to the area’s comfort 

such as sunlight, time of day, 

season and duration of stay 

should be measured to 

determine the usefulness of a space in a variety of conditions and seasons 

(Ewing & Clemente, 2013).  

This section will study how the space is used under a variety of conditions. 

Furthermore, this section will identify areas that mitigate environmental 

constraints through protection such as canopies and umbrellas. This will count 

the number of people using the space at four 

different structured walkthroughs of the public 

space (Ewing & Clemente, 2013). The schedule of 

these walkthroughs is as follows.  

 

 

 

Date Climate  

October, 2013 Warm 

November, 2013 Cool 

December, 2013 Cold  

January, 2014 Cold  
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3.2. Methods 

The following chapter introduces the research methods used to analyze 

the public spaces based on the evaluation criteria. This chapter will discuss the 

sources and use of data in studying public waterfront spaces.  

 

3.2.1. Methods framework  

The data collected through document analysis, direct observations, 

photographs and maps were used to assess the outlined evaluation criteria. 

These methods provide information about the physical characteristics and usage 

of the two study areas. These qualitative methods provide the tools to evaluate 

the two past and two present designs to identify how these spaces are used.  

 

3.2.2. Document Analysis 

Document analysis will be used to evaluate the two past plans for these 

waterfront public spaces. These documents will be reviewed on the basis of 

several literary sources published following the completion of these designs. The 

following table summarizes the sources of these plans.  

 
Title of Plan Date Design Team Owner 

Plan for Harbour Square Park 1969 Campeau Corporation, 
City of Toronto 

City of Toronto  

Harbourfront Development 
Framework 

1979 Harbourfront Corporation Harbourfront Centre 

 

They will be reviewed using Yin’s (2008) case study methods as a 

guideline. In analyzing these past documents, the findings will determine whether 

or not the past plans met the evaluation criteria of this report. Since public 

spaces evolve over time, it will also determine the limitations of these spaces and 

rationale for redevelopment.  

 

3.2.3. Direct Observation 

Direct observation will be the primary method used to analyze the current 

designs of the cases. It was used to record the level and types of uses on these 
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public waterfront spaces. The report will use a variety of techniques to inform the 

direct observation methods. 

Using several evaluation guidelines, the observation method consists of 

three tasks: usage counts, structured observations and walkby observations 

(Gehl, 2011; Mehta, 2007; Ewing & Clemente, 2013; Varna & Tiesdell, 2007). 

The data was collected from a series of structured site visits. The method 

involves creating an observation schedule and structured time allotment for 

observation. The total duration of each site visit was 30 minutes. The observation 

schedule and checklist are included in the appendix of this report. 

User counts were performed on each public space on each site visit. This 

involves identifying all “visible people” in the study area and classifying them 

based on use. The counts were undertaken by walking the perimeter of the study 

area four times (Ewing & Clemente, 2013). The categories of information 

collected were: the total quantity of people using the space, duration of stay and 

types of interaction. Data was recorded through several vantages points in key 

areas. These points were selected based on the concentration of use and level of 

visibility (Gehl, 2011). Each public space user was recorded on a note pad and 

supported by photographs. 

The second type of observation was the public space itself and its 

relationship to surrounding areas. This involved building an inventory of public 

space features and recording adjacent built form (Ewing & Clemente, 2013). 

Since inventory changes with seasonality, site visits occurred in the fall and 

winter. The findings from the direct observations will be synthesized and 

illustrated throughout the analysis.  
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3.3. Analysis Methods  

In order to compare the four plans, 

the findings were recorded into a 

comparison table for analysis. The 

degrees in which the plans meet the 

criteria are classified into five classes and 

represented in the table to the right.  

  

 

3.4. Limitations 

There are a number of factors that limit the findings of this report. The 

report does not reflect that each evaluation criteria could have varying degrees of 

importance. Indeed, these criteria could have unique implications to different 

users. Furthermore, these spaces were built in a unique time, financial climate 

and context in Toronto and may not be generalizable to other cities.  

The methods of this research are dependent on direct observation to 

analyze the quality of these public waterfront spaces. Due to time constraints, 

direct observations could only be undertaken in the fall and winter. While 

seasonality does not inhibit user activity, the type of uses would certainly change 

during a warmer time of the year. Replicating this report in the summer 

represents a potential opportunity for future research.  

The study would have also benefited from assistant researchers to collect 

direct observations simultaneously. Due to the time intensive nature of data 

collection, there was no second researcher available to perform this task. It 

would have also been beneficial to incorporate multiple researchers from 

different vantage points at each site. A second researcher would have improved 

the reliability of the findings by allowing the researchers’ to compare for major 

discrepancies or errors.  

 

 

!

Evaluation Result Score 

Not Achieved  
 

Poorly Achieved 
 

Partially Achieved 
 

Achieved 
 

Well Achieved 
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4. Evaluation of the Past Plans 

An analysis of past documents will evaluate the effectiveness of the 

Harbour Square Plan (1969) and Harbourfront Development Framework (1979). 

This section will review these documents against the evaluation criteria proposed 

in Chapter 3. The purpose of this section is to analyze the strengths and 

weaknesses of the original plans and how they affected public of the space in the 

past. The findings will help explain rationale for the future redevelopment of these 

public spaces.  

 

 

4.1. Intricacy 

Despite the quantity of open space, Harbour Square Park lacked a variety 

of amenities to generate public interest in the past. There were no plazas or 

courtyards to animate the open space. The space was flexible, but did not take 

advantage of its waterfront location. The Harbourfront Development Framework’s 

(1979) vision for York Quay sought to achieve intricacy through a series of 

smaller public spaces with specific uses. The proposed network of buildings 

between Queens Quay Terminal and York Quay Centre enclosed these plazas. 

Though the site is depicted with a wide range of movable tents and markets. The 
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animation of the site was limited to 

passive recreation such as shopping, 

performing and visual art exhibits.   

Harbour Square Park’s lack of 

intricacy was also reflected by the poor 

quality and variety of materials used to 

decorate the public space. The 

pathways were poorly maintained with 

many unpaved sections. In contrast, the 

Harbourfront Development Framework 

(1979) called for a “kit of parts” solution, 

which involved using different 

combinations of materials. As a result, 

the designs achieve the criteria by 

having a wide range of materials such 

as boardwalks, pavers, furnishings and fixtures to create public intrigue. 

Intricacy  
 

Harbour Square Park 
(1969) 

Harbourfront Development 
Framework (1979) 

Variety of materials 
  

Flexibility of space 
  

Number of plazas, 
courtyards and gardens   

 

4.2. Animation  

Despite Harbour Square Park’s design shortcomings, it was relatively well-

animated by its users. The site was popular, but the total use of the space 

coincided with the arrival and departure of the ferry service. In this regard, the 

plan met the criteria because tourists who commuted a fair distance to the park 

represent much of the site’s activity. The Harbourfront Development Framework 

(1979) cannot be assessed in respect to the quantity of users since it was never 

implemented in entirety. While the public spaces were not completed, the 

redevelopment of the Queen’s Quay Terminal and Harbourfront Centre was 
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instrumental in generating users to the public space (Planning and Development, 

1986).  

Both Harbour Square Park and York Quay achieved a wide range of social 

animation. Harbour Square Park featured a good mix of active and passive 

recreational use. Popular passive recreational uses included reading and 

observing sailboats at the water’s edge. The elevated landscaped provided a 

prevalent lookout point towards the water. Popular active recreation uses 

included cycling to and from 

the Ferry Terminal.  

In contrast, the York 

Quay public space design 

strived to use passive 

recreation such as shopping to 

bring users to the north and 

east edges of the area. This 

retail activity would have a spill 

over effect by creating 

alternative amenities to the 

waterfront. The building layout 

to the north of the waterfront 

indicates a predominant focus 

on retail, shopping, dining and 

performances.   

The users of Harbour 

Square Park were scattered to 

the site’s peripheries with concentrated use along the water’s edge and Ferry 

Terminal. The main sources of activity were the vendors at the park’s entrance 

and sailboats at the water’s edge in 1987. These areas of congregation 

contributed to the site’s lack of an active edge. It also reflects the critical role of 

the waterfront as an amenity to the site.  
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The Harbourfront Development Framework (1979) specified the intended 

uses of the site. The design of the York Quay promenade was paved to facilitate 

strolling, boat docking, and observing. Furthermore, most activity was to be 

clustered at the termination or intersection of streets. However, the proposed 

indoor pedestrian mall at Queen’s Quay Terminal removed a large portion of the 

activities away from the water’s edge.  

Animation Harbour Square Park (1969) Harbourfront Development 
Framework (1979) 

Quantity of users 
 

/ 

Types of uses 
  

Location of uses 
  

 

4.3. Legibility 

Harbour Square Park was criticized for being an illegible plan for users 

with numerous dead ends in 1987. This speaks to the fact that the park has an 

unclear path network, with limited signage and no apparent, or active centre. This 

is reflected by the notion that pedestrian patterns are channeled away from the 

centre of the site. A lack of visible and informative signage has created an 

unclear site plan.  
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York Quay featured a path network between the existing and proposed 

buildings. This network of paths would facilitate a “market” type feel. The 

Harbourfront Development Framework (1979) prescribed a wayfinding plan to 

direct users but illustrates conceptual signs attached to light poles and 

intersections of interest.  

Harbour Square Park had a limited number of lights on the site in 1987. 

These lights illuminate key areas such as the Ferry Terminal, but do not offer 

comprehensive coverage. Furthermore, the lighting poles failed to feature any 

interesting design components in themselves. The York Quay plan proposed light 

fixtures that were to be carefully designed to integrate with the area’s waterfront 

aesthetic. Early plans called for a series of “light beacons” to serve as markers 

along the waterfront. The plan recommends that bold and creative lighting plans 

should be integrated in the study area.  
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Harbour Square Park had a limited number of benches in the area in 

1987. The site did not achieve Toronto’s standard and benches were not located 

at key locations along the waterfront (5 Inner City Parks, 1986). Benches were 

predominately located adjacent 

to the Ferry Terminal. While 

these benches were actively 

used, they further encourage 

activities along the edges of the 

area. The Harbourfront 

Development Framework 

(1979) suggests the provision 

of seating along the water’s 

edge and adjacent to buildings. 

These locations take advantage of the waterfront views and were correctly 

projected to be heavy routes of pedestrian travel. 

Legibility 
  

Harbour Square Park 
(1969) 

Harbourfront Development 
Framework (1979) 

Wayfinding signage and 
path network   

Effectiveness of lighting 
  

 

4.4. Focus 

The Harbour Square Park lacked focus in 1987 and this was reflected by 

the site’s lack of public art or meaningful landmarks to animate the site. This lack 

of focal point was recognized in the Core of the Central Waterfront Plan (1962), 

which recommended a new gathering gazebo adjacent to the ferry terminal. The 

gazebo was never built and the site continues to lack a focal point.  
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The 1979 York Quay design proposed a more comprehensive approach to 

achieving a focal point. The plan 

was centered on the public market 

adjacent to buildings. Furthermore, 

the proposed pier added a vital 

landmark to the southeast corner of 

the site. The Harbourfront 

Development Framework (1979) 

also reinforced the vital role of 

using public art as a way to 

generate civic identity. While the 

exact location and nature of public 

art in the design was not specified, 

the Harbourfront Centre and 

redeveloped theatre would feature 

public art galleries.  

 
The absence of 

restaurants and outdoor patio 

seating further limited Harbour 

Square Park’s site focus. 

Furthermore, hot dog vendors 

were clustered around Queens 

Quay West and did not form a 

relationship with the site itself. 

This contributed to the area’s 

predominant use as a ferry 

terminal thoroughfare, rather than a destination. In contrast, outdoor dining 

played a vital role in the experience of York Quay’s design. These dining 

experiences would spill onto the existing public spaces and promote civic activity.  
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The two plans have 

differing treatments of 

landmarks. The Harbour 

Square Park plan (1969) 

identified the lakefront setting 

as the biggest attraction. The 

identity of the site was 

dominated by marine activities 

such as the ferry service. The 

Harbourfront Development 

Framework (1979) contrasted 

this approach by complementing the waterfront location with new destinations 

within the proposed market and arts facilities.  

Focus  Harbour Square Park (1969) Harbourfront Development 
Framework (1979) 

Public art 
  

Types and location of 
seating   

 

4.5. Natural Environment 

The Harbour Square 

Park provided a greater 

quantity of green open space 

for its users. The most 

significant landscaping 

treatment was near the 

waterfront, where users could 

interact and appreciate the 

views. While Harbour Square 

Park offered a large quantity of 

green open space, the park was characterized by a homogeneous treatment of 

landscaping. The park was simply landscaped by grass and sparsely populated 
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with deciduous trees along 

major pathways and the water’s 

edge. These locations provided 

a canopy for major routes of 

travel, but did not provide 

adequate coverage for the 

remainder of the site.  

The Harbourfront 

Development Framework (1979) 

featured less green open space 

in favour of hard landscaped 

features and buildings. The 

Harbourfront Land Use 

Committee (1984, 33) recommended the implementation of smaller open spaces 

such as gardens mixed in a network of hard landscaped plazas. The rationale for 

this view was that landscaped open spaces would not be able to provide the 

same environmental and climate protection that shelter and mid-rise buildings 

could, especially during winter months. Most landscaping would occur at the 

water’s edge and areas adjacent to buildings would feature street trees to 

provide shade and a canopy. However, the proposed pond to the southwest 

corner of York Quay added a valuable landscaped amenity that provided a 

unique opportunity for interaction along the water’s edge.  

Natural Features Harbour Square Park 
(1969) 

Harbourfront Development 
Framework (1979) 

Major landscaped 
features   

Variety of vegetation 
  

Location of vegetation 
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4.6. Public Accessibility 

Both plans have relatively poor street level accessibility that limited user 

interaction with the space. In the case of Harbour Square Park, this limited 

accessibility was the product of Campeau’s Harbour Square developments that 

diminished the site’s profile and view from the street. The Harbour Square 

Review Committee (1974) illustrated the importance of improving access to the 

development and Ferry Terminal through better transit connectivity and 

accessibility to a wide range of users including people with limited mobility. The 

Ferry Terminal blocked east-west movement along the waterfront.  
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The York Quay Centre was 

similarly inaccessible due to the poor 

relationship to its surrounding buildings. 

The Harbourfront Development 

Frameworks (1979) design sought to 

prioritize the alleviation of traffic along 

Queens Quay West above other uses. 

Indeed, the site was inaccessible to 

most types of users due to the 

“enormous volumes of buses and taxis” 

along Queens Quay West (Wrenn, 

1987, 113). However, the plan differs 

from Harbour Square Park in that it 

sought to integrate Queens Quay West 

into the York Quay site through a 

proposed extension of Simcoe and John 

Street to the water’s edge. However, 

this network of streets creates a physical 

separation from the public space to the 

water’s edge.  

Harbour Square Park was 

difficult to access by most forms 

of transportation with the 

exception of automotive traffic in 

1987. The garage to the north of 

the site created a visual barrier 

and a hazard for pedestrians 

and cyclists. Awareness of 

adjacent streets was minimal 

both visually and audibly. The 

!"#$%&'DC')@&'K.%A*$%1%*+,'Y&F&3*2=&+,'

!%.=&H*%OP/'2%*2*/&>'/,."%/',*',@&'H.,&%E/'&>#&'

H./'"+.;;&//"A3&',*'.'H">&'%.+#&'*1'$/&%/'

?*$%;&J'K.%A*$%1%*+,'Y&F&3*2=&+,'!%.=&H*%O'

6(4<47'

!"#$%&'D(')@&'H.,&%1%*+,'2%*=&+.>&'.,'\*%O']$.G'H./'H">&8'

A$,'>">'+*,'/&2.%.,&';G;3"/,/'1%*='2&>&/,%".+/'

?*$%;&J'K.%A*$%1%*+,'B*%2*%.,"*+'6(4T<7 



>=$ !"#$#%&'(!)&*$&+$,-!#.+.&*!$/(0')1$2/-1#2$!

!

site’s gravel paving and steep slopes provided a difficult surface to maneuver for 

cyclists, wheelchair users and strollers. The plan failed to meet its objective for 

providing suitable access for a wide range of uses.  

The proposed service streets adjacent to York Quay create a similar 

illusion of inaccessibility as it reduced the amount of accessible waterfront public 

space. Prior to the redesign, there were several “pinch points” by the water’s 

edge that were too narrow to facilitate a wide range of uses. This was addressed 

by widening the walkway from 3 metres to a 7 metre minimum width. However, 

the promenade did not separate types of uses and pedestrians often conflicted 

with faster moving active recreation uses such as cycling or rollerblading. The 

removal of guardrails improved the permeability of the water’s edge by allowing 

users to interact with the water. However, the depicted stairs do not appear to 

take users with limited mobility into consideration. 

  

Public Accessibility Harbour Square Park 
(1969) 

Harbourfront Development 
Framework (1979) 

Street level accessibility 
  

Accessibility by 
transportation type   

Mobility awareness 
  

 

4.7. Connectivity 

The Planning Board (1962) strived to create a plan for Harbour Square 

Park that would create a relationship between the waterfront and the downtown 

area. However, the high-rise residential development adjacent to Harbour Square 

Park limited connectivity both to and across the waterfront. In fact, Harbour 

Square Park had two entrances: to the east of the site and a narrow corridor to 

the north. The northern access point was too narrow, had limited sight lines to 

Harbour Square Park and it did not align with Bay Street. The plan failed to 

address this alignment and created a gap in connectivity. The Ferry Terminal 

itself created a barrier to eastern portion of the site. This layout contributes to a 

sense of separation from the rest of the city.  



!"#$#%&'(!)&*$&+$,-!#.+.&*!$/(0')1$2/-1#2$$ >>!

!

 

 

 

The Harbourfront Development Framework (1979) sought to address 

connectivity with sightlines down York Street, Simcoe Street as well as east-west 

permeability. The plan included an automotive thoroughfare from Simcoe Street, 

across the waterfront and up John Street to Queens Quay West. The purpose of 

this realignment was to improve connectivity across the railway lands and 

Gardiner Expressway to the north of the site. These streets were not intended to 

limit accessibility to other uses, but rather facilitate the movement of service 

vehicles to waterfront businesses. The public space had no issues with east – 

west connectivity.  
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Connectivity  Harbour Square Park 
(1969) 

Harbourfront Development 
Framework (1979) 

Number of entrances  
  

East – West connectivity 
  

 

 

4.8. Enclosure 

The enclosure of Harbour Square Park provided an inappropriate built 

form scale. The Harbour Square plan (1969) proposed four high density 

residential towers and four 

office towers. The heights of 

these buildings provided local 

residents with prime waterfront 

views at the expense of public 

space. Only the residential 

buildings were implemented 

from the plan. Despite this 

reduced scale, the slabs 

contributed to the enclosure of 

the public space from Queens 

Quay West. The Harbour 

Development Framework 

(1979) featured a more 

appropriate scale for waterfront 

public spaces with three 5-6 

storey buildings. These 

buildings act as secondary 

public places on the site and 

would preserve waterfront 

sightlines.  
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The surrounding built form of Harbour Square Park also had a poor street 

level relationship with the surrounding towers. A combination of Harbour 

Square’s high-rise apartment slabs, hotel towers, parking structures, invisible 

entrances, overhead bridges and underground tunnels all turned their face away 

from the public realm. The relatively low proportion of permeable streetwall is 

reflective of the fact that neither tower provided the square with adequate facade 

treatment. Furthermore, a lack of access points or street level activity failed to 

contribute to the public space.  

The Harbourfront Development Framework (1979) emphasized the role of 

permeable buildings adjacent to the site. This allowed users to move freely 

throughout these built 

structures. Queens Quay 

Terminal had three entrances 

facing the site, while 

Harbourfront Centre would 

have two and the proposed 

buildings would feature a 

variety of entrances as well. 

These buildings were 

depicted with a high proportion of street level windows. In addition to a variety of 

entrances, the plan also included designs for buildings with a high level of 

windows to integrate the building to the public realm.  

 

Surrounding 
Integration 

Harbour Square Park 
(1969) 

Harbourfront Development 
Framework (1979) 

Built form scale 
  

Street level relationship 
  

Entrances 
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4.9. Surrounding Land Use 

The surrounding residential buildings provided an inappropriate 

surrounding land use for Harbour Square Park. The hotel and residents failed to 

offer complimentary use to the waterfront public realm.  There were no 

supporting retail or institutional uses to create a sustainable community. In 

contrast, the Harbourfront Development Framework (1979) proposed a wide 

range of land uses to created a relationship with the waterfront. The integration of 

different land uses produced a diverse range of amenities that capitalized on the 

waterfront and created a year-

round neighbourhood.  

Harbour Square Park’s 

Ferry Terminal was a 

transportation use that 

generated significant amounts 

of traffic to the site, especially 

among local tourists. The Ferry 

Terminal demonstrated a land 

use that took advantage of the 

waterfront. The land use mixture 

at York Quay proposed to create 

separate attractions, rather then 

ones that acknowledge the waterfront. This reflected a view whereby the 

waterfront alone was not a strong enough amenity to attract tourists and users 

(Wrenn, 1987, 113). Thus, the plan strived to create amenities within these 

proposed buildings rather then fuse a relationship with the waterfront.  

 

Asset Management Harbour Square Park (1969) Harbourfront Development 
Framework (1979) 

Land use 
appropriateness    

Acknowledgement of 
waterfront   
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4.10. Microclimate  

The two plans differed in their treatment of their respective microclimates. 

Harbour Square Park’s built form contributed to a harsh microclimate, while the 

Harbourfront Development Framework (1979) sought to use built form to improve 

microclimate. Harbour Square Park was predominantly used during the daytime 

hours and declined towards sunset. This was reflected by the declining use of 

Harbour Square Park in inclement weather conditions such as rain or snow. The 

area’s surrounding built form and lack of protection created a comparatively 

cooler and windier 

microclimate.  

The Harbourfront 

Development Framework 

(1979) strived to create a year-

round, 24-hour use of the land 

by creating a sustainable 

neighbourhood. The area was 

heavily used in the summer 

months, but less so in the 

winter. By focusing on indoor 

uses such as shopping and 

retail, Harbourfront Centre 

sought to stimulate year round 

use of the area. Indoor parking 

at Queens Quay Terminal 

facilitated these indoor areas. 

However, the location of 

parking in buildings near the 

Gardiner expressway helped 

preserve the York Quay’s 
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microclimate. These buildings promoted public use at the water’s edge by 

directing automotive traffic away from the site and shielding the elevated 

Gardiner Expressway. These activities were aided by the active programming 

and retail components, which drove activity to the area in various weather 

conditions.  

Harbour Square Park did not adequately protect users from harsh 

waterfront weather. A sparse street canopy and limited public amenities expose 

users to these climate conditions. The decline in use during inclement weather is 

reflective of the site’s poor environmental protection to users. A network of new 

buildings was planned between the Queens Quay Terminal and York Quay 

Centre to be used to shield and direct wind from the site. Furthermore, the plan 

identified enclosed walkways, and ground level canopies that would be used in 

winter months to maintain public use.  

Microclimate Harbour Square Park 
(1969) 

Harbourfront Development 
Framework (1979) 

Used year round 
  

Amenities to protect 
users   

 

4.11. Summary of Conclusions: 

While the Harbour Square Park’s (1969) greatest weakness is that it 

attempted to do too little, the Harbourfront Development Framework (1979) 

attempted to do too much. Harbour Square Park allowed the waterfront to be the 

amenity, but does not enhance this destination or encourage public use. Harbour 

Square Park’s poor site design reflects its historic roots as an afterthought to the 

Harbour Castle development. It lacked several features of a distinct public 

waterfront public space including landmarks, design variety and a logical path 

network. The York Quay’s plan contrasted this design approach in many ways. 

The site plan prescribed specific details as to how the public space design should 

be undertaken.  

These two design approaches affected the types of public space usage. 

These uses are impacted even today, as the next chapter will reveal. Harbour 
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Square Park developed several uses through an organic evolution over time. 

Despite its limitations, the site is still well-used and flexible enough to create an 

interesting public space. This also reflects the Ferry Terminal as a key amenity 

bringing users to the site. In contrast, the prescribed urban design approach to 

York Quay specified types of uses in the proposed illustrations. Furthermore, the 

surrounding built form and relative lack of green space limits the variety of active 

recreational uses on a waterfront public space. It succeeds in creating a mixed-

use, year round neighbourhood but does not take advantage of its prime 

waterfront location. 

 

4.12. Analytic Summary: 

The purpose of this chapter was to analyze how the initial attempts to 

redevelop these public spaces have fared. Each criterion was ranked based on 

the review of several documents to compare waterfront public spaces. The 

following chapter builds on this analysis through direct observations and activity 

mapping of the current plans for each waterfront public space.  
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5. Evaluation of the Current Public Spaces 

The following section will assess the use of the current public spaces for 

Harbour Square Park and York Quay against the evaluation criteria for good 

public waterfront spaces. It discusses the current designs of the Harbour Square 

Park and Harbour Centre plans and potential limitations of each site. Using site 

observations, this section will assess the usage of these sites and the successful 

components of each waterfront public space. 

 

5.1. Intricacy 

Harbour Square Park continues to lack an intricate design to generate 

public interest. The plaza in front of the Ferry Terminal remains as the site’s main 

destination. However, the plaza has been improved with a variety of gardens to 

create a concentration of public activity. User patterns reflect the role of this 

plaza as a destination for the Ferry Terminal. Harbour Square Park continues to 

offer users with a limited variety of materials to animate the space. Many 

pathways continue to be unpaved, which contribute to the site’s lack of clarity. 

!"#$%&'D4')@&';$%%&+,'23.+/'1*%'\*%O']$.G'63&1,7'.+>'K.%A*$%'?X$.%&':.%O'6%"#@,7 
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This creates an uninviting public space and encourages the use of the site as a 

thoroughfare rather than a destination.  

 

York Quay’s designs feature three new 

plazas for public use: Ontario Square, Canada 

Square and Exhibition Common. These spaces provided several options for 

interaction and were attractively designed to attract users. The plazas at York 

Quay featured a wide variety of materials in the public square. These materials 

evoked a diverse range of colours to engage users in the square. Pathways were 

delineated with different colours to encourage animation. The user duration of 

stay is more reflective of good site intricacy. This is reinforces the role of a public 

space that contributes as an amenity, rather than overwhelms a waterfront area. 

Intricacy  Harbour Square Park York Quay 

Variety of materials  
  

Flexibility of space  
  

Number of plazas, 
courtyards and gardens   
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5.2. Animation 

Harbour Square Park lacks 

public amenities, but the space is 

animated with users in a variety of 

unique ways. These activities 

included stationary activities such 

as eating, observing, reading and 

talking. Furthermore, the site 

facilitated active uses such as 

cycling and rollerblading along the 

waterfront and the Ferry Terminal. 

On weekends and days with good 

weather, the site was well occupied 

with users. Harbour Square Park’s 

flexibility continues to be its strong 

point. Indeed, the public space’s 

lack of animation allows for users to 

develop their own ways of using the 

site.  

York Quay was an animated 

site, but through encouraging 

interaction with public facilities. 

Rather than providing users with 

green open space, the site emphasizes flexible, temporary uses such as markets 

as a means to generate activity. When these plazas were occupied with markets, 

they were heavily animated with social activities such as observing, talking and 

walking in groups. When the spaces were not in use, they provided open space 

for families and their children to play in. However, the quantity of users increases 

with the accommodation of temporary events. While the plan offers a flexibility of 

uses, it is dependent on scheduled programing such as markets and festivals. 

!"#$%&'[5'K.%A*$%'?X$.%&':.%OE/'3.;O'*1'.=&+","&/'&+;*$%.#&/'
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Most uses on Harbour Square Park were directed to and from the Ferry 

Terminal. The total usage of the site escalated and declined in conjunction with 

scheduled ferry departure time. A variety of active recreation uses were popular 

along the grassy area at the water’s edge. This location was popular for 

readings, socializers and a variety of active recreation uses such as running or 

Frisbee.  

 

When the public markets were not in use in the squares, York Quay 

featured most intensive use along the water’s edge. These uses were 

predominantly passive along the water’s edge. This includes a high proportion of 

readers, socializers, eating and photography. The patios were especially popular 

in warmer climates. In contrast, the redeveloped public squares featured the 

lowest number of users in the site. This corresponds with the view of the 

waterfront being a greater amenity in itself.   

Animation  Harbour Square Park York Quay 

Quantity of users 
  

Types of uses 
  

Location of uses 
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5.3. Legibility 

 

 User activity patterns reinforce 

Harbour Square Park’s lack of coherent 

centre. While numerous improvements have 

been made to clarity, the site continues to 

suffer from a lack of wayfinding and variety 

of signage. Signs at Queens Quay West and 

the Ferry Terminal have been improved 

through a series of colourful maps and 

banners. However, signage was notably 

absent along the water’s edge. Furthermore, 

the existing signage fails to direct traffic both 

within the greater waterfront and to other 

civic amenities.  

York Quay’s treatment of signage 

depicts how a public space can be improved 

through clear and visible identifiers from a 

variety of vantage points. Each public space 

within the site is clearly delineated by an 

attractive and distinct sign. These were 

placed in numerous entrances along the 

public space and illuminated at night. 

Furthermore, important landmarks such as 

the Enbridge Theatre are clearly marked by 

identifiers from all facades. Most importantly, 

a sign highlighting user location relative to 

Toronto’s provided users with an important 

navigational tool to the greater waterfront.  
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Harbour Square Park’s poor lighting scheme creates an unsafe and 

unclear use as a public space. The site has not made improvements to lighting 

since the 1987 plan. The Ferry Terminal continues to be the only well lit portion 

at nighttime. Lights were notably absent along the water’s edge. The sparse 

nighttime usage of Harbour Square Park reflects the notion that the site suffers 

from poor lighting.  

 

 

York Quay demonstrates how lighting can be used to encourage clarity 

throughout a public space. Each plaza was illuminated by a variety of decorative 

lighting fixtures at the pedestrian scale. Furthermore, the water’s edge was 

clearly visible during night hours due to its lighting scheme. As a result, users 

were often spotted at nighttime using areas along the square for passive uses 

such as walking. This variety of lights also draws people to the Canada and 

Ontario Squares. Christmas lights created emotional attachment to the site 

during winter months located along the square. Furthermore, the “Light Cascade” 

exemplifies how lighting can be used to incorporate an underground parking 

facility to a public space aesthetic.  

Legibility  Harbour Square Park York Quay 

Wayfinding signage and 
path network   

Effectiveness of lighting 
  

 

!"#$%&'[U'K.%A*$%'?X$.%&':.%O';*+,"+$&/',*'@.F&'2**%'3"#@,"+# !"#$%&'[<'B.+.>.'?X$.%&'1&.,$%&/'=.+G',G2&/'*1'3"#@,"+#'

1"Q,$%&/'



?A$ !"#$#%&'(!)&*$&+$,-!#.+.&*!$/(0')1$2/-1#2$!

!

5.4. Focus  

Harbour Square Park has one 

public art component 

commemorating the late Jack 

Layton. The value of public art was 

illustrated with frequent user 

interaction through photography and 

posing with the memorial. The 

sculpture improves the focus of 

Harbour Square Park and reinforces 

the importance of using art to 

promote civic identity on a waterfront 

public space.  

York Quay illustrates the 

value of creating civic identity 

through public art. The parking “Light 

Cascade” and the “Nine Rivers of 

Toronto” photography competition on 

the perimeter of Exhibition common 

were important components of public 

art in the York Quay area. 

Furthermore, the former industrial 

Power Plant has been repurposed to 

include an experimental theatre, and 

contemporary art gallery. These works of art create civic identity by allowing 

users to contribute to the look and feel of the public space. Indeed, the Exhibition 

Common photography competition illustrates allows local users to demonstrate 

Toronto’s rich history. These components were valuable in generating activity, 

especially in winter and off peak use.  
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Harbour Square Park has 

failed to improve its quantity and 

quality of seating especially at 

the water’s edge. The site 

features two types of seating, 

regular and wooden double-

sided benches. The public realm 

does not offer any flexible 

seating options such as ledges. 

The Harbour Square Park’s 

benches were primarily 

clustered around the Ferry 

Terminal.  These benches were 

popular among users, 

especially those lining up to the 

terminal. There continues to be 

a shortage of benches at the 

water’s edge. On sunny days 

users were observed to have 

nowhere to sit and resorted to 

sitting along the lawn. 

The new public spaces 

at York Quay features much 

wider range of seating options. This includes patio seating, permanent benches, 

and ledges along the waters edge. These seating options were well used, even 

in colder days in December and January. The seating ledges along the water’s 

edge were the most well-used seating options on the site. The new bench layout 

provides users with a diverse and flexible ways to use the site, especially in 

comparison to the Harbourfront Development Framework (1979) and Harbour 

Square Park plan (1969). Polished marble, low-rise ledges and patio seating 

!"#$%&'^C'K.%A*$%'?X$.%&':.%O';*+,"+$&/',*'@.F&'.'3*H'F.%"&,G'
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offered users a variety of ways to interact with the site. However, these seating 

areas were isolated from the waterfront and were sparsely used. 

Focus  Harbour Square Park York Quay 

Public art 
  

Types and locations of seating 
  

 

5.5. Natural Environment  

The two sites differ in their treatment of the natural environment. A large 

portion of Harbour Square Park was landscaped with a variety of mature trees, 

grassy areas, raised flowerbeds and 

planters. The planters and 

flowerbeds were predominately 

located between the Ferry Terminal 

and Queens Quay West. This 

successfully adds a significant green 

space component to a dense 

residential area.  The flow of green 

space was disrupted by the surface 

parking lot on site. 

Harbour Square Park fails to 

add natural diversity to its landscaping 

treatment. The open space allowed 

for users to experience active 

recreation along the water’s edge, but 

created a homogeneous landscaped 

with grass. Mature trees were located 

along key pathways and were popular 

among users for shade and passive 

recreation such as reading. These 

types of landscaping were notably 
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absent along the water’s edge.  

The new public spaces in York Quay are predominantly composed of hard 

landscaped areas. These spaces are interweaved with a variety of native 

landscaping in Ontario Square and Canada Square. Furthermore, temporary 

planters and the adjacent restaurant patios further diversified the natural 

landscape on the public space. Soft features such as the Natrel pond created a 

sense of place in both fall and winter months by encouraging unique activities 

along the waterfront such as kayaking. 

While there were a large variety of landscaped features, there was a 

limited quantity. However, York Quay’s emphasis is on the hard landscaped 

pathways to link the varying greenspaces to the waterfront. The landscaping 

treatment does not seek to overwhelm the waterfront. It reflects the notion that 

the waterfront should be the most attractive landscaped feature to users.  

Natural Environment Harbour Square Park York Quay 

Major landscaped 
features   

Variety of vegetation 
  

Location of vegetation 
  

 

5.6. Travel Accessibility 

Harbour Square Park continues to have challenges to user accessibility. 

Users continue to face barriers in accessing the space from Queens Quay. The 

site continues to be predominantly accessible by automobile traffic. The site’s 

numerous parking facilities shape user movement patterns and the general 

accessibility of the site.  
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The redesigned York Quay also features a new underground parking 

structure to store automobile away from the public spaces. However, the 

entrance of this structure limits user accessibility adjacent to the York Quay. 

While buildings must have adequate service streets, the placement of the two 

service lanes adjacent to the York Quay public space inhibits user accessibility. 

However, user movement patterns demonstrate that the York Quay’s current 

plan is more accessible than the previous plan.  

!"#$%&'^['\*%O']$.GE/'=*F&=&+,'2.,,&%+/'>&=*+/,%.,&/'13$">",G8'H@"3&'K.%A*$%'?X$.%&':.%OP/'=*F&=&+,'2.,,&%+/'>&=*+/,%.,&/'

"//$&/'H",@'&./,&%+'.;;&//"A"3",G 

!"#$%&'^U'?,&&2'#%.>&/'.+>'$+>&%#%*$+>'2.%O"+#'3"=",'K.%A*$%'

?X$.%&':.%OE/'.;;&//"A"3",G 

!"#$%&'^^')@&'2.%O"+#'&+,%.+;&'.+>'/&%F";&'3.+&'3"=",/'

2&>&/,%".+'.;;&//"A"3",G'.>d.;&+,',*'K.%A*$%1%*+,'B&+,%&'



!"#$#%&'(!)&*$&+$,-!#.+.&*!$/(0')1$2/-1#2$$ @3!

!

 

Each current plan demonstrates accessibility challenges to various types 

of users. Harbour Square Park does not provide adequate room to accommodate 

active uses such as cycling rollerblading, running and walking. This was 

especially prominent at the boardwalk, which forced various types of users to use 

the same narrow three metre wide walkway. Furthermore, steep grades continue 

to make Harbour Square Park relatively inaccessible to users with limited 

mobility.  

York Quay’s boardwalk 

demonstrates how accessibility 

can be improved through a 

separation of uses. The 

redeveloped boardwalk 

features a lower level that uses 

stairs that discourages cyclist 

use. Furthermore, York Quay’s 

site has little grade change, 

which made the site more 

attractive to strollers and wheelchair users. However, the stairs leading to the 

water’s edge made the boardwalk inaccessible to users with special needs.  

Travel Accessibility Harbour Square Park York Quay 

Street level accessibility 
  

Travel diversity 
  

Mobility awareness 
  

 

5.7. Connectivity  

Harbour Square Park has failed to improve connectivity to the site’s two 

main pedestrian corridors, north towards Bay Street and east towards the 

Harbourfront Centre. Bay Street continues to be misaligned to Harbour Square 

Park and the pathways leading east are unclear. Furthermore, the site has not 
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addressed the Ferry Terminal as an 

eastern blockade to waterfront 

connectivity. The water’s edge along the 

eastern edge of Harbour Square is 

completely inaccessible to the public and 

is used for service and staff parking. 

The York Quay public spaces 

feature more permeable openings than 

both Harbour Square Park and its previous 

design proposal. With the removal of 

existing buildings, the plan offers four 

corridor views, both east and west as well 

as two sights facing north along Bay Street. 

The activity patterns to and from the 

waterfront reflect a more accessible 

waterfront from a variety of directions. As a 

result, the plan is better at establishing 

connections to surrounding areas. 

However, the service lanes to Queens 

Quay Terminal and Harbourfront Centre 

create barriers to the northern entrance to 

the site.  

Connectivity Harbour Square Park York Quay 

Number of entrances  
  

East – West connectivity 
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5.8. Enclosure 

The scale of Harbour 

Castle and 33 York towers 

continue to contribute to a sense 

of domination over Harbour 

Square Park. The location of 

public use is reflective of this 

effect, as users tend to move 

towards the centre of the site 

away from these buildings. 

These buildings continue to 

reflect a non-supportive edge, 

by deterring from the overall 

user comfort.  

The redesigned York 

Quay is better at creating a 

permeable public space. Both 

the Harbourfront Centre and 

Queens Quay Terminal 

maintain a high street wall 

ratio, but this is mitigated by 

the numerous access points 

throughout the buildings. 

Although Harbourfront Centre provides a context-appropriate built form 

treatment, its vision it does not achieve the same mid-rise scale indicated in the 

Harbourfront Development Framework (1979). However, the absence of these 

structures allows the surroundings to build a relationship between the public 

space and the waterfront.  
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Surrounding Enclosure Harbour Square Park York Quay 

Built form scale 
  

Street level relationship 
  

Building access points 
  

 

5.9. Surrounding Land Use 

Harbour Square Park continues to utilize the Jack Layton Ferry Terminal 

as its greatest asset on the waterfront. 

It serves as a transportation use to the 

Toronto Island and is a primary driver 

of activity to and from the public space. 

The structure has been redeveloped to 

allow for smoother traffic flows during 

peak use. It uses the waterfront as an 

amenity by providing a significant 

transportation use to the Toronto 

Island. There are no temporary uses 

along the water’s edge that contribute 

to the overall experience of the 

square. The site continues to be 

surrounded by a large contingent of 

residential and hotel land uses.  

York Quay’s public spaces are 

better at offering a wide range of land 

uses both in and around the 

Harbourfront Centre. The plan 

provides a valuable mixed-use 

component with a wide range of 

amenities for local and regional users 
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to take advantage of. The residential and commercial component provides a 

valuable local population during weekday hours at the public space. 

Furthermore, several retail components such as the Lavazza café, Power 

Plant Art Contemporary Gallery, Natrel pond and Harbour Centre add valuable 

retail and institutional uses to the site. These uses provided users with unique 

experiences along the water’s edge and were valued amenities on the site. The 

Natrel pond in particular was popular with families who benefited from clear 

waterfront views from the pond. However, the Lavazza Café turns towards 

Queens Quay and does not acknowledge the water’s edge.  

Asset Management Harbour Square Park York Quay  

Land use 
appropriateness    

Acknowledgement of 
waterfront   

 

5.10. Microclimate  

Both public spaces were most widely used in the fall, especially during an 

uncharacteristically warm, sunny day. The number of people naturally declined in 

colder, windier and rainy days for both sites. The sites served runners and casual 

pedestrians in winter months. Harbour Centre’s Natrel skating pond continues to 

be an attraction and encouraged year-round use.  

   York Quay    Duration of 
Stay 

  

Date Temperature  Climate Time of 
the Day 

Less than 5 
minutes 

Greater than 
5 minutes 

Saturday, 
October 12, 
2013 

21 degrees Sunny, no 
clouds, no 
wind 

2:30pm 226 109 

Tuesday, 
October 15, 
2013 

8 degrees Sunny, some 
clouds, mild 
wind 

8:30am 90 7 

Monday, 
November 
11, 2013 

2 degrees Dry, Cloudy, 
not windy 

5:50pm 24 5 

Wednesday, 
December 
18, 2013 

- 3 degrees Mix of rain and 
snow, cloudy, 
not windy 

10:30am 21 4 
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    Harbour 
Square Park 

   Duration of 
Stay 

  

Date Temperature  Climate Time of 
the Day 

Less than 5 
minutes 

Greater than 
5 minutes 

Saturday, 
October 12, 
2013 

21 degrees Sunny, no 
clouds, no 
wind 

3:30pm 89 147 

Tuesday, 
October 15, 
2013 

8 degrees Sunny, some 
clouds, mild 
wind 

9:30am 49 19 

Monday, 
November 
11, 2013 

1 degrees Rainy, cloudy, 
not windy 

6:50pm 52 7 

Wednesday, 
December 
18, 2013 

- 3 degrees Mix of rain and 
snow, cloudy, 
not windy 

11:30am 23 7 
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Harbour Square Park does not feature amenities to protect users in harsh 

weather conditions. Users sparsely populated both sites in rainy conditions. The 

public space and surrounding amenities do not offer protection during these 

times. This is reflected by a particularly low duration of stay and low number of 

traffic. Indeed, both sites radically decreased in their use during winter months 

and inclement conditions. Harbour Square Park’s lack of protective amenities 

reflects its historic limitation of poor user microclimate.  

However, the York Quay public 

spaces were more responsive to change 

in seasonality by providing temporary 

installations during summer areas such 

as food trucks and Christmas festivals in 

the winter. Furthermore, the various 

buildings adjacent to the public space 

provides users with indoor protection 

from weather. The comparatively larger 

number of users compared to Harbour 

Square Park reflects the value of 

amenities to protect users in inclement 

weather conditions.  !"#$%&'U['a.,%&3'2*+>'"/'$/&>'./'.'/O.,"+#'%"+O'"+',@&'
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Microclimate Harbour Square park York Quay 

Used year round 
  

Amenities to protect 
users   

 

5.11. Summary of Conclusions: 

The current designs for both public spaces have made improvements to 

the two previous plans. Harbour Square Park has approached its design flaws by 

incrementally improving historic drawbacks such as limited seating, poor 

landscaping, dated ferry terminal and a lack of site focus. However, it continues 

to have many of its design flaws from the previous generation of planning.  

York Quay’s new public space design represents a shift from the 

Harbourfront Development Framework (1979). It emphasizes flexible, 

programmable, open space plazas rather than built markets to bring users to the 

site. These plazas were much better at achieving the principles of good 

waterfront design than the previous plan. Importantly, these plazas seek appear 

to complement the waterfront as an amenity, rather than attempting to 

overwhelm it.  

 

5.12. Analytic Summary: 

The purpose of this chapter was to analyze which components drive public 

use from the two redeveloped public spaces. Each criterion was evaluated based 

on these observations in order to compare this evolution in public space usage. 

In observing the patterns of user activity and design components of each public 

space. Waterfront public spaces are ever-evolving and this is reflected by 

patterns of use and design strategies. The results of the evaluation demonstrate 

the variable performance Harbour Square Park and York Quay . The chapter that 

follows builds upon the observations through further comparisons and provides 

recommendations for the treatment of these waterfront public spaces in the 

future.

!
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6. Conclusions and Recommendations 

This chapter builds upon the analysis of the previous plans and existing 

conditions of each public space. Three research questions were identified at the 

beginning of this report: 

• How have the techniques, methods and ideologies evolved in waterfront 

public space design in Toronto? 

• What components drive public use in Harbour Square Park and York 

Quay?  

• What design interventions can improve these two waterfront public 

spaces? 

The research questions will be further addressed in this chapter by 

establishing conclusions about the evolution of Harbour Square Park and York 

Quay as public waterfront spaces. The report will conclude with 

recommendations for each study area can continue to evolve as public spaces in 

Toronto’s waterfront revitalization.  

 

6.1. Conclusion 

The first research question was concerned with the evolution of public 

space redevelopment techniques and ideologies in Toronto. The initial and 

existing plans for each site illustrate a different redevelopment approach. These 

approaches are influenced by the planning ideology of the time. Harbour Square 

Park’s public space component appears to be an afterthought from a partnership 

agreement between Campeau Corporation and the City of Toronto. This 

agreement neglected to give Harbour Square Park the key design features of a 

waterfront public space.  

The Harbourfront Development Framework (1979) reflects the notion of 

urban design as a means to animate public spaces. The plans illustrate detailed, 

site-specific diagrams, which help guide the site animation. The plan was not 

without its faults, but the Harbourfront Corporation saw the “opportunity to create 

a place where quiet contemplation could existing with attractions that would 

make the site Toronto’s most dynamic new community.” (Wrenn, 1983, 113) This 
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dynamic new approach to public space redevelopment reflects a departure from 

the ideals of Harbour Square Park.  

The current conditions of Harbour Square Park are the product of 

incremental improvements over the years. However, these improvements fail to 

address many of the core limitations with the public space. Rather than 

completely redesigning the public space, the current methods target individual 

site in a patchwork approach. While the limitations caused by Campeau 

Corporation’s Harbour Castle development cannot be undone, the deficiencies of 

the site could be addressed in a more comprehensive approach similar to the 

York Quay redevelopment. Harbour Square Park continues to be a lost 

opportunity on Toronto’s waterfront. However, the limitations of the site do not 

prevent it from maximizing its potential as a waterfront destination in the future. 

Its prime location and generous amounts of open space provide the site with 

unrealized opportunities for animation.  

York Quay’s redevelopment represents a radically different design 

approach than Harbour Square Park. York Quay illustrates the value of 

redeveloping a waterfront public space to reflect its context. York Quay was 

historically a popular destination in Toronto due to the role of Harbourfront Centre 

in providing programs that animate the site. This corresponds with the notion that 

80 per cent of the success of public spaces is due to their management and 

programming activities rather design (PPS, 2006). Furthermore, the additions of 

Canada Square, Ontario Square and Exhibition Common have been effective in 

contributing to this waterfront context.  

 

6.2. Summary of Findings  

The analysis of the past and existing plans for these public spaces 

demonstrates components of a good public space. The following table 

summarizes the results of the four plans against the evaluation criteria.  

 

Legend: Not Achieved, Poorly Achieved, Partially Achieved, 

Achieved, Well Achieved 
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 Harbour Square 
Park (1969) 

Harbourfront 
Development 
Framework (1979) 

Harbour Square 
Park 

York Quay 

Intricacy     
Variety of materials 

    
Flexibility of space 

    
Plazas, courtyards and gardens 

    
Animation     
Quantity of users 

 
N/A 

  
Types of uses 

    
Location of uses 

    
Legibility     
Signage and path network 

    
Effectiveness of lighting 

    
Focus     
Public Art 

    
Types and location of seating 

    
Natural Features     
Major landscaped features 

    
Variety of vegetation 

    
Location of vegetation 

    
Public Accessibility     
Street level accessibility 

    
Transportation diversity 

    
Mobility awareness  

    
Connectivity     
Number of entrances  

    
East – West connectivity 

    
Surrounding Integration     
Built form scale 

    
Street level relationship 

    
Building permeability 

    
Asset Management     
Land use appropriateness  

    
Acknowledgement of waterfront 

    
Microclimate     
Used year round 

    
Protective amenities 
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 The findings demonstrate the importance of creating active centres for 

public waterfront spaces. Harbour Square Park’s most improved areas include 

the Jack Layton Ferry Terminal. The entrance to the site and nearby plaza 

receives the most public activity. The Ferry Terminal acts as an active centre and 

is supported with amenities such as benches, signage and attractive 

landscaping. In the case of York Quay, the redevelopment of the public spaces 

creates focal points through visually appealing and flexible hard surfaced open 

spaces. The active centre is created on these sites through public markets and 

programming. The spaces still prioritize the water’s edge as the prime amenity.  

It is important that public spaces have a good mix of contributing 

amenities and flexible site uses. This involves allowing for a variety of land uses 

adjacent to public space areas (PPS, 2009). For instance, the Power Plant 

Contemporary Art Gallery and Queen’s Quay Terminal are valuable sources of 

activity generating amenities for the York Quay public spaces. Queen’s Quay 

Terminal allows for patio seating and dining, while the Power Plant 

Contemporary Art Gallery facilitates school trips during off peak daytime use. 

Harbour Square Park is unable to sustain this same level of activity due to the 

surrounding private apartment buildings. Therefore, supporting land uses are 

instrumental to sustaining and contributing to activity on waterfront public spaces.  

Furthermore, good public spaces use materials to improve the clarity and 

legibility of the site. These principles are evident in the public spaces of York 

Quay, which weave a wide range of materials and landscapes throughout the 

area. Furthermore, they have improved the civic identity of the site by allowing for 

local public art and markets. These uses are complementary to the water’s edge. 

Furthermore, the Harbourfront Centre is significant in animating these spaces 

through programming. The unique events that are put on by the agency continue 

to be one of the public space’s strongest points. 
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6.3. Recommendations 

In taking findings from the first two research questions, this report will provide 

recommendations for the design of these two waterfront public spaces. The 

cases demonstrate the challenges and opportunities in the development good 

waterfront public spaces. As such, these recommendations are unique to these 

two public spaces and should not be generalized to other locations. The following 

section identifies recommendations for Harbour Square Park and York Quay. 

 

6.3.1. Harbour Square Park 

Recommendation 1:  

Prioritize public spaces over 
parking 

Remove the surface parking 

Integrate the underground structure better 

 

Harbour Square Park’s surface parking lot and underground parking at the 

entrance of the site continue to be one of its biggest faults. While it is critical to 

accommodate the demand for parking, it is also important to preserve the quality 

of a public space. The surface parking lot needs to be removed to enhance the 

movement around Harbour Square Park. The parking lots should be removed 

and adhere to the “Foot of Toronto” principles whereby the public spaces serve 

as distinctive places (Waterfront Toronto, 2003). Therefore, public spaces on 

Toronto’s waterfront should be promoted as opportunities to animate the water’s 

edge through public promenades and open space (PPS, 2009). 

The removal of Harbour Square Park’s underground parking structure may 

not be financially feasible, but it can be better integrated into Harbour Square 

Park. York Quay demonstrates how to integrate an underground parking 

structure in the newly developed Canada and Ontario Squares. Public art, 

physical separation and improved signage can help calm and guide traffic 

towards the structure. This allowed for an increased parking capacity, while 

allowing the prime waterfront space to be incorporated for public uses.  
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Recommendation 2:   

Diversify Harbour Square 
Park’s uses through 
temporary installations 

Allow for vendors on site 

Utilize tactical urbanism to diversify land use 

 

Harbour Square Park illustrates the challenges in working with poor 

building approaches and homogeneous types of land use. While these land uses 

are challenging and expensive to completely redevelop, public spaces could be 

diversified through temporary installations such as food vendors and tactical 

urbanism. At present, food vendors are only located at the entrance to the site. 

These vendors should be encouraged within the site, especially along the water’s 

edge.  

As exemplified in Section 3.1.2 (page 13), Tactical Urbanism could be 

used to address the poor built form treatment of the Weston Harbour Castle and 

33 York Street towers. Tactical Urbanism has arisen to the forefront of planning 

by allowing for temporary, mixes of uses that can be quickly assembled and 

relocated depending on use. York Quay has successfully demonstrated a variety 

of examples in using these temporary projects on its public spaces. Challenging 

sites such as Harbour Square Park can be easily and affordably animated 

through these uses depending on seasonality and time of use.  
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Recommendation 3:   

Explore opportunities 
for redesigning the 
public space by utilizing 
existing site strengths 

Improve seating and lighting along the waterfront 

Implement the proposed gazebo 

Adhere to the principles behind the Central Waterfront 
Master plan 

Create a landscape plan for the central grass area of 
Harbour Square Park 

 

Harbour Square Park lacks an adequate amount of amenities such as 

seating and lighting, especially along the water’s edge. The principles behind 

Toronto’s waterfront public space design are available in the Waterfront Public 

Space Framework (2003). These amenities are critical in creating an inviting 

destination that encourages users to stay. By addressing the lack of seating at 

the waterfront, people would be more inclined to stay and enjoy passive 

recreational uses. Implementing a sufficient lighting scheme would promote the 

use of the site in nighttime hours.  

The findings illustrate the valuable role that focal points play on a 

waterfront public space. It allows for waterfront areas to have a unique and 

distinct identity. The most successful focal points are those that have local 

significance to users. In fact, strong design control and participation processes 

help create well-designed public spaces which residents can enjoy (Ferrari et al, 

2012, 170). A gazebo was recommended in the Core of the Central Waterfront 

plan (1963). Harbour Square Park could easily create a focal point at an 
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affordable cost by implementing this amenity. These strengths should be 

expanded as focal points through contributing amenities such as public art.  

 The Central Waterfront Secondary Plan (2006) illustrates the principles 

Waterfront Toronto should implement the signage and seating plans used in the 

York Quay area in Harbour Square Park. It also provides important guidance as 

to the minimum threshold for amenities in each waterfront public space in 

Toronto. Harbour Square Park should move forward by adhering to these 

guidelines in regards to amenities.  

 

Recommendation 4:   

Redesign the Jack 
Layton Ferry Terminal 
area to allow pedestrian 
connections to the east 

Explore alternative locations for the fire house 
structure 

Relocate staff parking to adjacent structures 

Redesign the service lane to the east of the site as a 
shared pedestrian vehicle space 

Explore alternative fare collection systems to reduce 
the need for a large terminal structure 

Remove the fencing surrounding the terminal 

 

One of Waterfront Toronto’s most important principles for public spaces is 

the preservation east-west connectivity. However, the Jack Layton Ferry 

Terminal and brick firehouse continues to act as a barrier to this connectivity. The 

facilities and infrastructure related to the firehouse structure make this amenity 
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difficult to relocate. The City of Toronto should explore alternative locations for 

this structure until the resources become available.  

The ferry service is an activity-driving amenity for Harbour Square Park 

and should not be removed. The terminal should be redeveloped to allow non-

passengers to bypass to an expanded eastern boardwalk. The Central 

Waterfront Secondary Plan (2006) emphasizes the importance of east-west 

connectivity. Since Harbour Square Park is well serviced with parking, the 

employee parking to the east of the terminal should be relocated to nearby 

locations. Doing so would open possibilities to redesigning the east portion of the 

quay as a shared vehicle pedestrian access point.  

The terminal itself is a large obstructive structure on Toronto’s waterfront. 

Most of the facilities for the terminal are related to the fare collection system and 

turnstiles. To reduce the need for a large terminal structure, the City should 

explore alternative fare collection options. Removing the terminal’s turnstiles and 

converting to an electronic payment system might provide additional flexibility in 

the redesign of the area and also remove the need for a blockade. It would also 

open up the eastern portion of the quay and allow for the potential expansion of 

the waterfront park. 
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6.3.2. York Quay 

Recommendation 1:  

Explore new ideas for 
programming and 
temporary events 

Monitor public spaces through consultation to generate 
ideas for programming 

Continue to implement pilot projects based on 
seasonality, theme and public demand 

 

The cases reflect the notion that public uses on waterfronts evolve over 

time. These types of programming could be determined by the users and can be 

identified through holistic and meaningful public 

consultation (PPS, 2009). This opportunity for 

consultation will only widen with the intensification of 

waterfront areas in Toronto. Ultimately, this influx of 

pubic activity will lead to the gradual evolution of these 

public spaces. It is critical to identify how local and 

regional uses will evolve with this growth. The 2006 

“Quay to the City” report provides a precedent for 

meaningful surveys to identify user needs and 

preferences. This test should provide a framework for 

future work regarding waterfront public spaces such as Harbour Square Park and 

York Quay. 

York Quay’s public space’s strongest quality is its adaptability based on 

seasonality and time of use. The markets in the summertime and the Christmas 

lights in the wintertime are examples of how the public space changes based on 

the season. York Quay provides an example of how to continue to adapt public 

use despite the harsh microclimate caused by Toronto’s winter. These uses 

should be encouraged and maintained in moving forward.  

 

In August 2006, TWRC held 
a 10 day event to evaluate 
evolving public use on 
Queen’s Quay West. The 
report featured public 
opinion surveys, business 
surveys, traffic assessment, 
cost assessment and media 
analysis. The event was 
successful at generating 
activity near the water’s 
edge.   
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Recommendation 2:   

Improve the integration 
of public spaces to 
Queen’s Quay Terminal 
and Harbourfront 
Centre 

Remove or hide waste receptacles and bollards based 
on need 

Continue to encourage street level retail 

Create uses that take advantage of the waterfront 
location 

 

 While they are key activity driving amenities, the Queens Quay Terminal 

and Harbourfront Centre do not interact much with the new public space. The 

service lanes and relatively poor façade treatment hinder the street level 

permeability on the site. While these service lanes are necessary components for 

the buildings, they can be improved to better integrate with the new Canada 

Square, Ontario Square and Exhibition Common. The waste receptacles should 

be covered and placed in less prominent locations. Furthermore, traffic calming 

measures and clear crosswalks should be placed across the Queens Quay 

Terminal. Finally, retractable bollards could used to provide a buffer in peak 

delivery hours.  
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 The waterfront facing patios of York Quay represent the areas of heaviest 

user activity. This reflects the notion that retail is an appropriate use to generate 

activity in waterfront public spaces (Krieger, 2004). However, these buildings 

should also to continue to promote street level retail facing the York Quay public 

spaces as well. The Harbourfront Centre should seek and encourage businesses 

that act as ‘third places’ with active and permeable storefronts. These principles 

were illustrated in the Harbourfront Development Framework (1979) and were 

never fully implemented. The Lavazza Café illustrates an excellent example of 

this untapped retail potential. The Harbourfront Corporation should continue to 

play an active role in attracting distinct businesses that contribute to the 

waterfront public spaces. 
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8. Appendix  
 

Appendix 1. User count sheet 
 

Saturday, October 12, 

2013 

 Saturday, October 

12, 2013 

 

Harbour Square Park York Quay 

Activity Number of 

Participants 

Activity Number of 

Participants 

Cycling 45 Cycling 30 

Walking Alone 49 Walking Alone 54 

Walking in a Group 97 Walking in a Group 120 

Sitting 17 Sitting 13 

Sitting by Water 15 Sitting by Water 62 

Waiting for Ferry 53 Waiting 20 

Passive Recreation  19 Passive Recreation 15 

Active Recreation 4 Active Recreation 3 

Eating 0 Eating 58 

Total 335 Total 375 

 

Tuesday, October 15, 
2013 

 Tuesday, October 15, 
2013 

 

Harbour Square Park York Quay 

Activity Number of 

participants 

Activity Number of 

Participants 

Cycling 6 Cycling 7 

Walking Alone 23 Walking Alone 19 

Walking in a Group 5 Walking in a Group 17 

Dog Waking 0 Dog Walking 4 

Sitting 3 Sitting 0 

Sitting by Water 0 Sitting by Water 1 

Waiting by Ferry 42 Waiting 14 

Passive Recreation  1 Passive Recreation 4 

Active Recreation 14 Active Recreation 19 

Eating 3 Eating 0 

Total  97  86 

 

Monday, November 11, 
2013 

 Monday, November 11, 
2013 

 

Harbour Square Park  York Quay  

Activity Number of 

participants 

Activity Number of 

participants 

Cycling 1 Cycling 9 

Walking Alone 5 Walking Alone 20 

Walking in a Group 19 Walking in a Group 20 

Dog Walking 11 Dog Walking 3 

Sitting 0 Sitting 0 
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Sitting by Water 0 Sitting by Water 0 

Waiting by Ferry 0 Waiting  0 

Passive Recreation 0 Passive recreation  0 

Active Recreation 0 Active Recreation 1 

Eating 0 Eating 14 

Total 36 Total 64 

 

Wednesday, December 
18, 2013 

 Wednesday, 
December 18, 2013  

 

Harbour Square Park  York Quay  

Activity Number of 

Participants 

Activity Number of 

Participants 

Cyclist 1 Cycling 0 

Walking Alone 3 Walking Alone 15 

Walking in a group 15 Walking in a group 18 

Waiting by Ferry 2 Waiting 0 

Sitting 0 Sitting 0 

Sitting by Water 0 Sitting by Water 1 

Passive Recreation 3 Passive Recreation 2 

Active Recreation 0 Active Recreation 3 

Eating 0 Eating 3 

Total 24 Total 42 

 

Activity Harbour Square Park York Quay 

Cyclist 53 46 

Walking Alone 80 15 

Walking in a group 136 85 

Waiting by Ferry 97 0 

Sitting 20 13 

Sitting by Water 15 64 

Passive Recreation 23 21 

Active Recreation 18 26 

Eating 3 61 

Total 445 331 
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Appendix 2. Walk-by observation notes  
 

Types of Identifiers  Harbour Square Park York Quay 

Wayfinding Ground Sign 2 4 

Banner 6 0 

Roof Sign (Building identifiers) 0 4 

Landmark designation (identifiers) 3 4 

Advertising  / / 

Roof Sign (Building)  1 / 

Retrieved from: http://www.toronto.ca/legdocs/municode/1184_694.pdf 

 

Types of Lighting Harbour Square Park York Quay 

Lamp Posts 6 12 

Wall lights 1 / 

Decorative Lighting / 8 

Christmas lights / 3 

 

Types of Amenities Harbour Square York Quay 

Courtyards 0 0 

Plazas 1 3 

Park 1 0 

Gardens 1 2 

Historic Buildings 0 1 

Outdoor dining Tables 4 25 

Public Art 1 2 

 

Types of Vegetation Harbour Square Park York Quay 

Small Planters 10  0 

Street Trees 46 45 

Park 1 0 

Garden 3 3 

Major Landscaped Feature 0 1 

 

Type of Activity Harbour Square Park York Quay 

Cycling 53 46 

Pedestrian 232 256 

Rollerblading 4 0 

Stroller 17 10 

Total 306 312 

 

Built Form Characteristics Harbour Square Park York Quay 

Building Height 35-38 storeys 5-6 storeys 

Proportion of Street Wall (North) 90% 80% 

Street Wall Entrances  1 1 

Proportion of Street Wall (East) 80% 70% 

Street Wall Entrances 1 3 

Proportion of Street Wall (West) 20% 60% 
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Street Wall Entrances 0 3 

Portion of Street Wall  / 40% 

Street Wall Entrances / 0 

 

Types of Land Use Harbour Square Park York Quay 

Outdoor Dining 0 1 

Retail 1 0 

Residential 1 1 

Transportation 1 1 

Institutional  0 1 

Temporary 0 1 
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Appendix 3. Evaluation table for Harbour Square Park (5 Inner City 
Parks, 1987) 

'
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'
'

'



!"#$#%&'(!)&*$&+$,-!#.+.&*!$/(0')1$2/-1#2$$ C3!

!

Appendix 4. Sample scoring sheet (Ewing & Clemente, 2013) 

'
'
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Appendix 5. York Quay South Sub-Area Plan (Harbourfront 
Corporation, 1987) 

'
'

'
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