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Executive Summary 
 

THE ISSUE 

Over the past decade in Ontario, the provincial government has taken a proactive approach to 

manage urban sprawl by developing and updating a number of policies aimed at encouraging 

more sustainable forms of development. Specifically, the Province has developed The Greenbelt 

Plan (2005), Places to Grow Plan (2006), and updated the Ontario Planning Act (2004) and the 

Ontario Provincial Policy statement (2005 and 2013). More recently, municipalities are starting 

to implement their own sustainability policies outside of what is mandated by the Province. One 

approach to sustainability that is gaining traction is the use of integrated community 

sustainability plans (ICSPs). ICSPs are a departure from traditional sustainability planning, 

because they take a comprehensive approach to sustainability that places responsibility for 

sustainability planning not with one department in a municipality, but with every department in a 

municipality as well as with the general public.  

RESEARCH QUESTION 

Given the multiplicity of policies that have been used to address the problem of urban sprawl in 

Ontario, this research report sought to answer the following question: 

How have sustainability policies enacted at the provincial (Greenbelt Plan [2005], Places to 

Grow Plan [2006]) and municipal (Integrated Community Sustainability Plans) levels influenced 

development patterns and urban sprawl in a rapidly growing municipality of Ontario?  

Using the City of Markham as a case study, this report focused on four indicators chosen from 

the literature on urban sprawl: changes to density, changes to intensification, type of housing 

units built, and growth area expansion. Markham was chosen because it has an established ICSP 

and all of the provincial sustainability plans described above apply to it. 

METHODS 

This research employed a case study methodology to examine the influence of sustainability 

policies on development patterns and urban sprawl in Markham. The selected indicators of urban 

sprawl were evaluated to ascertain whether urban sprawl has increased, decreased, or stayed the 
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same in Markham over the last decade. Policy reviews, document reviews, and semi-structured 

interviews supplied the necessary data to evaluate the selected indicators of urban sprawl. 

RESULTS 

Density- Density levels in Markham have increased significantly over the last decade with York 

Region requiring that new developments in Markham achieve the target of 70 people and jobs or 

20 units per hectare; these density targets are driven by the Provincial Growth Plan. As a result, 

density targets are also now included in the Markham OP, where they did not used to exist prior 

to 2013. 

Intensification- In its 2013 Official Plan, the City of Markham adopted an intensification target 

of 60%, meaning that 60% of new development in Markham should take place within already 

developed areas. This intensification target is beyond the 46% that was recorded in Markham 

between 1991 and 2001. 

Mix of Housing Types- The mix of housing types in Markham has shifted considerably over the 

last decade away from predominantly low-density housing types, towards a greater number of 

housing types are high-density apartment buildings and row houses. Only 32% of new 

construction was high-density in 2004, however by 2014, the percentage of new construction that 

was high-density was over 62%.  

Growth Area Expansion- Over the last decade, Markham has increased its growth boundary 

once. The boundary was expanded to accommodate the high rate of population growth occurring 

in Markham. The city limited the expansion to 900 hectares, which was below the 1000 hectares 

recommended by York Region. 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Overall, the provincial Growth Plan appeared to have the greatest impact on development 

patterns in Markham over the last decade, owing to its specific intensification and density targets 

that must be met. The Greenbelt Plan, and updates to the Planning Act and the Provincial Policy 

Statement, have not had as big an influence on development patterns because they do not directly 

require changes to development patterns, but rather provide broad guidelines to guide 

development. Markham’s Greenprint has had much less influence on development patterns, for 
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several reasons: the ICSP has only recently been adopted compared to the other plans; it serves 

primarily as a visionary document for sustainability goals in the municipality; and unlike the 

provincial plans, the municipality is not required to follow the ICSP.  

As a result of these findings the following recommendations are made to other provinces and 

municipalities in Canada that are trying to implement strategies to limit urban sprawl: 

1. Implement specific density and intensification targets that are legally binding. 

2. Focus policies on directing growth to specific areas and not simply restricting where growth 

can happen 

3. Develop a strategy to implement the targets that is jointly agreed to by city council and staff 

4. Give developers time and support to transition to undertaking high-density developments 

5. Build public support for higher density development through engagement and dialogue, and 

by gradually phasing in targets over time  
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1.0  INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Reasons for, and Challenges of, Urban Sprawl 

For many cities and towns in Canada, sprawling development patterns have become the 

norm. Traditionally, sprawl has occurred for three reasons. 1. as population growth occurs and 

central city areas fill up, development moves further out to the suburbs where land was available 

(Brueckner, 2000); 2. as residents of a city gain wealth, they demanded more living space and 

that desire is carried out where it can be done most affordably, which is in the suburbs away 

from the central city (Brueckner, 2000); and 3. highway and road capacity expansions that make 

travel to and from the fringes of the city to employment areas easier (Mieszkowski and Mills, 

1993). More recently sprawl has occurred for social and fiscal reasons whereby people are 

moving to the suburbs to avoid problems associated with the central city such as: high taxes, low 

quality of schools, crime, congestion, low environmental quality (Mieszkowski and Mills, 1993). 

Urban sprawl is characterized by low-density housing, large lot sizes, large networks of 

roadways, an overreliance on automobiles, and single using zoning (Tandon, 2011). These 

development patterns have led some to argue that sprawl exists due to a ‘lack of planning’ 

(David Suzuki Foundation, 2003; Holcombe, 1999). Yet others have argued that the 1-2 story 

suburban greenfield developments that take place on the periphery of cities are planned for and 

approved under heavily regulated planning regimes (Skaburskis 2006; Bourne, 2001). As such, 

to these scholars, referring to urban sprawl as some sort of uncontrolled development is 

inaccurate. They also argue that suburban development patterns are desirable for a large segment 

of the population, and not some undesirable development pattern imposed on the populace 

(Bourne, 2001).  
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 The ambiguity around sprawl, is further compounded by the fact that sprawl 

manifests itself differently in different places. Sprawl is not strictly a Canadian phenomenon, and 

there are important and significant differences between sprawl in the United States and sprawl in 

Canada. In the United States, sprawl is associated with the hallowing out of the central city areas 

while the suburban areas grow. That is to say central cities such as Detroit and Buffalo declined 

in population, but their surrounding suburbs grew in population. Whereas in Canada, central city 

populations have grown or remained constant, although the rate of growth in the suburbs have 

outpaced central city growth (Lewyn, 2004). Sprawl has also been more pervasive in the United 

States than in Canada. The US experience with sprawl has been exacerbated by the societal 

context there. Issues of race, crime, and quality of schools has caused people to move out of the 

central city to suburbs, whereas in Canada, these societal pressures have played less of a role in 

causing an increase in suburbs and in turn sprawl (Lewyn, 2004). Finally, the US experience 

with sprawl has occurred on a far greater scale than it has in Canada. In the US property rights 

are constitutionally protected, which means that public policy has to ensure it does not infringe 

on property rights, whereas in Canada where property rights are not constitutionally protected, 

and so regulation around sprawl is more focused on acting in the best interest of the public rather 

than worrying about infringing on property rights (Miron, 2003). It is important to understand 

these differences between the US and Canada in terms of sprawl because a lot of the academic 

literature on sprawl is centered around the US experience, however as in this paper and a number 

of others, sprawl is being discussed in the Canadian context and not in the US context.  

Regardless of the reasons for urban sprawl, there has been a strong backlash against this 

form of development in recent years. This backlash is borne largely out of concern about the 

various negative consequences of sprawl, ranging from erosion of agricultural land, increased 
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levels of pollution, and compromised health (Tandon 2011; Bray et al., 2005).  In Ontario, the 

backlash has been especially strong. Ontario is losing agricultural land at a considerable rate; 1.5 

million acres of agricultural lands were lost to nonagricultural uses between 1966 and 2002 

(Watkins, Hilts, and Brockie, 2003). Additionally, the Ministry of Environment in the Province 

has stated that current land consumption rates in the province are unsustainable into the future 

(Government of Ontario, 2004).  

1.2 Efforts to Reduce Sprawl in Ontario 

To address this problem of urban sprawl, over the past decade in Ontario, the provincial 

government has taken a proactive approach to manage its spread. The province has put in place a 

number of policies aimed at encouraging more sustainable forms of development, including The 

Greenbelt Plan (2005), Places to Grow Plan (2006), and updates to the Ontario Planning Act 

(2004) and the Ontario Provincial Policy Statement (2005 and 2014). Weaknesses in these 

policies have been noted, such as not addressing leapfrog development that takes place outside of 

the greenbelt area, and not requiring that developments actually meet targets (Neptis Foundation, 

2013). Nonetheless there is some consensus in the literature that these policies can play an 

important role in influencing more sustainable development practices (Courtney, 2009; 

Macdonald and Keil, 2009; Ali, 2008; Northey, 2005; Fung and Conway, 2007). 

More recently, municipalities are starting to implement their own sustainability policies 

outside of what is mandated in the provincial plans. One approach to sustainability that is gaining 

traction is the use of integrated community sustainability plans (ICSPs). ICSPs are long term 

visionary documents that lay out a municipality’s sustainability goals and how they plan to 

achieve those goals. ICSPs take a comprehensive approach to sustainability by placing 

responsibility for sustainability planning not with one department in a municipality, but with 
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every municipal department as well as with the general public. By adopting a shared approach to 

sustainability planning, ICSPs represent a departure from more traditional approaches to 

sustainability at the municipal level that have tended to place responsibility within the purview of 

one department. And while ICSPs are not a tool designed specifically to address urban sprawl 

like some of the Provincial policies, they do represent one new tool municipalities can use to 

develop in a more sustainable manner.  

1.3 Markham as a Case Study 

Markham Ontario’s population as at the latest census count (2011) was over 300 

thousand, and increase of 15.3% since 2006 (Statistics Canada, 2012). It is located in the Greater 

Toronto Area (Figure 1), an area of southern Ontario that is the fastest growing region in the 

Province. Markham is also a part of the Regional Municipality of York, a census division with 

more than one million people. With the population of Markham expected to be one of the fastest 

growing in this region, growing to over 400 thousand by 2031, there are tremendous growth 

pressures for development which may encourage and exacerbate urban sprawl (City of 

Markham, 2013).  

Markham appears to be on the forefront of addressing urban sprawl however. It has a 

history of attempting to limit urban sprawl which dates back as far as 1994 when secondary plans 

were created for communities in Markham (i.e. Cornell and Markham Centre), requiring much 

higher density numbers than was present anywhere else in Markham and that would ensure 

intensification would take place within the already built up areas in Markham in the future (City 

of Markham, 1994). Markham is an especially interesting case study of different approaches to 

managing sprawl, as it is subject to provincial policies to limit sprawl (outlined above) as well as 

has its own ICSP. Given that the municipality is subject to all of these policies and is considered 
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to be dealing well with issues of urban sprawl, it presents an excellent case in which to examine 

the efficiency of these policies in limiting urban sprawl. 

 

Figure 1: Geographic context of the City of Markham, within the GTA, York Region and the 

Province. (Source: City of Markham, 2013) 

1.4 Study Overview 

The objective of this study is to explore the relative influence of recent municipal and 

provincial sustainability plans on development patterns in Markham, vis-à-vis the Greenbelt  

Plan (2005) and Places to Grow  Plan (2006), and municipal level, vis-à-vis the Greenprint 

(Markham’s ICSP). These recent policies build upon the already strong culture of curbing sprawl 

that existed in Markham prior to their implementation and this report examines how these more 

recent plans have fared in curbing urban sprawl in the municipality  To achieve this objective, 

the report centered on the following research question: 
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How have sustainability policies enacted at the provincial (Greenbelt Plan [2005], Places to Grow 

Plan [2006]) and municipal (Integrated Community Sustainability Plans) levels influenced 

development patterns and urban sprawl in a rapidly growing municipality of Ontario? 

To answer this question, this study focused on four indicators of urban sprawl drawn 

from scholarly literature (Nelson, 1999; Kline, 2000; Hasse and Lathrop, 2003; Galster et al., 

2001; Song, Nevodic-Budic, and Knaap, 2007): density, intensification targets, type of housing 

units, and growth area expansion. Changes in urban sprawl patterns were measured against these 

four indicators of urban sprawl using two methods of data collection: policy/document review 

and semi-structured interviews with key informants. This combined approach to data collection 

generated critical information about how development patterns in Markham have changed over 

the last decade, and the relative influence of each plan on these patterns. 

1.5 Implications for Markham, Ontario and the Planning Profession 

The goal of this research is to determine whether current planning practices in Markham 

are sufficient to curb urban sprawl, while also highlighting which of the plans have contributed 

most significantly to curbing sprawl. As such, this research makes an important contribution to 

planning discourse in Ontario on whether the province and municipalities within it are adopting 

the right policy approaches to urban sprawl. While the results are specific to Markham, if 

effective, the policies being applied in Markham could be used in other municipalities to curb 

sprawl.  
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2.0 LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 Overview 

This chapter presents a literature review on the characteristics of urban sprawl and efforts 

to curb sprawl in the Province of Ontario and City of Markham, Ontario. The first part of the 

chapter defines urban sprawl and discusses the contentious nature of sprawl. The next section 

goes on to discuss the responses to urban sprawl vis-à-vis Provincial legislation, as well as 

policies enacted at the municipal level in Ontario. Finally the chapter discusses knowledge gaps 

and offers some background information on Markham’s approach to addressing urban sprawl.  

2.2 Characteristics of Urban Sprawl 

Like other descriptors of the built environment, such as slum or blighted areas, urban 

sprawl is a highly contentious term and often a matter of individual perception; as a results, there 

are many definitions of urban sprawl. In a bid to reduce the ambiguity surrounding the term, 

planners, academics, and policymakers alike have attempted to define and measure the 

phenomenon unequivocally. While there is still certainly no unequivocal definition of urban 

sprawl, certain measures and characteristics of the term are widely held (Nelson, 1999; Kline, 

2000; Hasse and Lathrop, 2003; Galster et al., 2001; Song, Nevodic-Budic, and Knaap, 2007). 

Two of those measures which are widely accepted, are examined in detail in this paper. First is a 

measure of density; density is measured as the total population residing/working over a given 

area. Density is generally used in a ‘conceptual sense’ and must be considered in the context of 

given area. There are no prescribed figures as to what is considered high density, medium 

density, or low density; rather there are building types such as multi-residential buildings or 

detached homes that are associated with these density levels (MMAH, 2007).  A second 

quantitative measure is the rate of land consumption versus the population growth. A sprawling 
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city’s land consumption rate would be greater than the population growth rate, whereas a 

densifying city would have the population growth rate outstrip the land consumption rate.  

Urban sprawl is generally understood to be characterized by an overdependence on 

automobiles, large lot sizes, and development on greenfield areas (Lamer, 2004). Additionally, 

due to the curvilinear road patterns that are common in suburban developments, sprawl often 

does not offer the residential densities required to support efficient public transit systems, 

thereby reinforcing automobile dependence among residents. As such, a large amount of the 

academic literature finds sprawl to be an undesirable development pattern because of the 

negative environmental and social effects associated with such development such as increased 

pollution from automobiles and loss of farmland (Brueckner, 2000; Blais, 2010; Stone, 2008; 

Nelson, 1999, Kline, 2000). It is due to these negative effects that urban sprawl has come to be 

used as a pejorative term, which some scholars argue is problematic given that these 

neighborhoods are highly desirable and have been carefully planned for many decades (Galster 

et al., 2001; Lamer, 2004; Bourne, 2001). Despite the demand for these neighborhoods however, 

a range of policies have been adopted to try to reduce urban sprawl, particularly in the province 

of Ontario.  

It is also important to note here once again, that while urban sprawl is a significant issue 

in Canada, it is not occurring to the same levels as it is in the United States. In the United States, 

of the ten largest cities in the country eight of them have seen significant central city population 

decline and growth in fringe areas since 1950; whereas in Canada, central city populations have 

either grown or remained stable, although fringe area growth has occurred as well (Lewyn, 

2012). In American cities, residents are also more reliant on automobiles than in Canadian cities, 

and densities across American cities have reduced at significantly higher rates than in Canada. 
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(Ibid, 2012).  It is important to note these differences between Canadian and American 

experiences with sprawl because a lot of the academic literature on sprawl in North America is 

based on the United States experience and not the Canadian experience, therefore the 

descriptions of sprawl and solutions to sprawl prescribed in those articles do not necessarily 

apply to Canadian cities. Additionally, the solutions and descriptors of sprawl in the American 

literature are specific to the regulatory framework of the US, which differ significantly from 

Canada’s regulatory framework. Canada, and especially the province of Ontario through the 

Planning Act, has broad powers to control the land development process whereas in the US, 

property rights are constitutionally guaranteed and therefore the state’s role in limiting what can 

be done with land is significantly more restricted than in Canada (Hodge and Gordon, 2008).  

2.3 Emergence of, and Contributors to, Urban Sprawl in the Greater Toronto Area 

The emergence of sprawl in many Canadian cities can be traced back to the postwar baby 

and housing booms that followed WWII. Following the war, many cities in Canada were 

growing at a rapid pace. Toronto was set to double its population size between 1950 and 1971 

(Sewell, 2009). This high level of population growth, combined with economic growth across the 

country, led to increased demand for housing. Many central city areas were already developed, 

leaving the surrounding areas around the cities, which were primarily farms and forested areas, 

as targets for development (Sewell, 2009). These large tracts of land were developed with low-

density detached and semi-detached houses on large lots, and now represent the types of 

development commonly associated with sprawl. The Don Mills area north of downtown Toronto, 

for example, was an agglomeration of farmlands that were put together by industrialist E.P. 

Taylor and developed into suburban homes (Ibid, 2009). 
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Sprawl was encouraged by the creation of extensive highways and roads that facilitated 

growth and urban development. The construction of these highways made accessible lands and 

areas that previously did not make practical or economic sense to develop. For example, the 400 

series highways were operational by 1956, making it easier for those residing in suburbs to get in 

and out of downtown Toronto, and thus contributing to suburban development (Ibid, 2009). The 

Toronto bypass highway (now highway 401), which was completed in 1956 and connects 

Markham to Toronto, was planned to accommodate 35,000 cars per day, an eightfold increase 

over 1946; yet by 1961 it was already accommodating 70,000 vehicles per day (Lewyn, 2012). 

These highways quickly became congested because they encouraged suburban development 

along them. This congestion fuelled the widening of existing highways and creation of new ones, 

which in turn led to development of more sprawling suburbs; a vicious cycle that has continued 

for many years.  

Toronto’s central city population (using 1950 geographic border of City of Toronto) has 

remained stagnant since 1950 (Lewyn, 2012). If one examined the amalgamated city of Toronto 

using the 2014 border, and compares that with the suburbs outside the city, the growth rate of the 

suburbs has been significantly higher. The central city of Toronto grew from 700,000 to 2.5 

million people from 1950-2001 (City of Toronto Archives, 2014). Whereas the Toronto CMA, 

which is comprised of mostly suburban communities (e.g., Markham), grew from just over 1.1 

million to 4.6 million in the same time frame (Statistics Canada, 2014). This suggests that, within 

the GTA, a greater number of people have chosen to live in the outlying suburbs (Condon, 

2004).      

The expansion of cities and sprawl has also been exacerbated by some of the zoning 

policies that were introduced during the post-war boom. Zoning policies were first introduced in 
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North America in 1916, however it wasn’t until the 1920s that zoning ordinances were used in 

Canadian cities (Wolfe, 2004). These zoning policies work in tandem with a municipality’s 

Official Plan (OP). The OP sets out the vision and guidelines for future land uses, while the 

zoning by-laws contain specific requirements necessary to implement the OP policies. Zoning 

by-laws separate land uses and designate lands for specific functions (e.g., residential, 

commercial, agricultural, environmentally protected) (Fischel, 2004). Zoning policies were 

originally used in Europe to separate factories and industry from residential areas as a means to 

improve the health of city residents (Lamer, 2004). Although well-intended, the problem with 

zoning by-laws however is that they tend to separate incompatible land uses by large distances, 

necessitating the use of an automobile for travel and contributing to sprawl (Lamer, 2004). 

Zoning by-laws also contribute to sprawl by dictating the type of residential building that is 

allowed within a residential zone. An example of a zoning category commonly assigned in 

residential areas is single family residential and one or two family residential (Hodge and 

Gordon, 2008), thereby ensuring that only suburban homes can be built in those areas. 

2.4 Addressing Sprawl through Alternative Development, Disincentives, and Pricing  

To stem the tide of sprawl, a number of proposals have been made, some of which are 

now being implemented in many Canadian cities, including Markham. The most prominent of 

these approaches is Smart Growth, which promotes more compact development through more 

efficient use of land. Table 1 below drawn from a Sierra Club report entitled Sprawl Hurts Us 

All! (2003) provides a comparison between sprawl and Smart Growth. The central tenets of 

Smart Growth are to protect ecological and environmentally sensitive areas, increase density 

through intensification, infilling and redeveloping older neighborhoods, promoting mixed uses, 

and preventing low density development (Alexander and Tomalty, 2002). The result of 
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implementing these policies should be enhanced quality of life in the community, greater 

environmental protection, and cost savings over time. Smart Growth principles have been in use 

for over a decade in Ontario, with the Provincial government adopting a Smart Growth Initiative 

as far back as 2001 (Alexander and Tomalty, 2005). Municipalities across the Province such as 

Ottawa, Guelph, Kitchener, Niagara and a host of others have also implemented smart growth 

principles. Guelph in 2003 adopted SmartGuelph based on Smart Growth principles as a basis 

for decision-making (ibid, 2005).  

Table 1: A comparison between urban sprawl and smart growth presented by the Sierra Club 

(source: Sierra Club, 2003) 
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Another prominent alternative to urban sprawl is New Urbanism or Traditional 

Neighbourhood Design (TND) principles for planning new communities (Gordon and Vipond, 

2005). New Urbanism espouses mixed land uses and short commuting distances between the 

home, office, and entertainment areas. New Urbanism also advocates for higher densities than 

traditional developments (Duany, et al., 2000). Similar to Smart Growth, Grant and Bohdanow 

(2008) found that new urbanism principles are being applied across Canada, albeit moreso in the 
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fastest growing municipalities, like Toronto, Vancouver, and Calgary. Given that Markham is 

also growing very quickly, it is no surprise that New Urbanist projects are taking place there as 

well. 

To combat sprawl, Breuckner (2009) and Blais (2010) recommend that municipal 

governments implement road tolls. In their view, introduction of road tolls would overcome the 

underpricing of transportation, and potentially, reduce the demand for houses outside of the city. 

Furthermore, Breuckner and Blais both recommend that municipal governments charge 

homeowners for the disproportionate costs to deliver infrastructure to areas beyond the central 

city.  Langer and Winston (2008) similarly argue that pricing mechanisms ought to be used as a 

deterrence for sprawl, while Pines and Anas (2008) believe that taxes and subsidies can be 

leveraged to encourage better land use. Since introduction of additional fees and taxes could 

jeopardize elected officials’ chances of re-election, however, enacting these measures can be 

challenging (Slack, 2002).  

2.5 Provincial Policy-Based Approaches to Curb Sprawl 

Given the growing concern over urban sprawl and growth management in the province, 

the Ontario government has updated and introduced various pieces of legislation over the last 

decade to address this issue. Updates to the Planning Act (2004) and the Provincial Policy 

Statement (PPS) (2005 and 2014), as well as implementation of the Greenbelt (2005) and Places 

to Grow Plan (2006) are significant improvements in the Province’s capacity to limit sprawl. 

2.5.1 Changes to the Planning Act 

The Planning Act was amended in 2004 to become more transparent and help to address 

urban sprawl (Pembina Institute, 2004). The most notable of the amendments was the Bill 26 
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proposal, which mandates that planning decisions “shall be consistent” with the Provincial 

Policy Statement (PPS). The Planning Act used to say plans must “have regard for” the PPS. 

This change is significant because it gives the Province greater control over municipalities by 

providing the statutory authority to ensure that Provincial policies are adhered too. This means 

that municipalities and the OMB can only approve plans that are in line with the Province’s 

goals, many of which try to limit urban sprawl. 

2.5.2 Changes to the Provincial Policy Statement 

Changes have been made to the new settlement areas policies in section 1.3 of the PPS 

and now include policies that require municipalities to develop in ways that promote 

intensification and redevelopment, include more transit oriented development, as well as set 

intensification targets (PPS, 2014). The updated PPS also explicitly encourages compact forms 

of development, over other forms of development. The importance of curbing urban sprawl is 

also seen in Part V of the PPS, where section 1.1.1 C states the Province must “[avoid] 

development and land use patterns which may cause environmental or public health and safety 

concerns” (PPS, 2005). Coupled with the policies around infill development and brownfield 

redevelopment, the PPS appears to have become a significantly stronger tool in managing sprawl 

in the province.  

2.5.3 The Greenbelt Plan 

In 2005, the Province implemented the Greenbelt Plan to serve as a growth boundary for 

the GGH area (Government of Ontario, 2005). Originating in London England to contain the 

growth of the city, a greenbelt is comprised of open space (parklands, agricultural, and forested 

areas) that is protected from development and serves to contain growth (Ali, 2008). The success 
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of the greenbelt in London led to its use internationally and is widely regarded as an important 

tool for dealing with urban sprawl (Ali, 2008). 

Ontario’s greenbelt is located in the Greater Golden Horseshoe area of Ontario, which is 

the fastest growing region of the Province. The GGH area contains over 68 percent of the 

province's population and grew by over 20 percent from 1991-2001 (Statistics Canada, 2014). 

This high level of growth has created immense pressure for development in the region. 

Meanwhile, the region is home to about 30 percent of the province’s prime agricultural land and 

contains significant environmental features including the Oak Ridges Moraine (a major 

freshwater source in the Province). To prevent this area from being developed, the Greenbelt 

Plan was put into place in 2005. The Greenbelt Plan protects 1.8 million acres of ecologically 

and agriculturally significant lands from development (Greenbelt Plan, 2005). In Markham, the 

greenbelt currently accounts for about 25% of the Town’s total area at 12,850 acres, covering 

lands in the east of Markham and connecting major tributaries and Rouge National Urban Park 

(Figure 2). 
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Figure 2: Map of the Greenbelt Area within the GGH (Source: The Friends of the Greenbelt 

Foundation, 2014). 

2.5.4 Places to Grow Plan 

Ontario’s Places to Grow Act (2005) is a legal document that allows for the creation of 

growth plans for the province, the first of which was the 2006 Greater Golden Horseshoe Area 

Plan. This 2006 Greater Golden Horseshoe Area plan (also referred to as the Growth Plan) is an 

award-winning plan that is viewed as being a harbinger for change in the Ontario planning 

regime towards more sustainable planning (Ministry of Economic Development, Employment, 

and Infrastructure, 2014). The Ontario government created this plan in recognition of the need to 

balance a growing economy with the environment (Burda, 2008). The Greenbelt Plan and the 

Growth Plan are complimentary to each other in combating sprawl because the Greenbelt Plan 
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restricts growth to certain areas, while the Growth Plan directs where and how growth and 

development should take place. In particular, Place to Grow Act gives the plans created under it 

the ability to regulate density levels, amount of land supply, and many other policies and goals 

(Ministry of Infrastructure, 2006).  

Since Markham is a lower tier municipality in York region, it derives its intensification 

areas and targets, as well as density targets, from York region. The intensification and density 

targets set by the Province are given to upper tier municipalities, and the upper tier decides how 

to split those targets amongst its municipalities (Ministry of Infrastructure, 2006). These targets 

and areas, as they apply to Markham will be discussed in more detail later in this report. 

2.6 Municipal-Level Approaches to Curb Sprawl and Promote Sustainability: The Case of 

ICSPs 
Municipalities in Ontario have a number of policy tools which they can use to address 

urban sprawl. Municipalities can use their Official Plans (OP) to restrict where growth and 

development can take place and what kinds of growth can take place on parcels of land (i.e. 

agricultural, residential, open space, industrial, amongst others) (Planning Act, 2004).  

Municipalities also have the ability to encourage higher density targets and intensification targets 

within their OP’s (PPS, 2014). Outside of the OP and other policy documents, municipalities can 

also use mechanisms such as development charges and land transfer fees to make it economically 

impractical for sprawl to continue (Blais, 2010). Such tools have been used in Markham in the 

past to varying degrees of success and continue to be used today. However, a new and 

increasingly popular approach to addressing sustainability, which includes addressing sprawl, 

that is being adopted by municipalities across Canada are ICSPs. ICSPs are long term plans that 

are created in collaboration with members of the public to help a community achieve its 

sustainability goals in multiple domains (BC Climate Toolkit, 2014). By creating an ICSP, 



 

 25 

municipalities aim to take an interdepartmental, coordinated, inclusive and comprehensive 

approach to sustainability planning at the local level. It is important to note that ICSPs are not 

created for the express purpose of addressing sprawl. Rather, similar to OPs, ICSPs address a 

wide variety of issues which can include policies to address urban sprawl.  

ICSPs can contribute to reducing sprawl in many ways, particularly through their strong 

focus on transit development. Building communities that are oriented towards transit 

development often mean less sprawl and more compact and sustainable development (Brueckner, 

2000). ICSPs also contribute to reducing sprawl because they require sustainable long term 

planning visions that ensure that linkages are made within and between communities while 

protecting agricultural and ecological sensitive areas, which reduces the risk of sprawling 

developments (Markham Greenprint, 2011).  

The increased popularity and uptake of ICSPs by municipalities is due in large part to the 

2005 Federal Gas Tax agreement. This Canada-wide program administered in Ontario by the 

Association of Municipalities of Ontario (AMO) and the Federation of Canadian Municipalities 

(FCM) requires that a municipality have an ICSP in order to access funding. Although a 

municipality’s official plan may suffice as an ICSP, for it to do so, it must clearly demonstrate a 

certain standard of environmental sustainability. This program provides municipal-level funding 

for infrastructure projects that reduce greenhouse gases, provide clean water, create active 

transportation infrastructure, and a host of other sustainability projects (AMO, 2013). To date, 

about 40% of funded projects have been for public transit (Infrastructure Canada, 2014).  
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2.7 Legislating Municipal Government action on Sprawl 

Since municipal governments rely on income generated from urban growth and 

increasing land values realized through property taxes, they tend not to vigorously implement 

spatially restrictive policies that would limit their growth potential (Waldner, 2009). This creates 

a challenge when trying to implement policies that restrict urban sprawl, because traditional 

suburban developments that are identified as sprawl contribute significantly to many Ontario 

municipalities’ tax bases. Therefore in order to implement sustainability policies that would limit 

urban sprawl in a municipality, there are often powerful pressures that force that municipality 

into action (Logan and Moltoch 1987). The governance framework in Canada, ensures that there 

is always powerful pressure on municipalities from higher levels of government because 

municipalities are creatures of the Province. Provinces have the ability to create, amalgamate, 

and get rid of municipalities as they deem fit. This is the case because municipalities are not 

constitutionally recognized and are creations of Provincial governments. The result of which is 

municipalities are statutorily required to abide by Provincial legislation regardless of whether 

they agree with it or not (Gordon and Hodge, 2008). 

The Ontario government has played a large role in laying the foundation for more 

sustainable development patterns through its amendments to various provincial land-use policy 

documents. The federal government has also played a role through the requirement of ICSPs for 

gas tax funding. The result of the federal and provincial pressures on municipalities to better 

manage their land use is that municipalities are beginning to accept and support the notion of 

curbing urban sprawl within their jurisdictions. Notwithstanding the significant control Provinces 

have over municipalities, municipal buy-in is still important in the policy making process, 

because the municipal level is where the policies can be best monitored and managed. A 
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Provincial policy to increase intensification for example, may include the expansion of public 

transportation facilities around a certain neighborhood, however without municipal buy-in into 

that strategy, the city may resist the implementation of the transit plan, refuse to put up funds to 

implement the plan, or have a different version of the transit plan which it wants to implement.  

2.8 Gaps in Knowledge 

Despite a large volume of literature on urban sprawl and strategies to manage it, there has 

been little attention paid in the literature to the municipal level in Canada. Attempts to assess 

sprawl patterns have focused outside of Canada (Bramley and Power, 2009; Wegener, and 

Deileman, 2004), while research in Canada has focused on the neighborhood level (Taylor and 

Van Nostrand, 2008). Additionally, analyses of sprawl have generally employed either GIS or 

quantitative analysis (Kline, 200; Glacster et al., 2001; Chapman, 2003). There is no significant 

body of work examining the impacts of these group of policies on sprawl patterns within a given 

municipality in Ontario. 

2.9 Sustainable Planning and Development in Markham, Ontario 

The City of Markham is considered to be one of the municipalities at the forefront of 

addressing sprawl in the Province (Consultant, 2014). The municipality had implemented density 

targets that were equal to the Places to Grow Plan targets as far back as 1993.In 1994, the 

municipality also implemented Markham Centre secondary plan, which designated Markham 

Centre (a 988 acre area in the heart of Markham) as the future center of the urban core of the city 

with high density targets and a mixed use development; allowing it to achieve the high density 

numbers and intensification now being achieved and planned for. Additionally, Markham 

developed a plan to develop Cornell, a New Urbanism community based on designs by Duany 

Pater-Zyberk in the early 1990s; this development included a community of row houses and 
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apartment blocks with densities far greater than those of traditional suburban development 

(Gordon and Vipond, 2005). Markham’s ICSP reinforces the City’s commitment to limiting 

sprawl, by promoting greater ecosystem protection as a means to reduce sprawl and calling for 

compact development (Markham Greenprint, 2011).   
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3.0  METHODOLOGY 

3.1 Overview 

This chapter details the methods used to answer the following research question:  

How have sustainability policies enacted at the provincial (Greenbelt Plan [2005], Places to 

Grow Plan [2006]) and municipal (Integrated Community Sustainability Plans) levels influenced 

development patterns and urban sprawl in a rapidly growing municipality of Ontario?  

The first section discusses the justification for the selected indicators and the second 

section discusses the data collection and analysis techniques that were used. This report 

employed a case study methodology, as it is ideal for examining multiple sources of evidence 

and for examining context specific processes (Yin, 2009). The case study methodology was 

appropriate here as this study involved policy analysis, document review, and in-depth 

interviews to assess the impacts of provincial and municipal level policies on development 

patterns in Markham, Ontario. Based on a literature review of sustainable development, the 

following indicators were used to guide the research: density; intensification targets; type of 

housing units; and growth area expansion. 

3.2 Rationale for Selected Indicators of Sustainability 

Density. Density is a measure of population, jobs, or dwelling units for a given area of 

land (usually measured in hectares or square kilometers), with increasing levels of density 

suggestive of more compact forms of development (Blais, 2010). Density has been used as an 

indicator of sprawl in a large number of publications (see: Neptis Foundation, 2013; Hess, 

Sorensen, and Parizeau, 2007). Because density can be measured either as the population count 

over a given land area, or jobs and dwelling units over that given area, there is some debate as to 
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which method is most appropriate (Taylor and Van Nostrand, 2008). Various density 

measurements exist in the literature, including dwelling unit density, developable area density, 

net parcel area density, and gross density (see: Taylor and Nostrand, 2008; Neptis Foundation, 

2013; Irwin and Bocksteal, 2007).  

The measure used in the Ontario Provincial Plans today however is a combined number 

of people and jobs per square kilometer. While this report had intended to use this same measure 

(i.e., people and jobs per square kilometer), these data were not readily available over the 

designated time frame. Therefore, when available, the jobs and density per hectare calculation 

was used; otherwise, population per hectare density was used. This report examined the density 

targets that were set by the Province and the Municipality over the past decade, and analyzed 

whether these targets were met or not.  

Intensification targets. Increasing density levels in already urbanized areas occurs 

through a process of intensification. Urban intensification requires that land be used more 

efficiently by concentrating development and employment activity within already developed 

areas (Jenks, 2000). This measure has been used as a means to reduce urban sprawl in Europe for 

some time (Jenks, 2000), and is now widely used in North America. Searle and Filion (2011) 

examined intensification experiences of Toronto and Sydney and found that this method of 

development can be very effective in increasing density levels and in turn reducing urban sprawl. 

Dixon and Dupuis (2003), Bunce (2004) and a host of others have also examined how 

intensification policies and targets can be effective in reducing urban sprawl. The general 

consensus is that in places where high intensification targets have been set and met, there is less 

greenfield development and less sprawl. Thus, this report examined the intensification targets 
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created by the Province and the Municipality, and analyzed the level of success in achieving the 

intensification targets over the past decade.  

Type of Housing Units. Every city requires a mix of housing units in order to be 

successful, however certain housing types are more amenable to reducing sprawl than others. A 

study by Taylor and Van Nostrand (2008) found that single detached dwelling units generally 

have lower densities than other housing types. New Urbanism proponents attempt to arrest urban 

sprawl by moving away from single detached housing types and towards a mix of housing units 

that promotes increased density through mid-rise apartments, duplex apartments, and row houses 

amongst other housing types (Lecesse and McCormick, 2000). Indeed, Gordon and Vipond 

(2005) found that the New Urbanist neighborhood of Cornell in Markham achieves much higher 

densities than traditional suburban neighborhoods because of the mix in housing types. Grant 

(2002) argues that a greater mix of housing types is indicative of a more sustainable development 

pattern and reducing sprawl. Based on this finding, this report analyzed the mix of housing unit 

types recommended within the provincial and municipal planning documents. 

Growth Area Expansion. Within Ontario, development in a municipality can only take 

place in designated growth areas that have been approved by the provincial government. In order 

for a municipality to justify a settlement area expansion, that municipality must demonstrate that 

sufficient growth opportunities are not available through intensification, redevelopment, and in 

designated growth areas (PPS, 2014). Settlement area boundaries help to protect agricultural land 

from being developed, as well as to reduce levels of leapfrog development and real estate 

speculation (Ding, Knaap, and Hopkins, 1999). It is therefore reasonable for one to expect that 

any expansion in settlement area boundaries means that a municipality is meeting its 

intensification targets and is growing in a compact manner rather than sprawling development. 
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However the expansion of settlement areas may also suggest that low-density development that 

contributes to sprawl is still taking place. This report examined the size of settlement area 

expansion and the number of expansions that has occurred in Markham over the past decade and 

the reasons for the expansion as a measure of the City’s ability to intensify development patterns 

and reduce green field development that contributes to sprawl.  

3.3 Policy Review 

The research for this paper began with a policy review of Markham’s ICSP, referred to as 

Greenprint Markham. A policy review of the Province’s Greenbelt Plan, PPS, and Growth Plan 

was then conducted to identify their goals for containing development. This review was a 

focused search for policies on density, intensification, and types of housing units, to determine 

whether these policies exist and the language used. This policy analysis was useful for creating a 

summary of all the policies in place in Markham and in the province that help to limit sprawl. 

Finally, a policy review of two versions of Markham’s Official Plan (2005 and 2013) was 

conducted, searching for any changes to policies on density, intensification, dwelling type, and 

areas of growth. Because the previous Official Plan was in effect prior to the creation of the 

provincial sustainability plans in 2006, and the updated Official Plan took place several years 

after the provincial plans, the Official Plan review was especially instrumental in demonstrating 

the policy shift that occurred in Markham over the last decade. In all cases, the policy documents 

were readily available online and accessed through the City of Markham’s website, Ontario’s 

Ministry of Infrastructure and Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Housing websites. 

3.4 Document/Data Review 

A review of municipal data was carried out to ascertain density levels, types of housing 

units built, and intensification targets, and how those have changed as the different sustainability 
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policies have come into place.  This information was sourced from a 2013 development charges 

study, as well as from a number of York Region documents and City of Markham presentations 

(e.g., Markham’s Alternative Growth Strategy to 2031, York Region’s Growth Study). These 

documents offered quantitative data that helped to reveal the progress Markham has made over 

the last decade in managing sprawl. These documents and the indicators they informed are 

presented in their entirety in Table 2.These data helped to demonstrate whether or not current 

policies were indeed having an impact on approaches to development, and the rate at which that 

change was happening. The quantitative data facilitated the ability to draw correlations between 

the introduction of policies and changing approaches to development over time. 

Table 2: Summary of document/data sources of information that informed indicators 

Indicator Source of Information 

Density Places to Grow Plan (2006), Markham 

Recommended Alternative Growth to 2031 

(2011), Hess et al., (2007), Markham Official 

Plan (2005 and 2013), York Region Official 

Plan (2013) 

Intensification Targets Places to Grow Plan (2006), Markham 

Official Plan (2005 and 2013), York Region 

Official Plan (2013) 

Types of housing units Places to Grow Plan (2006), Markham 

Official Plan (2005 and 2013), Development 

Charges Study (2013) 

Growth area expansion PPS (2005 and 2014), Places to Grow Plan 

(2006), York Region 2031 Land budget 

(2010), Town of Markham Growth 

Management Strategy (2009) 

 

3.5 Semi-Structured Key Informant Interviews 

This research also employed the use of semi-structured interviews with a municipal 

planner, a developer, and a consultant involved in development within Markham. The purpose of 
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these interviews was to capture opinions on how these sustainability policies have affected 

development patterns in Markham. The interviews helped to provide context around the results 

of the document/data review, but did not directly inform the data. The value in interviewing a 

municipal planner was that s/he was able to provide insight on the relative strength of each of the 

sustainability plans in altering development patterns (i.e., Growth Plan vs. ICSP). The developer 

was able to provide information on the development industry’s view on the sustainability 

policies and if these policies are effectively forcing a change in development types and locations. 

The consultant was able to provide an external opinion as to how well Markham was doing in 

terms of implementing its sustainability plan compared to others in the GTA, and how 

developers in the municipality are reacting to those plans. 

The interviews addressed both of the primary research questions in detail and consisted 

of thirteen questions broken down into three sections: the Provincial Plans, the Municipal ICSP, 

and the role of sustainability policies in altering development patterns (see Appendix 1 for list of 

interview questions). The indicators identified above were addressed during the interview. The 

interviewees were all asked the same questions to allow for a comparative analysis on the results 

of the interviews. The interviews were conducted over the phone and lasted between 40 and 50 

minutes. 

  Interviewees were recruited through emails after a primary contact had identified them as 

knowledgeable on the subject. The recruitment email contained a letter of information and 

consent form, which identified the purpose of the study, explained the interview process, 

confidentiality and the right to withdraw as a participant, and included the researcher’s contact 

information (see Appendix 2).  
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Notes were taken during the interview to highlight important points, but the entire 

interview was transcribed immediately after completion. The interviews were audio-recorded 

with the permission of interviewees. Analysis of the results took place after all interviews had 

been conducted. The analysis began by searching the transcripts for comparable answers from all 

three interviewees, followed by analysis of questions that generated different answers between 

interviewees. The transcripts were then analyzed to pull out quotes that were representative of 

how development patterns were changing in Markham and which policies were having the 

greatest and least effect.  

3.6 Ethics 

Due to the involvement of human participants in this report, ethics approval was sought 

and received from the Queen’s School of Regional and Urban Planning. Ethics approval was not 

required from the Queen’s General Research Ethics Board, because the interviewees were 

professionals in their field and the nature of the study was deemed low risk.  
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4.0 RESULTS 

4.1 Overview 

Using the findings from the policy analysis, document analysis, and semi-structured 

interviews, this chapter examines how the indicators of sprawl introduced in chapter three are 

addressed in Markham. The results demonstrate the change that has occurred in Markham over 

the last decade.  

4.2 Density 

Density statistics were drawn from the Places to Grow Plan (2006), Markham 

Recommended Alternative Growth to 2031 (2011), Hess et al., (2007), Markham Official Plan 

(2005 and 2013), and York Region Official Plan (2013). Net density was used, which is based on 

Markham’s designated urban area, rather than gross density, which would have been based on all 

land in the municipality. Net density is a better measure of density because it excludes lands that 

cannot be developed upon, such as areas covered by the Greenbelt. 

Using changes in density across the municipality over time as a measure of sprawl is a 

difficult task, because any decrease or increase in population in a municipality will affect the 

density statistics even though development patterns may not be changing. For example, in 2004, 

Markham had 29 people and jobs per hectare within its designated urban boundary (Hess at al., 

2007)1. Using the same urban boundary, today (2014) that number has increased to 44 people 

and jobs per hectare.2. While this change signifies that Markham has increased its density 

significantly in 10 years, other measures of sprawl have to be examined to determine if this 

                                                           
1 Hess et al., use the 2001 population figure given by census Canada, and the 2004 designated urban area statistic 
provided by the Province.  
2 2014 density is calculated using the same land area used by Hess at al., (2007) and employment and population 
data found in Markham’s 2013 Development Charges study by Hemson Consulting (2013).  
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population increase is being accommodated through more sustainable development patterns. 

Density alone does not necessarily explain whether the increased population is being 

accommodated within already built areas or on green fields within the boundaries of the city and 

the greenbelt. It is nonetheless very important to understand density because the less dense the 

land area is, the more land will be required for development. 

4.2.1 The 2005 Official Plan 

Examination of Markham’s 2005 office consolidation of its OP did not yield any 

specified population density targets. What was found was the mix of housing densities that was 

desired in the twenty year planning horizon from 1991-2001. Appendix 1 of the plan shows that 

60% of residential development was to be low density, 25% medium density, and 15% high 

density. These densities were further defined by number of units per hectare. This use of number 

of units, rather than people and jobs per units makes difficult, direct comparison between the 

Growth Plan’s density targets and the 2005 OP density targets.  

Discussion of density in the OP was restricted to residential development, and did not 

include density figures for other forms of development (i.e. commercial, industrial). Using data 

from the 2013 Development Charges study, change in density of housing mix can be tracked, as 

described in the following section. 

4.2.2 The 2013 Official Plan and Growth Plan 

By 2013, the Town had developed density targets and included them in its OP. The target 

that was supposed to be used by Markham was 50 people and jobs/hectare in green field areas 

and 200 people/jobs in urban growth centers. These targets were set by the Growth Plan for 
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Markham in 2006. According to the York Region land supply report, these targets will be 

exceeded in the long run, and in some green field areas, this target is already being exceeded. 

For future development in new green field areas, York Region has also set an ambitious 

target of 70 people and jobs per hectare or 20 units per hectare. These targets were adopted in 

order to allow the entire region to achieve a density of 50 people and jobs per hectare by 2031. 

Markham will exceed this target however because current development patterns already make it 

more dense than other municipalities in the region and the municipality has adopted higher 

intensification targets than required by the region.  

4.3 Intensification Targets 

To achieve the density targets set out in the Growth Plan and both the regional and 

municipal OPs, Markham must undertake a high level of intensification. That is, it must 

undertake more developments within its already built up area and not in new green field areas. 

To that end, intensification targets have been set by the provincial, regional, and municipal 

governments, each of which is more stringent than the other. The Growth Plan states that by 

2015, each municipality shall ensure that a minimum of 40% of all new growth takes place in 

already existing urban areas. York Region however ups the ante for Markham by giving it a 58% 

intensification target. In its 2013 OP, Markham officially adopted a target of at least 60% of all 

new residential development taking place in already existing urban areas. 

The significance of Markham’s intensification targets cannot be overstated, given the fact 

that most municipalities have simply adopted the 40% target and have not looked to whether 

they can achieve higher targets (Neptis Foundation, 2013). The city planner from the City of 

Markham remarked that Markham had “gone beyond what the province has identified as the 
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minimum standard for intensification and growth management… we’re the poster boy for the 

province in terms of going beyond the minimum standard set” (City of Markham Planner, 2014).  

As mentioned earlier however, Markham’s history of development patterns has always 

been fairly compact. In fact, its 2005 OP has numerous policies encouraging intensification and 

redevelopment. A 2010 study by the Neptis Foundation, found that using the 2001 existing 

boundary, Markham achieved intensification rates of 74% between 2001 and 2006, while based 

on the 1991 boundary, Markham achieved an intensification rate of 46% between 1991 and 

2001. These previously high levels of intensification in Markham suggest that Markham already 

had strong policies to curb urban sprawl before the Growth Plan was implemented. 

The Growth Plan will however play a large role in Markham achieving its intensification 

targets in the long run. This is because the Growth Plan designates urban growth centers and 

areas where growth should be concentrated, and Markham Centre in Markham is one of the 

largest growth centers in the GGH. Markham Centre, which is located in the built up area of the 

municipality, is to achieve densities of 200 people and jobs per hectare by 2031; in 2006, it had 

only 26 people and jobs per hectare. This will represent a 669% increase in number of people 

and jobs, and will contribute significantly to achieving the intensification target for the entire 

municipality. Markham is also planning to develop more transit hubs around which high-density 

development will take place to encourage further intensification. Markham’s ability to achieve 

such high levels of density in Markham Centre is possible because of the 1994 OP amendment, 

which designated Markham Centre as a future growth area and designated as an intensification 

and high density area (Figure 3) (City of Markham, 2011). While other municipalities in the 

GTA did not preserve such large swaths of land within their built up area, Markham did, which 

now allows it to accommodate such high levels of intensification.  
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Figure 3: Map of Markham Centre (Source: Growth Plan, 2006). 

4.4 Mix of Housing Types 

Another indicator of sprawl, which is closely related to density, is the mix of housing 

types found in the municipality. Higher density housing types, such as apartment buildings and 

row houses, indicate a move towards more sustainable development patterns, whereas increased 

levels of low density housing, such as single detached homes, indicates more sprawl. While 
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Markham’s 2005 OP stated a mix of housing that was skewed towards low-density housing, the 

2013 OP shows a change in housing mix that will take place in Markham in the future. 

Specifically, Section 2.2.2.1 of the 2013 plan states one of the goals of the OP is“[t]o provide for 

an appropriate mix and density of land uses within walking distance of transit, with multi-storey 

buildings integrating retail and service activities, and community facilities to support the needs 

of residents, businesses, and workers” (page 2-9).This policy clearly demonstrates that Markham 

is moving towards greater mixes of land uses and housing types as opposed to single purpose 

land uses associated with suburban areas. The policy also calls for the inclusion of a greater 

number of high-density housing in the form of apartment buildings. This policy is just one of 

several in the new OP that demonstrate the municipality’s willingness to move away from 

detached and semi-detached housing as the primary pattern of development in the city.  

The Provincial Growth Plan also calls for an increased mix of housing and employment 

types. The Plan strongly encourages mixed-use developments and pedestrian friendly 

developments as opposed to the traditional suburban development types that are zoned for single 

use and are built around the use of an automobile (Blais, 2010). Specifically, Section 2.2.2.1d of 

the plan states, “Population and employment growth will be managed by reducing dependence 

on the automobile through the development of mixed-use, transit-supportive, pedestrian-friendly 

urban environments.” (Ministry of Infrastructure, 2006, page 14). 

The mix of housing types in Markham has definitely shifted as is seen in the Figure 4, 

with greater focus now on higher-density housing. As illustrated in the figure, there has been 

considerably more high-density housing built since 2007, just one year after the Growth Plan 

came into effect. In fact, developers in Markham that were traditionally focused on low-density 

development are now beginning to equip themselves with the knowledge and expertise to 
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undertake higher density developments. In an interview with a planning consultant in Markham, 

it was noted that “a lot of the developers who used to specialize in lower-density have entire new 

sophisticated parts of their business which is medium- and high-density developments” 

(Consultant, 2014). 

 

Figure 4: Percentage mix of new dwelling types constructed in Markham from 2001-2014 

(source: Hemson Consulting, 2013) 

4.5 Growth Area Expansion 

The expansion of the growth boundary is an important contributor to sprawl because it 

increases the availability of rural and farmland that can be urbanized. Given the Province’s and 

Markham’s density and intensification goals, it is essential to examine how the municipality has 

treated its growth boundary to better understand if a holistic approach is being taken to control 

sprawl and encourage more sustainable forms of urban development. 

Municipalities over the years have had to expand their growth boundaries in order to 

accommodate forecasted growth. The PPS requires that municipalities “maintain at all times the 

ability to accommodate residential growth for a minimum of 10 years” (PPS, 2005, 2014). This 
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means that based on population forecasts, municipalities must constantly reevaluate and 

potentially expand their boundaries to ensure they have enough land area to accommodate 

growth. The decision to expand the growth boundary is not up to the municipality alone 

however. To encourage more compact and sustainable development patterns, the Province 

intervenes in these decisions to ensure that growth cannot be accommodated through 

intensification and redevelopment before the growth area is expanded. The PPS requires that 

growth boundary expansion only take place if “sufficient opportunities for growth are not 

available through intensification, redevelopment and designated growth areas to accommodate 

the projected needs over the identified planning horizon” (page 8). 

Based on this requirement, any expansion in urban growth area should indicate that a 

municipality has already achieved high levels of density and reached intensification targets 

within existing boundaries, thus warranting expansion.  The Growth Plan also requires that 

settlement area expansion only take place only after it is demonstrated that achieving the 

designated intensification and density targets will not accommodate all of the growth allocated to 

a municipality under the Plan (Growth Plan, 2006).  

Prior to the Growth Plan being implemented, Markham last expanded its growth area in 

1993. Although the Growth Plan made it more difficult and stringent to expand urban growth 

boundaries, Markham expanded its growth boundary by about 900 hectares to accommodate 

future residential and employment growth. It should be noted however that this expansion of 900 

hectares is below the over 1000 hectares suggested by York Region for Markham to grow (City 

of Markham, 2009). Markham chose this lower level of expansion because it believed it could 

achieve greater land efficiencies than required by York Region, suggesting that Markham is 

indeed adopting more sustainable development patterns than it has in the past. 
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4.8 Conclusion  

Based on the various data sources collected and analyzed for this study, there appears to 

be strong evidence that Markham is developing in a more sustainable manner than it did ten 

years ago. This has happened through more compact and more high-density development, and 

these changes appear to be attributable in part to the various policies that have been put in place 

by the Province and Municipality. 

The Province’s Growth Plan, which was introduced in 2006, appears to have had the 

greatest impact on development patterns in Markham. This statutory plan has led to the creation 

of policies and targets in municipal documents that has ensured that Markham has developed 

more sustainably over the last eight years. The relative influence of the Growth Plan on 

development patterns in Markham was confirmed by the interviews with those knowledgeable of 

all the policies. Indeed, the planner at the city called the effect of the plan huge and “extremely 

instrumental in how [Markham has] defined [its] policies” (City of Markham Planner, 2014). 

Whilst Markham has developed more sustainably over the last decade, the findings also 

suggest that Markham was already ahead of the curve with its development policies, as 

demonstrated for instance by the density levels achieved in Cornell as early as the 1990’s. 

Nonetheless Markham continues to improve its development patterns to become more 

sustainable, emphasized by the following comment from the planner in Markham (2014): “the 

days of large suburban developments on large lots are done in Markham.” 
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5.0  Discussion and Recommendations  

5.1 Overview 

This chapter highlights how each of the plans reviewed for this study have influenced 

development patterns and urban sprawl in Markham. Next, the issues with, and unintended 

consequences of, the Province’s density and intensification targets are discussed. Following this, 

recommendations are provided for municipalities seeking to curb urban sprawl based on the 

results of this study. 

5.2 The Growth Plan  

The findings from this study illustrate that approaches to development have changed 

significantly in Markham over the last decade, and have become more compact and dense. The 

policies implemented at the Provincial, Regional, and Municipal levels have collectively played 

a large part in this change. The policy that appears to have had the greatest impact on 

development patterns though, is the Growth Plan, implemented by the Province in 2006.  

Given the lag time between policy implementation and its resulting effects, it is difficult 

to show causation between the introduction of the Growth Plan and increased density or 

intensification rates in Markham. It is also clear that Markham was already well on its way to 

becoming a high density and intensifying community before any of the Provincial Plans were 

implemented. However the findings generated from the policy review, document review, and 

interviews all indicate a significant change in development patterns in Markham following 2006, 

when the Growth Plan was implemented. The developer noted that “every municipality 

throughout the GTA is using the [Growth Plan] document as a base document by which to 

measure and plan for new market activity” (Developer, 2014). The City of Markham planning 
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staff also noted that “the impact of the Growth Plan has been huge, it has been extremely 

influential in how we’ve defined our policy” (City of Markham Planner, 2014).  

The Growth Plan’s influence on development patterns is largely due to the fact that it is a 

legally binding document to which all affected municipalities must comply, and by superseding 

municipal documents, it provides direction for OPs and regional plans.  Additionally, by 

directing growth to certain areas, the Growth Plan has the greatest direct influence on where 

development can take place in a municipality. The specificity of the Growth Plan, through the 

use of “ambitious” density and intensification targets (City of Markham staff and Planning 

consultant, 2014), has also been cited as a key reason why the plan is so influential (Neptis 

Foundation, 2013). Markham Centre for example, is a relatively small area (988 acres), and yet 

has a density target of 200 people and jobs/hectare (Figure 3). Through this target, Markham 

Centre will account for a significant amount of Markham’s intensification strategy. By directing 

growth to this one specific area, the Province has ensured that significant growth will take place 

within an already built up area and will contribute significantly to helping Markham achieve its 

intensification and density targets.  

5.3 The Greenbelt Plan 

In contrast, the Province’s Greenbelt Plan has not had the same impact on development 

patterns. As the developer put it, “[t]here’s a ton of land left in the white belt, so the greenbelt is 

not really an issue” (Developer, 2014). The white belt is a space between the growth boundary of 

municipalities in the GTA and the greenbelt (see Figure 5). While these largely rural and 

agricultural lands are not currently designated for growth by the Growth Plan, they are also not 

covered in the Greenbelt Plan, leaving these lands vulnerable to development. Markham alone 

has over 2,000 hectares of white belt land within its boundary (Neptis Foundation, 2013). This 
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large tract of land presents significant opportunity for development in Markham and elsewhere 

across the GGH. It is no surprise then, that whitebelt lands have been one of the major criticisms 

of the greenbelt, which was reiterated by the developer who stated “I don’t believe the greenbelt 

plan has had any impact whatsoever on compact growth” (Developer, 2014). Both the Pembina 

Institute (2007) and David Suzuki Foundation (2013) have called for an expansion of the 

greenbelt to include the whitebelt area. Both of these organizations have also referred to the 

greenbelt as an ineffective growth boundary because of the large tracts of land that can be 

developed within them. 

 

Figure 5: GGH map with white belt area highlighted in red (source: Neptis Foundation, 2013) 
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5.4 The Planning Act and PPS 

The amendments to the Planning Act and PPS provide the statutory authority to enforce 

the policies to curb urban sprawl which the Province has implemented. The Planning Act 

amendment ensures that municipal policies conform with the PPS policies, while the PPS update 

provides the Province with authority to implement intensification, density, and compact growth 

policies. These two documents however, do not directly influence development patterns; they do 

not contain the types of specific policies found in the Growth Plan or municipal and regional OP. 

What they do is provide the legal authority to create policies which influence development 

patterns and for that reason these two documents are not discussed in great detail in this report. 

5.5 Markham’s ICSP 

The Greenprint Plan, which was implemented in 2011, has played a large role in 

providing high-level direction on sustainability policies in Markham. However it has not 

significantly affected approaches to development, according to the planner from the City of 

Markham. Since it serves as a high level document, the ICSP did influence the OP update of 

2013, and future secondary plans will be tested against the ICSP to ensure that they are 

compatible. Yet, the ICSP does not seem to have any salience among the development 

community in Markham. Indeed, when asked about how Markham’s ICSP is affecting 

development patterns in Markham, both the developer and the consultant interviewed for this 

study both indicated that they were unfamiliar with the document. 

While Markham’s ICSP does not play a role in the day-to-day activities of the planning 

department, as a high-level document, it does play an important role in encouraging sustainable 

development in Markham. The developer and consultant both noted that municipalities across 

the GTA are starting to implement sustainability policies with similar goals to the ICSP, which 
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have caused developers to start developing differently than they once did. These policies often 

go beyond the minimum standard set by the Province, and Markham is no exception. The 

Greenprint has set goals to redevelop existing housing and neighborhoods, intensify underused 

brownfield areas, and increase mixed-used development (Markham Greenprint, 2013). The City 

of Markham planner also noted that sustainability policies implemented by the Municipality and 

Region, work in tandem with the provincial policies to produce the results we are seeing in 

Markham today. Thus, the Greenprint plays an important role in the overall sustainability of the 

municipality (City of Markham planner, 2014).  And although the Greenprint has not directly 

influenced approaches to development, it is worth noting that Markham as a municipality has 

adopted targets beyond that required by the Growth Plan. 

5.6 Density 

Density levels in Markham are increasing. But with the large population growth 

contributing to this increase in density levels however, it is difficult to show how much of the 

increased density is due to intensification and how much is population growth in green field 

areas. This study examined density on a municipal-wide level, and does not differentiate between 

development in green field areas and development in already developed areas. This approach has 

the benefit of providing an overall picture of Markham, however it does mean that evidence from 

interviews is relied upon to gain a better understanding of where density is most increasing in 

Markham. As noted by the planner, “the densities that are now being delivered in Markham were 

absolutely unheard of ten years ago, so in ten years we have tripled and actually quadrupled the 

amount of intensification that we ever contemplated” (City of Markham Planner, 2014). 

Development in Markham is aiming to use land more efficiently and to maximize the 

developable land areas by building with Smart Growth principles and at higher densities. 
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Cornell, for example, achieved density levels of 89 people and jobs per hectare, demonstrating 

that it is possible to achieve high-density levels in new green field areas. In addition, the Growth 

Plan also requires a minimum of 50 people and jobs per hectare, so development has to start 

moving towards those density targets.  

While there is no evidence to suggest that the 50 people and jobs per hectare target will 

not be met in Markham, a report by the Neptis foundation did note that this target in the Growth 

Plan is worded in such a way as to encourage, rather than require, this level of density. 

Specifically, the policy reads “The designated greenfield area of each upper- or single-tier 

municipality will be planned to achieve a density target that is not less than 50 residents and jobs 

combined per hectare.” As the Neptis report notes, the policy states that the green field areas 

shall be planned to achieve this density, with no mention of what happens if the actual 

development does not meet this target.  

5.7 Intensification 

Although it appears that density will continue to increase in Markham, it should be noted 

that, according to the Growth Plan, 60% of all new development is expected to continue in green 

field areas. This means that green field development will still continue to play a large role in 

cities and therefore the pattern of development taking place in these green field areas is 

important to understand. Markham is planning to develop slightly differently from what is 

envisaged in the Growth Plan; by adopting an intensification target of 60%, only 40% of new 

developments in Markham will take place in green field areas. Nonetheless, managing the form 

of development in green fields is very important, as is recognized by the Growth Plan’s density 

targets for green field development.  
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As the developer noted, that there is still a large demand for low-density housing in 

Markham. Thus, the challenge then is not doing away with low-density housing, but building 

smarter low-density developments, through a mix of land uses and building types, as evident in 

Markham’s own community of Cornell.  

5.8 Unintended consequences of reducing sprawl 

5.8.1 Affordability 

In the process of increasing density and intensification, the Growth Plan has brought with 

it certain unintended consequences. First and foremost, affordability for people who want a 

suburban home has been compromised. As the developer interviewed put it  

“People should have a choice to buy a home and if they want a home, a home with a 

backyard [suburban home]. The problem when you starting playing around with the 

market place through public policy [the Growth Plan] is it will have and has had 

unintended consequences and that is affordability. If you look at the average sale price of 

houses pre and post Places to Grow I think you’ll find a dramatic increase in the average 

sale price of your home, particularly at grade related products [low density housing]… 

when you constrain land supply or place limited choices on people because of public 

policy, it does have and will have this negative consequence on the market place” 

(Developer, 2014). 

Indeed, according to the Canadian Mortgage and Housing Corporation (2012), average home 

prices in the GTA went from about $350,000 dollars to over $500,000 dollars between 2006 and 

2013, with the price of single detached homes reaching over $600,000 dollars. (CMHC, 2012). 

While market forces play a large role in home prices, a TD Bank report (2014) does note that 

government regulation has also led to price increases, giving credibility to the notion that 

government policies have had a negative impact on home affordability.  
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5.8.2 Traffic congestion 

The increased density and intensification in Markham has led to a congestion problem in 

some parts of the city. The infrastructure is not able to keep pace with the increasing population, 

leading to some concerns from residents about such high levels of density. The city planner 

acknowledged that congestion “is a problem we have to contend with and we just have to 

manage the criticisms from residents”, but also they the City is actively working to address the 

problem (City Planner, 2014). While Markham is currently undergoing considerable construction 

to expand its infrastructure to accommodate increasing density, it is likely that congestion will 

continue to persist as there is only limited capacity on the roads for expansion.  

5.9 Recommendations 

1. Implement specific density and intensification targets that are legally binding.  

The Growth Plan appeared to have the greatest impact on development patterns in 

Markham, owing to its specific density and intensification targets that the Municipality must plan 

for. Because municipalities are legally required to follow the directives of Growth Plan, it is 

virtually guaranteed that these targets will be met. Therefore provinces and municipalities 

looking to curb sprawl in their urban regions should set legally binding targets for density and 

intensification. In Markham’s case, the Municipality itself adopted even higher intensification 

targets than those set out by the Province. By having a policy in the OP, as is the case in 

Markham, all new development must follow the standards set by that OP unless an amendment is 

granted by the Municipality. Thus, the combination of legally binding targets prescribed by the 

provincial and municipal governments can be a particularly effective approach to curbing sprawl 

in Canadian cities.  
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2. Focus policies on directing growth to specific areas and not simply restricting where growth 

can happen 

 The experience with the Greenbelt shows that creating an urban growth boundary and 

restricting development on the fringes is not likely to significantly affect development patterns. 

Rather, there is greater value in directing where growth should take place, as is the case with 

Markham Centre where significant growth has been directed and very high-density targets were 

set. By directing growth to certain areas policymakers can ensure that intensification will take 

place within already built up areas. This is not to suggest that an urban growth boundary is not 

useful, but that more energy should be focused on directing growth.  

Provinces could work with municipalities to designate certain regions as urban growth 

centers or transit corridors and direct growth to those areas. The Growth Plan identified 25 urban 

growth centers and set minimum density and intensification targets for those areas (one of these 

growth centers in Markham Centre). The size and location of the urban growth centers were 

determined by both the municipalities and the Province (Growth Plan, 2006). Designating 

specific areas as transit corridors will achieve the same goal as urban growth center by directing 

significant residential and employment growth to the area. The province and municipality can 

further aid the development process by selling underused and vacant government owned lands 

and properties in the designated urban growth centers to developers who are willing to undertake 

developments in the growth centers.  

To restrict growth on greenfields on the other hand, municipalities and provinces can 

implement a more stringent greenbelts than was put in Ontario or by implementing policies 

which protect farmland. The PPS (2014) has a policy (2.3) which designates certain areas as 

prime agricultural lands and restricts the type of development that can take place on those lands. 
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Provinces elsewhere can create this designation and set the threshold for what is considered to be 

prime agricultural land at a level where development is restricted on the majority of greenfield 

sites not planned for development. 

3. Develop a strategy to implement the targets that is jointly agreed to by city council and staff  

The municipal council and the staff need to be in agreement on the strategies to 

implement those targets, because there will inevitably be opposition to the targets from some 

segments of the population. If council and staff have a joint vision and strategy however, that 

opposition can be managed in a coordinated fashion rather than blame being passed around. In 

Markham for example, the affordability and congestion issues that arose as a result of the 

intensification strategy led to public outcry about intensification. According to the city planner 

however, because council and staff had a shared vision for what they wanted to achieve they 

were able to manage the public resistance to the policy (City Planner, 2014). If it was the case 

that city staff wanted the intensification policy and council did not agree or vice versa, it is likely 

that a conflict between the parties may have occurred and the policy abandoned. According to 

Svera (1999) when there are divergent goals between administrative staff and council, conflicts 

arise and each party tries to achieve its goals to the detriment of the other.  

4. Give developers time and support to transition to undertaking high-density developments 

In order to reduce urban sprawl, developers who know how to undertake high-density and 

compact developments are required. However, when most developers in a municipality are only 

familiar with low-density development, then municipal officials must expect a learning curve as 

these developers adjust to the new building types that are required. For some developers, this 

may entail changing how they conduct their business entirely. To ensure that these developers 

can produce what the policy is asking for, they must be given an opportunity to learn how to 
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deliver this product. This means that provinces and municipalities should avoid enacting targets 

that come into effect right away, or that are draconian, such as prohibiting all low-density 

development. Indeed, the long lag time between the adoption of the Growth Plan in 2006 and the 

requirement of municipalities to start to meet its targets in 2015 was likely included to provide 

local developers with time to adjust to the new requirements and corresponding style of 

development (Growth Plan, 2006).  

 In addition, it should not be lost on policymakers that developers are in their business to 

make money. Therefore if a policy is implemented that requires high-density housing is 

developed in already built up areas but providing high-density housing is not economical, then 

the municipality should step in. According to the developer (2014) interviewed, infill 

development within built up areas is significantly more expensive than green field development. 

When a developer buys a piece of property, for example a used car dealership, you’re not just 

buying the dirt you’re also paying a premium for the business that is located there which could 

be twice as much as the land is worth. Asking a developer to build three and four bedroom 

apartments in built up areas to accommodate families is also problematic because the per square 

foot costs will put it out of reach for most individuals. If a 600 sq. ft. one bedroom condo costs 

$500,000 dollars, then a three bedroom 1800 sq. ft. condo will cost $1,500,000 dollars, 

effectively making it uneconomical to do. The municipality can incentivize the developers 

through subsidies and tax breaks to the developers to make high-density housing more 

economical. One way to do this is by adjusting the development charges which developers pay. 

Developers pay a certain amount for each new unit developed, to cover the cost of providing 

infrastructure services such as fire services, libraries, water, and a host of other services (Hemson 

Consulting, 2013). These charges could be reduced significantly for high-density developments 
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to make them more economical. Moreover Blais (2011) has argued that development charges do 

not reflect the true cost of services provided to greenfield developments versus high density 

developments within already built up areas, therefore reducing development charges for high 

density development and perhaps increasing charges for greenfield development would 

incentivize developers. Another approach municipalities can take is using the section 37 

provision of the Ontario Planning Act. Section 37 allows developers increased height and density 

in buildings than is allowed in municipal by-laws in exchange for community amenities which 

are negotiated with municipal staff (Gladki Planning Associates, 2014). In cases within and 

outside Ontario where section 37 is not applicable, municipalities can simply relax zoning 

regulations to allow developers higher density and height of buildings so that accommodate more 

residents and increase their ability to make a profit.   

5. Build public support for higher density development through engagement and dialogue, and 

by gradually phasing in targets over time  

Residents in a municipality for the most part have chosen to live in that city because its 

characteristics appeal to them (Grant, 2002). Residents typically choose to live in a particular 

neighborhood because of its characteristics and aesthetic, and for those that choose to live in the 

suburbs, the low-density development is often a big part of the appeal (Mieszkowski and Mills, 

1993). Changing the characteristics of a neighborhood then should be handled with care, as 

residents often fear change, especially when it may impact the value of their homes (Downs, 

2005). Provinces and municipalities must therefore engage the residents of these communities 

before intensification and density policies are implemented. Municipal staff can engage residents 

by holding open houses, design charettes, and public meetings. A CMHC report (2001) on a 

design charette conducted for a high-density development proposal in Vancouver, showed that a 
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public charette can help identify innovative and realistic solutions to achieve citizens’ objectives 

for a development. Engaging residents early in the process and encouraging their participation in 

the decision-making process will give developers and planners the opportunity to address those 

concerns as best as possible and provide an avenue to inform the residents about why the 

intensification and densification of their neighborhood is taking place. To build public support 

for their policies, municipalities and provinces must get the residents to feel a sense of shared 

responsibility for increasing density and intensification. This is because citizen opposition to a 

policy declines significantly when the entire community takes responsibility for an issue (Street, 

1997).  

Intensifying a low-density residential neighborhood and adding new housing units may 

frighten residents and lead to significant opposition to the intensification policies (Grant, 2002). 

However if this process takes place over time, then current residents have the opportunity to 

adjust to the changes going on around them.  A gradual change rather than a sudden change may 

also reduce apprehensions about what the changes to their neighborhood will be. Indeed a 

deputation made to Markham City council by one of the ratepayer groups (Angus Glen 

Ratepayer’s Association), in February of 2010 showed that this group would prefer gradual 

changes that evolve organically over time in their neighborhood to a proposal at the time that 

would freeze development in whitebelt lands and concentrate all new development within the 

already built up area. 

5.10 Limitations of this study 

This generalizability of the findings of this research is limited by the fact that only one 

municipality was analyzed. Greater external validity could have been achieved if more 

municipalities were examined. Additionally, the experience in Markham may not be 
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representative of the general trends across the GTA or Ontario; the interviews revealed that 

Markham was already on the forefront of curbing urban sprawl in Ontario even before the 

provincial plans were implemented in the form of secondary plans for Markham Centre and 

Cornell. The ten year timeframe used in this analysis is also a limitation because it precludes the 

examination of policies prior to 2004 that may have affected urban sprawl patterns in Markham. 

Another limitation of this research is that only four indicators of sprawl were used in the 

analysis. Other indicators that could have been used include the accessibility of the street 

network for transit or the segregation of land uses in the municipality (Taylor and Van Nostrand, 

2002). These other indicators which are used elsewhere are however better suited for use 

examining a specific neighborhood within a city and not the entire city. When examining an 

entire municipality as this study does, it would be impractical to assess the accessibility of the 

street network as this requires walking through all of the streets. Segregation of land uses would 

also be an impractical indicator to use because a municipality would have a mix of land uses, 

however on a neighborhood basis it is possible to find that there may only be residential uses or 

only industrial uses rather than a mix of uses which would reduce the propensity for sprawl. 

Given the limitations of these other indicators, the indicators used in this study were some of the 

best to assess sprawl across the entire municipality of Markham. Finally, the interviewees may 

have carried their own bias and their views may not have been representative of others in the 

GTA and across Ontario. 

5.11 Future Research 

Further research on this topic would benefit from the examination of a greater number of 

municipalities. The location of municipalities should also be varied, so that some are in rural 

areas and some are located in urban areas, as means to test whether a singular set of Provincial 
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strategies are applicable to both types of geographies. A more robust analysis of sprawl in 

Ontario would also benefit from GIS analysis and photography, examining the physical changes 

in space over time, rather than simply examining the policy and quantitative data alone. 

 Finally, the Growth Plan in Ontario is coming up to its 10 year anniversary and will be 

reviewed and changes will be made where necessary. Therefore future research on sprawl in 

Ontario should examine the processes that inform the Growth Plan review exercise, and how 

public opinion on sprawl influences the review process and subsequent approaches to 

development in Ontario. 

5.12 Conclusion 

This report has sought to assess the influence of provincial and municipal sustainability 

policies on development patterns and urban sprawl in Markham, Ontario. The results show that 

the combination of sustainability policies implemented by the Province of Ontario and the City 

of Markham are leading to a reduction in urban sprawl in Markham, with the Province’s Growth 

Plan playing the greatest role in reducing urban sprawl. 

The Growth Plan has played the most significant role of all the sustainability plans 

reviewed because of its legal status and specificity. The Growth Plan must be complied with by 

all municipalities it applies to, and municipalities must adjust their OPs to conform with the 

Growth Plan. The Growth Plan also includes specific density and intensification targets that 

municipalities have to meet. Finally the Growth Plan includes policies requiring that future 

growth take place in specific areas of a municipality. The changes to the PPS and Planning Act 

buttress the Growth Plan with the legislative authority to ensure that municipalities comply with 
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it. The changes to the PPS also provides a broader level of sustainability policies and discourages 

sprawl lending further credence to the Growth Plan’s policies. 

Unlike the Growth Plan, the Greenbelt Plan has not had as significant an impact on 

sprawl because of the large amount of whitebelt lands, located between the built up boundaries 

of municipalities and the greenbelt, where development can take place. The greenbelt does 

ensure however sprawl that does not take place on lands well beyond the built up area of a 

municipality. 

ICSPs play an important role in providing strategic direction to municipalities on 

sustainability issues, however these plans have no legal standing and are simply advisory 

documents. These plans therefore cannot have the same effect as the Growth Plan, as there is no 

legal requirement that their policies are adhered too. While the ICSP does not influence day-to-

day decisions of the planning department in Markham, and has not had a direct impact on 

development patterns, the ICSP does appear to be influencing how the municipality addresses 

sprawl more indirectly, such as its adoption of greater intensification targets than required by the 

Province and York Region.  

In sum, by all of the measures of urban sprawl used in this research report, the City of 

Markham has undergone a significant change over the last decade away from urban sprawl and 

toward patterns of more compact and dense development. 
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APPENDICES 
 

Appendix 1 
 

Interview Questions 

Introduction Questions 

Could you please tell me a little about your role and responsibilities at your organization? 

Do you see the Province and municipalities actively tackling urban sprawl? 

Provincial Polices (Growth Plan and Greenbelt Plan questions) 

The effectiveness of the Growth Plan and Greenbelt Plan in curbing urban sprawl and 

encouraging more efficient use of land? 

Do you believe the Province has gone too far with the Growth Plan? 

If anything what would you change about the Province’s approach to tackling urban sprawl? 

Municipal policies (ICSP) 

How well would you the city of Markham is addressing urban sprawl if they are addressing it at 

all? 

Are you familiar with the term ICSP and if so what are your thoughts on their effectiveness in 

affecting sustainable development in Markham? 

Are ICSPs something you deal with on a regular basis? 

Do you foresee future development being modelled after Cornell in terms of density and compact 

lot sizes? 

Trends in the development industry 

DO you believe development patterns have been changing significantly as new sustainability 

policies have been coming into place? 

As a whole, how do you think the development industry has reacted to the implementation of 

sustainability policies that restrict development patterns? 

Is LEED certification a standard that developers are aspiring to achieve? 

How do you envision future development will look like in Markham and the GTA? 
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Appendix 2 
Letter of Information 

Project Title: The effects of Provincial and Municipal sustainability policies on urban 

development patterns in Markham Ontario 

Researcher: Damilare Adeola, Master of Planning Candidate 2014, School of Urban and 

Regional Planning, Queen’s University.  

Supervisor: Dr. Patricia Collins, Assistant Professor, School of Urban and Regional Planning, 

Queen’s University.  

My name is Damilare Adeola, a Master’s student at the School of Urban and Regional Planning 

at Queen’s University in Kingston Ontario. You are being invited to participate in my Master’s 

research report, in which I will be examining the effects of Provincial and Municipal 

Sustainability policies on urban sprawl in Markham, Ontario. You are being invited to participate 

in this research because of your familiarity with the sustainability policies that have been 

implemented in Markham over the last decade.  

The purpose of this study is to gain a better understanding of whether Provincial and Municipal 

policies are having the desired effect of curbing urban sprawl. This research will contribute to the 

planning discourse on the most effective ways in which to manage urban sprawl and promote 

sustainable development. The study requires that I conduct interviews with a municipal planner, 

a planning consultant who works in the area, and a representative of the local homebuilders 

association. There are no known physical, psychological, economic, or social risks associated 

with this study. 

If you agree to participate in this study, I will be conducting a semi structured interview with you 

in person or over the phone, to get your professional opinion on how well you believe the 

sustainability policies in Markham are working to curb urban sprawl and the complexities, if any, 

associated with implementing policies that limit urban sprawl. The interviews will last 

approximately 30 minutes. This information will be used to inform the analysis on the ability of 

current sustainability policies to curb urban sprawl in Ontario. 

Your participation in this study is completely voluntary. You may refuse to participate, refuse to 

answer questions, and you may withdraw from the interview at any point with no consequences 

to your future Should you wish to withdraw from the study after the interview has taken place 

the audio recording of the interview will be deleted and your responses unused in the final report. 

You will not be able to withdraw after my final report has been completed.  

All information collected during the interview will be kept confidential and will be accessible 

only to the researcher and supervisor. In the event that the research is published or presented in 

public you will not be identified by name, and your confidentiality will be protected. With your 

permission, the interview will be recorded using an audio recording device in addition to notes I 

will be making on your responses.  

You will not be compensated financially for your participation in this study.  
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Any concerns or questions about your participation in this study should be directed to Damilare 

Adeola at 52da@queensu.ca. You can also contact the research supervisor Dr. Patricia Collins at 

patricia.collins@queensu.ca. 

The Queen’s University Research Ethics Board Chair can also be reached at the Office of 

Research Services, Queen’s University at 613-533-6081 or chair.GREB@queensu.ca. 
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Appendix 3 
Consent Form 

Project Title: The effects of Provincial and Municipal sustainability policies on urban development 

patterns in Markham Ontario 

 

Name (please print clearly): ________________________________________ 

 

1. I have read the Letter of Information and have had any questions answered to my satisfaction. 
 

2. I understand that I will be participating in the study called The Effects of Provincial and Municipal 
Sustainability Policies on Urban development patterns in Markham Ontario. I understand that this 
means that I will be asked to answer questions related to sustainability policies implemented by the 
City of Markham and the Province of Ontario during a semi structured interview. 

 

3. I understand that my participation in this study is voluntary and I may withdraw at any time.  
I understand that every effort will be made to maintain the confidentiality of the data now and in 

the future. Only the researcher (Damilare Adeola) and supervisor (Dr. Patricia Collins) will have 

access to the interview transcripts and recordings identifying you. The data may also be published in 

professional journals or presented at scientific conferences, but any such presentations will be of 

general findings and will never breach individual confidentiality. Should you be interested, you are 

entitled to a copy of the findings. 

4. I understand that the interview will be recorded with an audio recording device.  

 

5. I am aware that if I have any questions, concerns, or complaints, I may contact Damilare Adeola; 

52da@queensu.ca; and project supervisor, Dr. Patricia Collins; patricia.collins@queensu.ca; at 

Queen’s University. 

I have read the above statements and freely consent to participate in this research: 

 

 

 

Signature: _____________________________________   Date: _______________________ 
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