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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
Overview 
As the built environment continues to undergo intensification in urban areas, there is a 
growing interest to integrate green spaces within the city fabric. The city of Toronto is 
amongst these urban areas that is facing a rapid pace of intensification as a result of both 
population and development growth. Taking into consideration this growth, the urban 
fabric of the city is continuously changing and with this change there is a need to balance 
the built environment with sufficient, high quality urban green spaces. These spaces are 
“green assets” for the city and the challenge faced by cities is how to effectively integrate 
them into the urban fabric as a way to contribute to the overall social, economic, and 
environmental viability of that city (Wolch et al., 2014). The intent of this report is to analyze 
existing urban parks in the core of downtown Toronto in conjunction with policies set forth 
by the city to investigate how planners can better facilitate the integration of these green 
spaces into the built environment to foster a well-connected urban fabric.  

In their entirety, park spaces play a critical role in city development processes. More 
specifically, they are important contributors for the healthy and sustainable growth of cities. 
High quality parks, effectively integrated into the built environment, have the ability to 
provide physical and mental health benefits, economic benefits, as well as environmental 
benefits. For cities and individuals to fully reap these benefits, careful consideration must 
be given to both the design and planning policies associated with parks.  

Research Approach  
The following study examines the relationship between five park spaces in the downtown 
core of Toronto and the built environment based on observations and analysis of their 
integration into the urban fabric. Through the use of a variety of research methods, 
including a literature review, document analysis, observational analysis and semi-structured 
interviews, the study focuses on two questions:  

1.	 Does the current configuration and design of the parks reflect the City of Toronto’s   
policies and plans around urban green spaces?  

2.	 How do the urban design and characteristics of the parks speak to their integration   
into the city fabric? 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Analysis and Recommendations 
Study findings revealed differences in degrees of integration between each of the parks 
and the surrounding built environments. The parks were assessed for their contextual 
support, design framework, and social milieu as a means of better understanding their 
existing conditions and where improvements are required. Analysis of the relevant planning 
documents, including the City of Toronto Official Plan and the City of Toronto Parks Plan 
2013-2017, revealed that policies and guidelines focusing on creating new parks as well 
as enhancing existing ones are a necessity in the city to ensure balanced growth 
throughout the city, especially in light of rapid intensification and development. The analysis 
revealed policies lacked approaches and strategies that could be utilized regularly in 
practice, which would have the potential to ensure parks are being effectively integrated 
within the constantly changing urban fabric of the city.  

An analysis of the literature, relevant planning documents, observations and interview 
responses from key informants resulted in a series of recommendations that are aimed at 
supporting the enhancement and management of better integrated parks in the fabric of 
Toronto. The recommendations focus on approaches that address parks planning policy 
improvements, design improvements through secondary plans, as well as audit tools for 
greater management and maintenances of parks. Based on the study findings, the 
following recommendations are proposed to the City of Toronto, professional planners, as 
well as urban designers.  

Recommendation #1: Integrating parkland acquisition and park development policies 
within the City of Toronto Official Plan  

Recommendation #2: Develop a Parks Master Plan for the city of Toronto  

Recommendation #3: Develop Secondary Plans and/or park specific plans to create 
“green hearts” in the city to establish a network of connected urban green spaces  

Recommendation #4: Introduce commerce into parks  

Recommendation #5: Develop a parks audit tool 

Executive Summary iii



TABLE OF CONTENTS 
Acknowledgements i 
 
Executive Summary ii 
 
List of Figures v 
 
List of Tables v 

1.0 Introduction 1 

2.0 Literature Review 7 
	 2.1  History of Parks Planning	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 7 
	 2.2  Cities and Parks Planning		 	 	 	 	 	 	 8 
	 	 2.2.1  Emergence of Healthy and Sustainable Cities	 	 	 	 9 
	 2.3  Approaches to Parks Planning in Cities	 	 	 	 	 	 12 
	 	 2.3.1  Characteristics of Park Design	 	 	 	 	 	 12 
	 	 2.3.2  Evaluation of Parks 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 13 
	 2.4  Precedents	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 13 

3.0 Methods 16 
	 3.1  Research Approach	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 16 
	 3.2  Research Methods	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 17 
	 	 3.2.1  Document Review	 	 	 	 	 	 	 17 
	 	 3.2.2  Observational Analysis and Evaluation	 	 	 	 	 18 
	 	 3.2.3  Semi-Structured Interviews	 	 	 	 	 	 19 
	 3.3  Ethics Approval	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 20 

4.0 Findings & Analysis 21  
	 4.1  Document Review Findings	 	 	 	 	 	 	 21 
	 	 4.1.1  Overview of Documents		 	 	 	 	 	 21 
	 4.2  Park Observations	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 28 
	 	 4.2.1  Contextual Support	 	 	 	 	 	 	 28 
	 	 4.2.2  Design Framework	 	 	 	 	 	 	 30 
	 	 4.2.3  Social Milieu	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 32 
	 4.3  Semi-Structure Interviews		 	 	 	 	 	 	 37 
	 	 4.3.1  Approaches to Urban Green Space Planning	 	 	 	 37 
	 	 4.3.2  Challenges to Urban Green Space Planning	 	 	 	 38 
	 	 4.3.3  Moving Forward with Urban Green Space Planning	 	 	 38 

5.0 Discussion & Recommendations 40 
	 5.1  Key Findings	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 40 
	 	 5.1.1  Document Analysis	 	 	 	 	 	 	 40 
	 	 5.1.2  Site Observations	 	 	 	 	 	 	 41 
	 5.2  Recommendations	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 43 

6.0 Future Research & Conclusion 47 
	 6.1  Limitations	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 47 

Table of Contents iv



	 6.2  Future Research and Conclusion	 	 	 	 	 	 	 47 

Appendix A Evaluation Criteria Explanation 49 

Appendix B Documentation for Ethics Approval 53 

Appendix C Key Information Interview Guide 55 

References 58 

Table of Contents iv



LIST OF FIGURES 
Figure 1.0	 Geographical location of City of Toronto 

Figure 2.0	 Context for Case Study Parks 

Figure 4.1	 Mixed-used residential units and mobility access  

Figure 4.2	 Grange Park and Alexandra Park enclosure  

Figure 4.3	 Moss Park enclosure 

Figure 4.4	 Design features of Cloud Garden, St. James Park, and Grange Park 

Figure 4.5	 Lack of focal points in Alexandra Park and Moss Park 

Figure 4.6	 Lack of seating space in Moss Park and Grange Park 

Figure 4.7	 Signage in Alexandra Park 

Figure 4.8	 Display of amenities, animation and spaciousness  

LIST OF TABLES 
Table 1.0	 Size of Selected Parks and Respective Wards within the City of Toronto  

Table 3.0	 General Evaluation of Documents Criteria 

Table 4.0	 Description of Scale Used for Document Analysis  

Table 4.1	 Value of Urban Green Spaces within the City of Toronto Official Plan 

Table 4.2	 Description of Scale Used for Observational Analysis 

Table 4.3	 Evaluation Findings from Park Observations 

Table of Contents v



1.0 INTRODUCTION 
1.1 Research introduction             
The availability of accessible and attractive parks in the urban environment is a key 
ingredient to an enhanced urban quality of life as well as developing a competitive and 
liveable city (Broadhead, 2009; Herzele and Wiedemann, 2003). However, there has been 
too much of a focus on preserving nature and not enough on parks (Harvey, 2010). Parks 
are not only important contributors to higher qualities of urban life, they are also strong 
determinants of settlement locations and social cohesion. For more than a decade, the 
City of Toronto has been experiencing a trend of increasing intensification and 
development, especially in the downtown core (Ostler, 2014). With this type of rapid 
development, significant consideration must be given to the availability and quality of parks 
throughout the growing urban fabric of the City. Parks have been ranked as the most 
essential element contributing to quality of life, topping local services, community 
engagement, employment opportunities and the arts while creating quality living 
environments (Community Foundations of Canada, 2009; Ostler, 2014). 

To establish a high quality living environments, there is a need for parkland acquisition to 
work towards assisting with creating more urban green spaces that balance out the 
increase in developments with the maintenance and management of existing parks. 
Maintenance in the case of parks planning can mean two things. The first being 
operational maintenance of parks, which includes tree pruning, snow removal and seeding, 
and the second being major maintenance, which includes replacement of playground or 
complete makeover of parks. Determining the extent of major maintenance is largely 
influenced by the scale of development taking place within the vicinity of the park. In the 
City of Toronto, the rapid pace of intensification and pressures to develop have created a 
highly competitive real estate market in the downtown (Ostler, 2014). Amidst this trend, an 
acre of land can sell anywhere between $30 million and $60 million, making parkland 
acquisition by the City difficult (Lorinc and Steep, 2015). With this increase in development 
and competition for land in the city of Toronto, it becomes increasingly important to focus 
on existing parks. According to Peck and Samuel (2005), efforts and funds can be 
targeted towards managing and maintaining existing parks to ensure they are serving the 
needs of residents while contributing to a higher quality of life in the city. One aspect of this 
approach is better integration of urban green spaces throughout the built environment and 
existing green space systems to create a connected network. For this type of network and 
integration to be successful in Toronto, land use and parks planning policies as well as 

Chapter 1: Introduction !1



design approaches need to prioritize the management, development and planning of parks 
as much as the built environment (Haq, 2011). In many ways this is dependent on the role 
planners play throughout parks planning processes, including acquiring sufficient and 
appropriate lands to develop parks that meet the goals and objectives of the city as a 
whole.  
The objective of this research was to examine five urban parks in downtown City of 
Toronto to understand how they are being integrated into the city fabric in light of 
intensification and development. The research questions that guided this study are:  

1.	 Does the current configuration and design of the parks reflect the City of Toronto’s   
policies and plans around urban green spaces?  

2.	 How do the urban design and characteristics of the parks speak to their integration   
into the city fabric?   

Based on the information the case studies yield and the analysis in this report, 
recommendations are offered to the City of Toronto as a general guide for improving both 
policy approaches and urban design features to better support a connected network of 
parks throughout downtown Toronto.  

1.2 Scope of Research             

1.2.1 Geography 
The geographical scope for this study was the City of Toronto, Canada. As Canada’s 
largest city and the fourth largest in North America, the City of Toronto (hereto referred to 
as Toronto) is home to 2.8 million people and has been ranked as one of the most liveable 
cities in the world (City of Toronto, 2015). Figure 1.0 on the following page, illustrates the 
geographical location of Toronto with respect to the surrounding cities in the Greater 
Golden Horseshoe area.  
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Figure 1.0 - Geographical location of City of Toronto in the context of surrounding cities. Source: 
City of Toronto, 2015. 

Of greater interest and the main area of focus in this study is the downtown area of 
Toronto, bounded by Bloor Street to the North, the Don Valley Parkway to the East, 
Queens Quay to the South and Bathurst to the West. Since 2006, downtown Toronto has 
been growing at rate four times greater than the entire city (Ostler, 2014). Downtown 
Toronto covers 17 square kilometres in the entire city, which is a significant hub for living, 
employment, culture, education, and public services (Ostler, 2014).  
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Figure 2.0 – Context for Case Study Parks. (1) Alexandra Park; (2) Cloud Gardens; (3) Grange 
Park; (4) Moss Park; (5) St. James Park. Source: City of Toronto, 2010. 

The parks selected for this research are mainly surrounded by mixed-use development and 
regeneration areas, which will speak to the design and integration within the urban fabric of 
the city throughout the body of the report.  
 
1.2.2 Case Study Rationale 
For the purposes of this study, five City of Toronto owned parks were selected based on 
their comparable neighbourhood densities and location within the core of Toronto, in which 
much of the intensification and development is currently concentrated. Since densification 
is a key interest in this study, the chosen parks fall within three of the top 10 densest wards 
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in the city. Table 1 provides a detailed summary of the parks selected with respect to their 
size, their respective wards within the City of Toronto boundaries, as well as nearby 
destinations. The locations of the five parks within the downtown area are displayed in 
Figure 2 above. 

Table 1.0 - Size of Selected Parks and Respective Wards within the City of Toronto 
Boundaries 

* Numbers are based on the 2011 census profiles although as of 2013 wards 20, 27, and 28 were 
amongst the densest in the city of Toronto. 

1.3 Methods 
To better assess whether the City of Toronto has effectively integrated parks into the city 
fabric throughout the ongoing development and intensification process, the study utilized a 
mixed-method approach for data collection. To begin, a literature review was conducted to 
analyze themes relating to parks and the built environment, and to better understand the 
benefits and challenges to integrating parks within the city fabric. Following the literature 
review, a document analysis was conducted on the City of Toronto Official Plan and the 
City of Toronto Parks Plan 2013-2017 to assess policies, strategies, and 
recommendations as they relate to parks planning. Third, site visits were conducted for 
each of the selected parks to evaluate the degree of integration of the selected parks 
within the surrounding areas. Lastly, a series of interviews were conducted with parks 
planning and city planning officials, urban designers, and parks organizations in the city of 
Toronto to better understand parks planning processes in the City of Toronto.  

Park Name Size 
(hectare)

Ward Ward Population 
Density (in 
thousand)*

Nearby City Destination

Alexandra Park 2.7 Ward 20: Trinity-
Spadina

10.27 per km2 Queen Street West

Cloud Gardens 0.6 Ward 28: Toronto 
Centre-Rosedale

7.21 per km2 Toronto Eaton Centre

Grange Park 1.8 Ward 20: Trinity-
Spadina

10.27 per km2 Art Gallery of Ontario
OCAD University

Moss Park 3.4 Ward 27: Toronto 
Centre-Rosedale

9.49 per km2 Yonge-Dundas Square

St. James Park 1.3 Ward 28: Toronto 
Centre-Rosedale

7.21 per km2 St. Lawrence Market
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1.4 Report Outline  
This report is divided into five chapters. Chapter one offered a brief introduction to the 
topic, outlined the research question, and described the scope of the study. Chapter two 
discusses the history and evolution of parks planning practices, benefits of parks in urban 
cores, implementation challenges, as well as gaps in both research and practice. Chapter 
three presents the methods that were used to address the research questions, as outlined 
in chapter one. Chapter four provides a summary of the key findings from the document 
analysis, site observations and evaluation, and interviews. Finally, chapter 5 offers a set of 
recommendations for enhancing parks planning practices, policy, and design to improve 
the integration of parks in the built environment in the downtown area of the City of 
Toronto.  
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2.0 LITERATURE REVIEW 
Overview 
In recent years, there has been increased attention directed towards enhancing the 
connections between urban green spaces and the built environment in dense cities. Urban 
green spaces, more specifically parks, are key ingredients to developing a competitive and 
liveable city (Brodhead, 2009). Through their proper development and planning, parks have 
the potential to facilitate healthy and sustainable environments that provide health, 
economic, and environmental benefits. This chapter discusses the history of parks 
planning through the lens of the parks movement, followed by a discussion on the 
emergence of healthy and sustainable cities through parks planning processes, as well as 
the approaches to parks planning. Finally, the chapter ends with research precedents on 
parks planning to support the methods and rationale of this study.   

2.1 History of Parks Planning            
Green spaces, more specifically parks, have the potential to shape cities by creating 
attractive sites that enhance adjacent land uses and ultimately link the environment with 
city components (Olshansky, 2003). Parks planning is not a new phenomenon in urban 
planning practice and can be traced back to the works of Frederick Law Olmsted in the 
nineteenth century (Eisenman, 2013). Frederick Law Olmsted, the founding father of 
landscape architecture, quickly became a key contributor of parks and park systems 
throughout America (Scheper, 1989). Olmsted’s visions and contributions to parks 
planning originally stemmed from sanitary and public health reformers advocating for the 
creation of urban green spaces as a means to improve the health of the city (Eisenman, 
2013). The literature describes cities of the nineteenth-century as industrial cities or cities 
evolving with industrial urbanism. During this period, city planners and public health 
reformers began to shed light on the ills of the industrial city, with a focus on concerns 
such as psychological health, physical health risks and physiological stress (Ulrich, 1981; 
Chiesura, 2013). This came to be known as the Parks Movement. It was the most 
prominent type of intervention because it focused on improving both the health and well 
being of individuals through improvements in the physical fabric of the city (Eisenman, 
2013).  
	          
Parks Movement 
By 1870, Frederick Law Olmsted introduced the Parks Movements throughout North 
America, describing parks as a way to purify the toxic air associated with industrial 
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urbanization (Walmsley, 1995). According to the literature, the Parks Movement introduced 
London’s rationale of parks as “lungs of the city” into North American planning practices 
(Eisenman, 2013). It wasn’t until the early twentieth-century that the parks movement was 
formally introduced into planning projects in Canada.  
 
Frederick Todd, a landscape architect and colleague of Olmsted,  began designing public 
open spaces and garden suburbs throughout Canada in the twentieth-century (Jacobs, 
1983). This lent itself to the start of parks projects within land use and development plans. 
The introduction of the Parks Movements in Canada signalled a major effort to give shape 
and character to the physical environment of cities (Jacobs, 1983). Todd’s goal was to 
develop an integrated network of parks and open spaces within cities to establish stronger 
connections between humans and nature in development patterns (Gordon, 2002). 
Frederick Todd’s notion around open space systems through the use of parks and 
parkways is most evident in Canada’s capital city, Ottawa (Gordon, 2002).  

2.2 Cities and Parks Planning              
Since the nineteenth century, city living has been known to play a role in compromising the 
mental, physical, and social well being of individuals. Frederick Law Olmsted described 
cities as overexposed urban environments that cause anxiety, excessive tension while 
creating restraining and confining conditions throughout city streets (Eisenman, 2013). To 
overcome these disparities of urban living, Olmsted advocated for incorporating parks and 
park systems throughout cities (Chiesura, 2004). Early examples of Frederick Law 
Olmsted’s contributions to healthier, vibrant, and social cities through his park designs 
include Central Park, New York City, Mount Royal Park, Montreal and Boston’s Park 
System also known as the Emerald Necklace (Scheper, 1989).  

The idea of introducing parks into city cores was driven more by environmental, social, and 
economic reasons and less for aesthetics: social reasons because individuals would 
benefit from having parks as part of their every day experiences; economic because 
investors and homeowners would find enhanced property values around or along parks 
and parkways; and environmental for its ability to provide a high diversity of green 
coverage that tackle air pollutants, provide cooling areas within a city, and build resiliency 
in a city (Ahern, 2013; Walmsley, 1995). This is evident in the context of Frederick Law 
Olmsted’s Brooklyn Prospect Park, planned and completed between 1866 and 1874 
(Walmsley, 1995). Brooklyn Prospect Park was in part developed to shape the city of 
Brooklyn by laying out a pattern in advance of the urban growth it was facing (Walmsley, 
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1995). Brooklyn Prospect Park was meant to provide spaces throughout the built 
environment where substantial recreational advantages would be gained by passer-by, 
people would improve their everyday experiences, and at the same time developers would 
find investment opportunities in the city as opposed to the outer peripheries.  

As planning practices progressed, parks evolved to be more than just an intervention 
aimed at improving the social, economic, and environmental well-being of the city. 
According to Olmsted, the outcomes of parks stem beyond these gratifications. Aside 
from fulfilling societal needs, parks began to serve more practical purposes such as 
focusing on producing tangible health benefits. Urban conditions, more specifically the built 
environment, and the severe deprivation of green spaces contributed, in part, to the poor 
sanitation of cities (Scheper, 1989). It is through these ideas Olmsted strived for parks to 
serve as an instrument of reform in the city. In addition to using parks as a method of 
reform in the city, they also serve to establish a sense of place attachment throughout 
urban cores. Place attachment is known as the bonds that develop between individuals 
and their environments (Scannell and Gifford, 2010). Fostering place attachment through 
better parks is an approach that has the ability to construct well integrated cities, socially, 
economically, and environmentally (Scannell and Gifford, 2010).  

Today, parks planning serves multiple purposes. In one aspect, parks provide people with 
access to open, social spaces and in another aspect are devices for stitching together a 
fragmented city (Walmsley, 1995).   

2.2.1 Emergence of Healthy and Sustainable Cities through Parks Planning           
The majority of the literature on this topic focuses on the original notion of parks as being 
spaces that were meant for overcoming the ills of the city (Scheper, 1989; Chiesura, 2004; 
Eisenman, 2013). Yet, while parks planning was primarily approached from a sanitary 
perspective, there is growing recognition of other quality of life benefits offered by parks, 
such as improved physical and mental health, economic development, and environmental 
sustainability. Thus, as planning practices evolve, metrics such as amount of public green 
space per inhabitant and public parks become important determinants of liveable, healthy, 
and sustainable cities (Chiesura, 2004; Jim, 2004). Furthermore, urban parks and park 
systems have the ability to increase use of outdoor space, social activities and sense of 
belonging amongst urban dwellers, further contributing to a higher quality of life in cities 
(Eisenman, 2013). Overall, parks are known to be natural assets within city cores and with 
them come numerous benefits both for cities and individuals. According to 2009 surveys 
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focusing on quality of life in Canadian cities, 64% ranked public green spaces as an 
influential contributor to enhanced quality of life (Harvey, 2010).     

2.2.1.2 Physical and Mental Health Benefits      
Urban parks have the potential to improve the psychological and physical health of 
individuals, stemming from the relationship between an individual and their experiences 
(Chiesura, 2004). Parks have the ability to improve people’s experiences by acting as a 
space of relaxation and a break from daily routines, while stimulating connections with 
natural environments (Chiesura, 2004). In many ways, this is seen as a central component 
to a sustainable city. Cities today are establishing sustainability indicators that stem beyond 
the environmental criteria, focusing on determinants such as amount of green spaces per 
inhabitant or availability of public parks as factors that make cities liveable and attractive 
(Asimgil, 2012; Boland, 2004; Chiesura, 2004).  

Moreover, parks serve as sites for physical activity, such as walking, bicycling and 
recreational programming. Even with cities undergoing rapid transitions and growth in 
recent years, urban green spaces are still seen as resources that combat urban ills and 
improve quality of life for residents, similar to Olmsted’s discussions of parks in the 
nineteenth century (Wolch, Byrne, and Newell, 2014). Particular attention has been given 
to the relationship between the availability and proximity of parks to physical activity 
(Cohen et al. 2006; Wolch, Byrne, and Newell, 2014). With pressures from health planners 
and health officials for individuals to increase their frequency of physical activity and move 
towards healthier lifestyles, particular attention has been drawn to parks and their ability to 
provide this service.  

Urban parks are important components of cities because they produce tangible and 
measurable health benefits, such as reduced stress, reduced risk of chronic diseases and 
early mortality, and improvements in self-perceived health (Ulrich, 1981; Ulrich et al., 1991; 
Woo et al., 2009)). An Ontario-based study examined the connection between close 
proximity to urban green spaces and individual health concluded that people had lower 
mortality rates using an evaluation that spanned close to two decades (Villeneuve et al., 
2012). Other benefits stemming from urban parks include reduction in stress, headaches 
and, as mentioned previously, opportunities to attain the recommended levels of physical 
activity which can address epidemics of obesity and sedentary lifestyles (Wolch, Byrne, 
and Newell, 2014; Villeneuve et al., 2012).   
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2.2.1.3 Economic Benefits       
There is considerable appeal for households to purchase property within close proximity to 
a park versus other forms of developments, a trend referred to as “capitalization of 
parks” (Crompton, 2001). Given this, research has shown that provision of parks is one 
way to enhance real estate values (Lin et al. 2013; Pack and Schannuel, 2005; Crompton, 
2001). The notion of integrating parks throughout the urban fabric of city cores becomes 
important in this instance because of the influence it has on settlement patterns. According 
to Crompton (2001) and Noiseaux and Hostetler (2010), people are more inclined to pay a 
greater amount for properties located close to these areas compared to properties farther 
away. Furthermore, there is a symbiotic relationship with respect to economic benefits 
where parks have positive impacts on adjacent or proximate property values, which is also 
a significant contributor to supporting park development and maintenance (Lin et al., 203).  

The economic benefits associated with investing in parks throughout the urban fabric of 
the city include attracting tourists, businesses, and jobs, all of which stimulate urban 
revitalization (Ostler, 2014; Saz Salazar and Menendez, 2007). A recent study by Lin et al. 
(2013) found that the ability for cities to capitalize off of parks along with the economic 
impacts of these spaces is based on whether they provide passive recreation or active 
recreation; at least one is needed to attract housing purchases. Passive parks are those 
with non-active recreation spaces, water features, and urban gardens, while active parks 
often include children’s playgrounds, tennis courts, and skate parks. Peck and Schanuel 
(2005) found an association between economic development and proximity of green 
spaces, with an increase in property values for those within close proximity to parks.  

2.2.1.4 Environmental Benefits      
Parks planning has traditionally attempted to address the diseased and polluted 
atmosphere of cities by incorporating within them much needed green space. In today’s 
urban areas, this tradition is heavily emphasized in the physical landscape of cities through 
urban parks that include a mixture of trees, green covers, and plants (Wolch et al., 2014). 
In recent years, cities and parks planning has evolved to be conscious of sustainability 
practices (Ahern, 2013; Zhao et al., 2013). This has resulted in more trees and green 
covers in parks because of their ability to reduce air pollution by absorbing airborne 
pollutants from the atmosphere (Nowak et al., 2006). Trees and green covers also 
moderate temperatures by providing shade and cooling spaces, thereby reducing heat-
related illnesses for city dwellers (Wolch et al., 2014).  
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2.3 Approaches to Parks Planning in Cities            
For cities and individuals to fully reap the benefits of urban parks, planners need to take 
thoughtful approaches with respect to integrating these amenities. Parks planning has 
typically employed two approaches: the ‘characteristics’ approach and the ‘evaluation’ 
approach.  

2.3.1 Characteristics of Park Design         
Each city approaches parks planning from different perspectives, such as the relationship 
between individuals and the natural environment, sustainable development, aesthetics as 
well as maintenance of parks. These characteristics are key determinants of how, when, 
and why parks will be used, and by whom. In the several studies conducted around parks 
and their integration in urban cores, scholars highlight key characteristics or features that 
contribute to their success (Zhao et al., 2013; Asimgil, 2012; Saz Salazar and Menendez, 
2007). For instance, research conducted in Turkey found that urban parks provide 
opportunities for connecting people with the natural environment (Asimgil, 2012). 
Enhancing the relationship between individuals and the natural environment has positive 
long-term impacts on the physical, mental, and social health of people. In cities where 
densification is a high priority, research suggests that parks can mitigate the adverse 
effects of monotonous landscapes and pollutants. An example of this is seen in studies 
undertaken in Chinese cities where the relationship between urban green spaces and 
urbanization has been key for guiding sustainable development (Zhao et al., 2013).  

As cities move forward with integrating urban green spaces amid intensification, studies 
show parks are an amenity that are more likely to be used if they are aesthetically pleasing 
(Wolch et al., 2014). In this regard, how a park is designed and where it is located are 
important considerations. Several aesthetically pleasing attributes include parks that have 
low levels of nearby traffic, are attractive and welcoming, include accessible sidewalks and 
pathways into and throughout the park, offer green coverage and planters, and provide 
retail shops within close proximity (Wolch et al., 2014; Lin et al., 2013). At a finer level, the 
design and aesthetic features of the park have the ability to support activity and usage of 
the park. This can include physical activity such as walking or bicycling, or leisure usage, 
such as making use of seating areas (Thompson, 2013). At the same time, the design of 
parks, in terms of their configuration, play an integral role in how they are used and 
navigated. Parks that are designed to be more rectangular and square in shape are in fact 
more versatile.  
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In addition to design characteristics, the quality and viability of parks is largely dependent 
on maintenance and management of parks. A study undertaken in the Netherlands 
suggests regular maintenance and management are necessary for fulfilling a parks role as 
social and visual focuses (Baycan-Levent, Leeuwen, Rotenburg, Nijkamp, 2002). These 
two characteristics influence the quality of parks, which is important for defining the identity 
of cities as a place for living, working, investment and tourism (Baycan-Levent, Leeuwen, 
Rotenburg, Nijkamp, 2002).  
  

2.3.2 Evaluation of Parks         
Researchers, urban planners, urban designers, architects, and environmentalists have 
collaborated in more recent years to evaluate the presence, quality, and availability of parks 
in cities. Since urban parks are an important component of the city fabric, it is necessary to 
gather both quantitative and qualitative evidence that supports their presence and 
increasing need with respect to health, social, economic, and environmental benefits. 
Studies assess parks based on implementation (Baycan-Levent, Vreeker, and Nijkamp, 
2009), performance of parks (Baycan-Levent, Vreeker, and Nijkamp, 2009), influence of 
urban parks on the well-being of citizens (Chiesura, 2004), as well as the sustainability 
performance of cities (Zhao et al., 2013; Chiesura, 2004). These evaluation approaches 
work towards identifying strengths and weaknesses of policies, the effectiveness of 
planning instruments to implement parks appropriately and successfully, and priorities of 
parks within planning and development of cities. This is especially relevant when examining 
how effectively parks are being integrated into urban cities that are currently undergoing 
rapid development and intensification. According to David Harvey (2010), assessing the 
current state of parks is necessary for examining the challenges and opportunities for 
expanding as well as enhancing parks. It is also a necessary approach for developing 
relevant policies for greening cities effectively and efficiently (Harvey, 2010).  

2.4	 Precedents             
The following precedents informed the approach, methods, data sources and research 
frameworks of this report.  

1. Scholars Robert Home, Nicole Bauer, and Marcel Hunker (2010) led a study in Zurich, 
Switzerland focusing on understanding the meaning behind urban green spaces in 
cities. Home et al. (2010) carried out an exploratory study to identify preferred 
urban landscapes by residents and public users, which were then contrasted to 
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underutilized green spaces. They provide lessons on ways to expand current 
perspectives from the functional capability of these landscapes to the values and 
sociocultural meanings for residents. Of interest to this report was the 
understanding of challenges around properly matching and managing urban green 
spaces with the needs of residents (Home, Bauer, and Hunker, 2010).    

2. In 2009, Baycan-Levent, Vreeker, and Nijkamp collaborated to evaluate urban green 
spaces throughout Europe. The purpose of their study was to examine the “green 
performance” of 24 European cities by deploying a multi-criteria analysis to obtain 
both quantitative and qualitative data. The key findings from this study 
demonstrates a divide between Northern and Southern European cities in terms of 
“green performance,” which the scholars associated directly with flaws in planning 
policies pertaining to urban green spaces and their management. This particular 
study was valuable to this report in terms of developing an evaluative criteria that 
effectively compares the five parks in the City of Toronto.  

3. Zhao et al. (2013) investigated 286 cities in China to better understand the relationship 
between urbanization and urban green space coverage between 1989 and 2009. 
This study found that despite rapid urbanization and intensification throughout 
Chinese cities, the average green space coverage had increased. The study went 
on to demonstrate the relationship between urban green space coverage and 
urbanization as an essential component for guiding sustainable urban development 
throughout cities. The findings of this study demonstrated that intensification 
changed land-use patterns, thereby changing the amount of green space available. 
Most valuable to this report were the approaches cities have used to support the 
integration, development, and management of urban green spaces to ensure they 
are not reduced at the expense of urbanization. Zhao et al. (2010) was referenced 
in this study to ensure consistency during the observation analysis and evaluation.  

4. Canadian research that focuses on the benefits of enhancing urban green spaces 
through urban planning, design and policy to influence sustainable city growth is 
expanding to address the current challenges between dense built environments 
and lack of integrated urban green spaces in the city core (Villeneuve, 2012; Harvey, 
2010; Brodhead, 2009). A study conducted by David Harvey from the Metcalf 
Foundation provides an essential precedent in examining the approaches to 
enhancing the city of Toronto’s park spaces and the long-term benefits associated 
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with their integration into the urban fabric (Harvey, 2010). The findings from this 
research reveal the gaps between parks planning policies, land acquisition 
approaches, and management of city parks. With the use of these findings, the 
study goes on to provide a series of recommendations focusing on parks planning 
policy improvements and parks management for improving the role urban green 
spaces play in the built environment.  
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3.0 METHODS 
Overview 
The following chapter discusses the methods and sources of information used in this 
study, including a discussion of the strengths and limitations of the methods utilized. The 
intent of this chapter is to outline the structure of the research undertaken and how the 
methods were employed to address the research questions.  

3.1 Research Approach             
According to scholars Home, Bauer, and Hunker (2010), the loss of green spaces results, 
in part, from increased development and higher density urban living. Using this statement 
as the foundation of this research, the aim of this study was to evaluate and understand 
the policies and designs that are being utilized in the City of Toronto as a means of 
merging urban green spaces with existing land uses and developments in light of the City’s 
rapid intensification and denser growth. To achieve this, the research evaluated the existing 
physical environment, design guidelines, and planning policies pertaining to parks 
planning. The basis for this research was a qualitative method of comparative case study, 
which integrates multiple methods and sources of data. The intent of this approach is to 
achieve triangulation and strengthen the validity of research findings (Yin, 2014).  

The geographical scope of this research was limited to five parks in the core of Downtown 
Toronto. The selected parks were: Alexandra Park, Cloud Gardens, Grange Park, Moss 
Park, and St. James Park. These parks were chosen based on their comparable 
neighbourhood densities. The five parks are located in high density, mixed-use, 
commercial as well as residential, hubs with high volumes of pedestrian, transit, and 
automobile flows as a result of their close proximity to major thoroughfares such as 
Bathurst Street, Queen Street and King Street.  

The core of downtown Toronto has undergone significant development and growth in the 
past ten years through redevelopment of large brownfield areas, infill, and regeneration of 
former industrial districts. According to a study published by the City of Toronto’s planning 
department, planning policies and frameworks have been successful at managing this 
growth (Ostler, 2014). Thus, there is an opportunity to study these parks to better assess 
whether the City of Toronto has effectively managed their integration into the city fabric 
during this incremental development process. While the scope of this report has been 
narrowed down to the City of Toronto, the lessons found throughout this study have the 
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potential to extend to other cities and regions looking to establish stronger linkages 
between urban green spaces and the physical environments of the city.   

3.2 Research Methods             
This research was completed using qualitative research methods, including literature 
review, document review, observational analysis and evaluation, as well as interviews. 
These methods used for this study were a way to strengthen the validity of the findings. 
Findings from each source will be examined against the two remaining sources, which 
provides data triangulation as identified by Robert K. Yin (Yin, 2014).  

3.2.1 Document Review 
In addition to academic literature, a document review of key planning documents was 
conducted to analyze parks planning policies and initiatives in the city of Toronto, which 
included the City of Toronto Official Plan (2010), City of Toronto Parks Plan 2013-2017, 
and the City of Toronto TO Core “Trends, Issues, Intensification Downtown Toronto” (2014). 
The intent of utilizing these documents was to gather information on the key policies and 
objectives as a means of understanding the approaches to enhancing parks planning in 
Toronto and the actors involved in the processes. Table 3.0 illustrates the approach used 
to record the plans’ general characteristics, measurable objectives and implementation 
strategies. 

Table 3.0 - General Evaluation of Documents Criteria 

As a key planning document that guides development and planning processes, latent 
content analysis was used to evaluate the Official Plan for its parks planning principles 
(Hay, 2010). The objective was to analyze and understand the underlying purpose and 

CRITERIA QUESTIONS

General Plan Characteristics Do the plans make explicit mention of parks 
planning?

Use of Plan Terminology Do the plans contain goals and objectives?  
Are the goals and objectives pertaining to urban 
green space planning clearly outlined?

Measurability Do the plans specify approaches to measuring 
park performance?

Implementation Do the plans specify an implementation approach 
or process for urban green spaces?
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context of the policies and guidelines in the document (Hay, 2010), as it relates to 
intensification and development of the park’s neighbourhoods and city core as a whole. 
The latent analysis was conducted specifically for the Official Plan because of the role it 
continuously plays in city planning processes and management of growth.  

3.2.2 Observational Analysis and Evaluation 
Observations were conducted for the selected parks. Data from the observations were 
collected using evaluative criteria accompanied by photo-documentation for verification. 
The objective of the observational analysis was to reach a contextual understanding of the 
parks being evaluated (Hay, 2010, 255). This contributed to the development of practical 
recommendations that support stronger integration of green spaces into the urban fabric 
of City of Toronto to better meet the needs of both residents and park users. 

For the undertaking of the observation, an evaluation protocol was developed by 
combining three widely used sources into one comprehensive tool. Specifically, the tool 
used for this study was adapted from approaches developed by the City of Toronto (1985), 
the Project for Public Spaces (PPS) (2009), and Baycan-Levent et al. (2002). Drawing on 
these existing tools, the evaluation criteria for this study were grouped into three 
categories: contextual support, design framework and social milieu. Contextual support 
included elements such as surrounding land uses and enclosures. Design framework 
included elements such vegetation, seating, street views and accessibility. Social Milieu 
included elements such as amenities, animation, and 100% location. Appendix A provides 
a detailed explanation of the evaluation criteria and will guide the analysis portion of the 
study. 

Photo-documentation produced visual representation of a) the built environment 
surrounding the parks, b) the amenities throughout the park, c) configuration and design of 
the parks (Hay, 2010). Caution was taken to ensure that no photographs were taken of 
persons during the research process. Passersby who were captured in the photographs 
have been extensively blurred out to ensure anonymity and confidentiality.  

The observations of the parks were conducted over the course of two days between 
December 18 and December 19, 2014, between 11:00am and 3:00pm. During this time, 
the parks were assessed without snow cover, illustrating the distinguishing features of the 
built environment.  
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Limitations of Observations 
A limitation of the observational analysis was the time of year it was conducted. December 
is a winter month in Toronto, Ontario and therefore the parks were not maintained or 
heavily used. The lack of maintenance had the potential to negatively influence usage of 
the park or effective integration into the surrounding built environment. To mitigate this 
limitation, Google Street View was used to further assess the parks, their configurations, 
and surrounding built environment during the spring and summer periods.  

3.2.3 Semi-structured interviews 
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with professional planners and City of Toronto 
parks and recreation staff. The objectives of the interviews were to: a) assess how the 
policies assessed in the document review translate into practice; b) explore barriers around 
parks planning in the City of Toronto and effective integration of parks within city fabric; 
and c) highlight other relevant policies, plans and/or guidelines that would support urban 
green space planning.  

Recruitment Procedures 
During the recruitment process a total of seven interview participants were contacted for 
this study. A total of five interviews participants were selected based on their involvement 
in the development of the City of Toronto Parks Plan and/or their involvement in parks 
planning, environmental planning, and land use planning. The interviewees were initially 
contacted through an introductory letter and recruitment e-mail identifying the purpose and 
scope of the research to gauge their interest in participating in the study. Those interested 
in participating were issued a Letter of Information and Consent Form (see Appendix B and 
C). 

Interview Procedures 
The interviews were conducted in person during March 2015, lasting 40 to 60 minutes 
with the researcher taking detailed written notes on the participants’ responses. Interview 
questions were sent to interviewees five business days in advance of the interview, to allow 
them the opportunity to prepare their responses ahead of time and discuss any questions 
or concerns they had. Each interview began with a brief conversation about the research 
interest, goals and objectives as outlined by the Letter of Information. Once the research 
expectations were explained, each interviewee was asked to review and sign the Consent 
Form. Interviews did not take place until signed consent forms were returned to the 
researcher.  
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Interview Questions  
The interview questions gauged the participants’ involvement in, or knowledge around, the 
following: procedures that are undertaken in the City of Toronto to facilitate integration of 
parks throughout the city; processes involved in developing parks planning policies, plans 
and guidelines; implementation opportunities; and key lessons or takeaways for land use 
planning professionals (see Appendix C).  

3.3 Ethics Approval             
This researched was conducted in conformity with the protocols set forth by Queen’s 
University General Research Ethic Board. As this research involved human subjects, ethics 
approval was sought and granted from the School of Urban and Regional Planning Ethics 
Representative.  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4.0 FINDINGS & ANALYSIS 
Overview 
Findings on the five selected parks were collected from multiple sources throughout the 
duration of the study. The intent of this chapter is to summarize the key findings and 
provide an overview of the document analysis, site observations and evaluations as well as 
current approaches and challenges to parks planning in the city of Toronto as discussed 
by professional planners.  

4.1 Document Review Findings            

4.1.1 Overview of Documents         
The City of Toronto Official Plan 
The City of Toronto Official Plan, adopted by City Council in 2002 and consolidated in 
2010, sets the foundation for planning a city through integrated thinking. For a city like 
Toronto, this means strategizing and implementing policies and approaches that 
demonstrate integration, balance, and interdependence of land uses, buildings, streets, 
urban green spaces as well as open spaces. Striving to achieve such balance and 
integration is the basis of successful city building and has the potential to reap social, 
environmental, and economic benefits that supports future growth.  

In its entirety, the Official Plan guides the process and management of growth throughout 
the City. The degree to which growth is measured is determined by how successfully 
sustainability principles are utilized. The policies outlined in the Plan are key for ensuring 
parks are appropriately integrated throughout the built environment as a means for 
maximizing the asset values of parks as well as supporting the sustainable development of 
the city. An example of such policies are evident in Chapter 2: “Shaping the City,” where 
there is an emphasis on improving the quality of parks and other open space realms from 
encroachment of development and intensification by focusing planning tools, approaches, 
and implementation strategies on connecting the Centre Core with development 
processes (City of Toronto, 2010).  

Analysis of the Official Plan, as detailed in Table 4.0, reveals that urban green spaces 
appear to be considered in most aspects of City development and building approaches. 
However, the Plan does not outline the ways in which these goals and objectives can be 
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achieved; it lacks in specification concerning the types of approaches, tools, and 
processes that need to be undertaken to ensure urban green spaces strategies are met, 
especially in the central core of the City. Looking at the role the Official Plan plays with 
providing policy and direction around the social values of parks, it averages out to be “fair,” 
mainly because it does not directly speak to the aesthetic or cultural values parks bring to 
the City.  

The Plan ranks at “average” for both its planning value and multidimensional value with 
respect to parks planning practices. It consists of average policies that focus on 
investments towards implementing, enhancing, and maintaining parks. On the flip side, it 
does have policies that promote the public function of parks. In this regard, there is 
opportunity for improvement by complementing the Official Plan with secondary plans and 
studies that act as tools and strategies around how to better plan for urban green spaces 
in the City of Toronto, while maintaining the public function focus. When it comes to the 
planning values, the Official Plan does a strong job of identifying the important role parks 
play in creating synergies amongst different types of land uses, alluding to the importance 
of integrating parks with the built environment to increase the City’s competitiveness, as 
well as ecological, social, and economic values. 

The City of Toronto’s Official Plan should be a resource that urban planners, urban 
designers, and decision makers incorporate into their toolbox. The policies and guidelines 
focusing on creating new parks as well as managing existing ones are mechanisms that 
can be utilized to ensure balanced growth throughout the City. The Plan recognizes, in light 
of increasing development and intensification throughout the core of the City, planning 
practices and approaches need to give greater consideration to parks and wider urban 
green spaces to support the evolution of a sustainable, liveable, and prosperous city. 
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Table 4.0 – Description of Scale Used for Document Analysis 

Strength of Criter ion Descript ion 
 

Poor                    

• The value is not present throughout the Official Plan policies; 
• Value is not acknowledged and/or considered. 

 

Fair                     
 

• The value has minimal presence throughout the Official Plan; 
• Value is minimally acknowledged and/or considered 

 

Moderate             
 

• The value has minor presence throughout the Official Plan; 
• The value is given few consideration 

 

Good                   
 

• The value has a moderate presence throughout the Official Plan; 
• The value is given moderate consideration; 

 

Excel lent              
 

• The value has significant presence throughout the Official Plan; 
• The value is highly acknowledged and/or given consideration 
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Table 4.1 - Value of Urban Green Spaces within the City of Toronto Official Plan 

Type of Value of Urban 
Green Spaces 

 

Evaluat ive Quest ions 
 

Ranking 

 Ecological Values 
Intr insic Natural  Does the Official Plan have an intrinsic natural value for a healthy ecosystem? 

 
Genetic Divers ity Does the Official Plan promote preserving a diversity of urban wildlife (such as 

birds and insects) and urban resources (such as trees and plants)?  

Life-Support Does the Official Plan have regulation functions that absorb pollutants, release 
oxygen, and improve urban climate?  

Economic Values 
Market Value Does the presence of the urban green space increase the economic value of 

the area? 
 

 

Social Values 
Recreat ional  Does the Official Plan promote sports and/or sigh-seeing possibilities within 

parks?  
 
 
Is there a diversity of land uses and opportunities for a wide range of activities? 

 
 

 

Aesthet ic  Does the Official Plan guide the aesthetic appeal of parks? 
 

Cultural Does the Official Plan promote venues for local festivals, civic celebrations and 
theatrical performances?  

Therapeut ic Does the Official Plan encourage urban green spaces for walking and relaxing?   

Social Interact ion Does the Official Plan provide direction for developing parks to meet the 
varying needs of the community?   

Planning Values 
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 Poor   Fair   Moderate    Good   Excellent 

 
 
The following analysis was conducted on the City of Toronto Official Plan because its inherent role in city planning processes. 
It is a critical planning document that guides the development and manages the growth of the city. Through this document, 
the City of Toronto is able to shape its built environment through policies and strategies that have been identified as a priority. 
Furthermore, the Official Plan is entrenched with ecological, economic, social, and planning principles that are directly related 
and valuable to guiding the integration of green spaces within the urban fabric. 

Instrumental /  Structural Do they provide buffer zones between parts of the city that help city growth?  

Synerget ic and 
Competit ive 

Does the Official Plan promote parks as a quality space that enhances the 
attractiveness of living, working, investing and tourism in the city?  
 
Does the Official Plan promote parks as spaces for creating a synergy 
amongst different types of land uses? 

 
 
 

 

Mult id imensional Values 
Scient i f ic Is the urban green space a laboratory for pursuit of science? (such as 

academic study and research)  

Pol icy Does the Official Plan allude to investments allocated to park spaces?  
 
 
Does the Official Plan state the public function of the urban green space? 
 
 
How are urban green spaces reflected in urban policies? 

 
 

 
 
 

 



The City of Toronto Parks Plan 2013-2017 
In 2013, the City of Toronto Parks Plan 2013-2017 was introduced as a guiding document 
for delivering quality parks throughout the city of Toronto over a five-year period. Its fruition 
was guided by several principles, which include: parks and trails as city infrastructure, 
equitable access for all residents, nature in the city, placemaking, supporting a diversity of 
uses, community engagement and partnerships, and lastly environmental goals and 
practices.  

As a whole, the Parks Plan recognizes that growth, both in terms of population and 
development, will be primarily concentrated in the downtown core. The City’s park system 
will also need to grow and evolve to ensure residents’ needs for urban green spaces are 
met. Each section of the document offers implementation and action-oriented strategies 
that catalyze the social, economic, as well as environmental roles parks play in city 
development when integrated appropriately. The focal point of the Parks Plan is the need 
to improve system planning, through which enhanced delivery, quality, planning and 
management of parks will follow. System planning in the context of this Plan means giving 
careful consideration to park classification, asset management, and appropriate use of 
parkland, improved connectivity, accessibility, and parkland acquisition.  

The City of Toronto Parks Plan appears to complement the Official Plan with respect to 
urban green space planning throughout the City. It makes explicit mention of parks 
planning systems that currently exist throughout the City and the role these spaces play in 
light of increased and concentrated development in the Downtown Core. The goals and 
objectives that are outlined in the Parks Plan are established through identification of areas 
that require greater attention, such as maintenance of quality parks, the effects of a 
changing and growing city on parks, as well as the existing system. The Parks Plan, 
however, places less emphasis on ways the objectives can be measured and 
implemented. It broadly indicates that new thinking, approaches, and tools for planning, 
managing, and sharing parkland must be explored.  

Downtown Toronto: Trends, Issues, and Intensification (TO Core) 
Since 2006, the population growth rate for Downtown Toronto alone has been 18%, which 
is four times the growth of all of City of Toronto. As of 2014, there are over 200,000 
residents residing in just the core of Downtown Toronto. As identified by the report, 
intensification is at the core of planning approaches in the City and is the foundation for 
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growth management policies in the Official Plan. Intensification in the core of the city is 
defined both in terms of increased height and density.  

In addition to acknowledging the intensification of Downtown Toronto, the report identifies 
the availability and quality of parks as essential elements to creating a high quality living 
environment in high-density areas. Highlighting the role of parks amidst the on-going 
intensification is suggestive of the importance the City of Toronto places on urban green 
spaces. The report does a good job with setting the foundation for getting professionals 
and community members to think about the tools and strategies that can be adopted to 
develop and improve networks of urban green spaces throughout the City.  
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4.2 Park Observations             
Observational analysis and evaluation of the five selected case studies was conducted in 
December 2014. On the days observation took place, weather conditions were stable with 
no snow coverage on the ground, which provided full visibility of the parks and the overall 
landscape conditions. The observations were guided by Projects for Public Spaces’ and 
Inner-City Parks Study evaluation criteria, which provide a framework for analyzing the 
contextual support, design framework, and social milieu of the five parks (Table 4.1).  

4.2.1 Contextual Support         
When considering the contextual support of the parks, St. James Park and Cloud Garden 
ranked the highest for their surrounding land uses, travel time to the two parks from central 
points of the City, their microclimate, and enclosure. Both St. James Park and Cloud 
Garden are within close proximity to mixed-use residential units and public transit as seen 
in Figure 4.1. By design, these two parks are better integrated into the surrounding urban 
fabric. The mix of land uses adjacent to each of the parks, such as commercial and 
residential, was consistent with trends identified in the literature, which have found that 
adjacent uses and functions help to feed people to and through parks (Van Herzele and 
Wiedemann, 2003).  

Grange Park and Alexandra Park ranked as “average” in this category. Tucked in between 
the Art Gallery of Ontario (AGO) and the Ontario College of Art and Design University 
(OCADU), Grange Park transitions from its surrounding built environments towards 
adjacent residential areas and into the core of the City. Although the adjacent city 
landmarks influence park usage, they do not have a significant influence on the design 
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Figure 4.1. Mixed-used residential units and mobility access observed at Cloud Garden and 
St. James Park. Source: Google Maps, 2015.



aspect of the park, as will be discussed in the design framework portion of the analysis. 
Unlike Alexandra Park, Grange Park has an enclosure that continuously guides user 
activity and creates a space where the focus is directed to the people (Figure 4.2). 
Alexandra Park, in contrast, does not have strong defining boundaries all around, largely 
due to its placement in relation to surrounding land uses and microclimate (Figure 4.2). 
Based on the observations the mircoclimate of Alexandra Park is heavily influenced by 
adjacent traffic noise from Bathurst Street as well as the expansiveness of the park, which 
can make walking through or sitting in the park undesirable during less than ideal weather 
conditions.  

Moss Park ranked the lowest in comparison to its counterparts, placing between “poor” 
and “average”. In its entirety, Moss Park is poorly designed with respect to elements of 
enclosure. It is the only park that lacks structural elements, such as proper vegetation and 
landscaping, that would otherwise define its boundaries and create a park-environment for 
users (Figure 4.3). The absence of these elements also offers little opportunity for 
mitigation of uncomfortable microclimates, such as high wind speeds and humidity (Haq, 
2011). Finally, long travel times to the park and a limited number of supportive land uses 
are unlikely to produce frequent users or passersby.  
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Figure 4.2. Left: Grange Park enclosure in relation to AGO and OCADU. Right: Alexandra 
Park as observed from sidewalk on Bathurst Street. Source: Pegah Tootoonchian, 2014.



4.2.2 Design Framework         
The design of a park plays an integral role in understanding whether or not a park is truly 
integrated within the built environment of a city. The design speaks to the understanding of 
city planners, designers, and policy makers around community needs and profiles around 
city growth and development.  

Cloud Garden and St. James Park had the higher rankings when it came to the design 
segment of the evaluation. The two parks have successfully focused on the unique 
characteristics of the space by providing architectural and artistic features that speak to 
their identity and focus. For example, St. James Park consists of archways at park 
entrances, while Cloud Garden has a water feature as well as stained windows on the 
adjacent wall of the park (Figure 4.4). Studies suggest spaces that are structurally and 
functionally related to one another create holistic landscape views (Van Herzele and 
Wiedemann, 2003). Both consist of gradual transitions from the street into appropriately 
vegetated spaces, making it easy for people to drift in and out of the park. Similarly, 
Grange Park has an established sense of place within the City that contributes to its 
“identity and focus” and likely results from its association with the Art Gallery of Ontario 
and the Ontario College of Art and Design University.  
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Figure 4.3. Left: Moss Park enclosure in relation from Queen Street facing-side. Right: Moss 
Park with limited transit and bicycle parking options that would otherwise support travel 
times. Source: Pegah Tootoonchian, 2014.



Alexandra Park, Grange Park, and Moss Park generated less satisfactory scores in the 
design framework. Legibility is crucial for inducing connectivity and circulation both 
throughout the park and in relation to the city. The three parks lack adequate pathways 
that lead people into the park and back out into adjacent areas, pointing to their weak 
integration and connections to the City. Alexandra and Moss Park, unlike their 
counterparts, do not possess any focal points or, features that would speak to the 
characteristics of their adjacent neighbourhoods (Figure 4.5). While they do have intricacy, 
which is their ability to provide multiple uses such as baseball fields, playgrounds, and 
soccer fields, these parks lack a strong identity. 
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Figure 4.4. Left: Cloud Garden water feature and glass stained window feature; Middle: St. 
James Park entrance archways and benches; Left: centre of Grange Park facing OCADU. 
Source: Pegah Tootoonchian, 2014.

Figure 4.5. Alexandra Park (left) and Moss Park (right) lacking focal points throughout space. 
Source: Pegah Tootoonchian, 2014.



For parks to contribute to enhanced communal benefits in the City, they need to be able to 
provide benches, ledges, chairs, or even picnic tables that will allow people to socialize 
and interact. Seating in Grange Park and Moss Park are scarce, and although people still 
use the park space for social activities, seating would boost that element (Figure 4.6). 
Grange Park also needs to improve its street views to make transitions from City spaces to 
the park space smoother, increasing impulse use. Its current fencing and isolated design 
takes away from the park’s ability to be fully integrated into its surrounding built 
environments.  

4.2.3 Social Milieu          
In their entirety, the five parks ranked slightly above “average” with respect to social milieu. 
All of the parks had an “average” ranking under park maintenance and management, 

however in some cases, such as Alexandra 
Park, it is non-existent during the winter 
season. Maintenance is largely tied to capital 
budget allocation and therefore, limited or lack 
of funding on part of the City results in little 
attention being given to the upkeep of parks. 
Thus, the leve l o f maintenance and 
management of a park is demonstrative of a 
city’s interest in, and commitment to, park 
spaces. 
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Figure 4.6. Inadequate seating space in Moss Park (right) and Grange Park (left). Source: 
Pegah Tootoonchian, 2014. 

Figure 4.7. Signage indicating “no winter maintenance of walkway. Use at own risk”, 
Alexandra Park. Source: Pegah Tootoonchian, 2014.



St. James Park had the highest rankings in this category because of its ability to tie 
together its amenities, animation from surrounding areas, and spaciousness in terms of 
where people can congregate. All of these features influence public accessibility and the 
degree to which people feel welcomed and safe. Cloud Garden follows with above 
average rankings largely based to the same reasoning. The difference between the two is 
that Cloud Garden does not have a defining space where people congregate due to 
inadequate amenities for sitting (Figure 4.8). In this regard, Cloud Garden becomes a 
space where people tend to walk through between street spaces and the park space as 
opposed to utilizing the park for leisure.  

 

The remaining four parks ranked between “fair” and “average”, given their lack of seating, 
features, or washroom amenities. On a positive note, all five parks are serviced with water 
fountains.  

Grange Park is largely identified with the Art Gallery of Ontario and the Ontario College of 
Art and Design, however once in the Park it lacks animation and amenities that would 
otherwise make it stand out and complement the uniqueness of these two important 
locations, which would otherwise contribute to better integration of the park with the built 
environment. Its enclosed space makes for an intimate space that contributes to more 
peaceful experiences (Van Herzele and Wiedemann, 2003). However, the fencing can 
hinder the park from fully tying into the fabric of surrounding areas, isolating the park. 
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Figure 4.8. Display of amenities, animation and spaciousness in St. James Park (left) and 
Cloud Garden (right). Source: Pegah Tootoonchian, 2014.



Aside from a community garden at Moss Park, both Alexandra Park and Moss Park are 
large green spaces that lack 100% location, animation, and amenities. Thus, both parks 
lack stimulus, both internally and externally, which would otherwise attract users from 
adjacent areas and enhance user experience. More appropriate landscaping combined 
with amenities, such as benches, water fountains, and pathways, have the capability to 
leverage an ambience that establishes connections between people and the park 
environment.  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Table 4.2 – Description of Scale Used for Observational Analysis 

Strength of Criter ion Descript ion 
 

Poor                    

• The element is not present throughout the park; 
• The criteria is not acknowledged and/or considered within the overall framework of the 

park. 
 

Fair                     
 

• The element has minimal presence throughout the park; 
• The criteria is minimally acknowledged and/or considered within the overall framework 

of the park. 

 

Moderate             
 

• The element has minor presence throughout the park; 
• The criteria is given few consideration within the overall framework of the park. 

 

Good                   
 

• The element has a moderate presence throughout the park; 
• The criteria is given moderate consideration within the overall framework of the park 

 

Excel lent              
 

• The element has significant presence throughout the park; 
• The criteria is highly acknowledged and/or given consideration within the overall 

framework of the park 
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Table 4.3 – Evaluation Findings from Park Observations 

!
 Poor   Fair   Moderate    Good   Excellent 

!

Criteria Alexandra Park Cloud Garden Grange Park Moss Park St. James Park 
  Contextual Support 
Surrounding 
Land Uses      

Travel T ime 
     

Microcl imate 
     

Enclosure 
     

Design Framework 
Legibi l i ty 

     
Ident ity & Focus 

     
Intr icacy 

     
Vegetat ion      
Seat ing 

     
Street Views 

     
Socia l  Mi l ieu 

100% Locat ion 
     

Animation, 
Amenit ies      

Maintenance 
     

Publ ic 
Accessibi l i ty      



4.3 Semi-Structured Interview Findings            
Semi-structured interviews were conducted in March and April 2015. For the purposes of 
having rich discussions with participants, interviews were conducted in person. 
Participants included three City of Toronto parks planners, one open space and urban 
green space consultant, and lastly a planner from Parks Toronto. The participants were 
asked the same set of questions (Appendix C) focusing on capturing firsthand insights 
around the participants’ experiences with parks planning in the City of Toronto, strengths 
and weaknesses of current processes, as well as areas for improvement in both planning 
policy and design. 

4.3.1 Approaches to Urban Green Space Planning          
The rapid intensification and densification taking place in downtown Toronto set the stage 
for these conversations about urban green space planning in the City of Toronto. 

When asked how they would describe parks planning in the City of Toronto, some 
participants described it as being generic, insofar as the idea of a park has become 
increasingly associated with any area that has “patches of green spaces”. Acknowledging 
that the City of Toronto is not the only major city in North America to be under going 
intense growth and development, interviewees drew upon examples such as New York 
City, Vancouver, and Seattle where parks, and urban green spaces in general, are not just 
planned as spaces in the city but as networks and “hearts”. Interviewees emphasized the 
“green heart” approach where the City is not just planning parks throughout the city but 
developing corridors to make connections between natural spaces and the built 
environment.  

In addition to social and physical structures, participants also spoke about programming 
and commerce in parks, such as kiosks, food trucks or even coffee stands. One 
participant drew upon examples from Belfast where food trucks are permitted within park 
boundaries because they are seen as elements that draw people into the space, while 
generating revenue.  

These approaches are important to note as they are prime examples of the creative and 
strategic tactics planners, urban designers, and policy makers can utilize to balance parks 
with the built environment. Participants spoke about this balance as a way of achieving the 
social, environmental, economic, and ecological values that are associated with successful 
parks.  
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4.3.2 Challenges to Urban Green Space Planning and Integration into City         
Fabric 
Most interviewees indicated that lack of investment, funding, and studies that constantly 
refine tools, approaches and strategies, are significant challenges towards successfully 
integrating urban green spaces throughout the fabric of Downtown Toronto. Participants 
pointed to these challenges as contributing factors of parks existing in silos rather than 
complementing the built environment. Dense cities require doses of nature and parks are 
critical for serving that purpose. To establish better connections between parks and the 
built environment, green space elements must be proactively incorporated into core city 
plans.   

As described by Haq (2011), interviewees acknowledged that cities and their 
neighbourhoods become aesthetically pleasing and attractive to both residents and 
investors when beautified with parks. However, the City of Toronto Official Plan lacks 
flexibility in terms of its inability to provide tools and strategies that would in fact promote 
parks networks and systems throughout the built environment. Participants described 
missed opportunities, noting that the early years of the condominium boom in downtown 
Toronto was the period in time in which planners, designers, and policy makers should 
have intertwined parks planning into development processes.  

A final challenge is that the City of Toronto does not have an audit tool that can effectively 
assess the success of parks. Participants defined success as it relates to usage, 
amenities, and design. Without an audit tool, it becomes increasingly difficult to maintain 
parks or to make a case for where capital improvement funds and focus should be 
directed.  

4.3.3 Moving forward with Urban Green Space Planning, Intensification, 
and Development 
There were a number of points participants noted as being integral to moving forward with 
parks planning, intensification, and development. To guide parks planning in the core of 
Downtown Toronto, where growth is projected to increase, there needs to be clear 
direction and tools for practitioners to utilize within the Official Plan. Interviewees indicated 
policy changes are required as a way to promote tool-based practices that move towards 
developing a network of parks throughout the Downtown’s built environment.  
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The planners discussed how the Official Plan policies are not enough for implementation of 
parks in the City. For parks to be effectively integrated into the urban fabric, it needs to be 
combined with secondary plans, areas studies, and park specific plans, similar to the 
2013-2017 one that currently exists.  

All participants discussed parkland acquisition in the City of Toronto, especially its 
challenges in the downtown core. Currently, acquisition policies are rigid in the City, 
especially in the core where land availability is limited. At this time, only certain areas are 
appropriate for parks and even then, acquiring those lands to develop the parks is a 
difficult task. Because of limited availability, the City of Toronto needs to be creative in 
terms of how it approaches parks.  

Three of the parks being studied in this report (Grange Park, Alexandra Park, and Cloud 
Garden) have been scheduled for a revitalization or redesign. In alignment with the site 
observations and evaluations, interviewees believed that Alexandra Park is the least 
integrated based on contextual support, design framework, and social milieu, owing to its 
lack of accessibility, amenities, and its inability to complement surrounding land uses. To 
boost the value of parks, optimization of space is necessary. Revitalization and/or redesign 
of the parks are opportunities to understand the social and cultural makeup of the 
communities that are adjacent to the parks, which can then inform their social and physical 
makeup. A large component of this understanding is derived from consultation and 
community engagement.  

Although the planners mentioned the City missed an opportunity for introducing more 
parks in the core, there are still opportunities for developing a sustainable network.  
Planners identified flexibility and creativity as two leading elements for moving forward: 
flexibility in terms of policies stipulating how parkland is acquired, and creativity as it relates 
to how it is designed, maintained, and operated. The City’s goals around urban green 
space networks and systems can still be achieved so long as guidelines, site level policies, 
and secondary plans are developed as support mechanisms.  
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5.0 DISCUSSION & RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
Overview 
This chapter presents key findings yielded from the document analysis and the site 
observations. Building on these findings, a series of recommendations are offered that 
have the potential to improve parks planning practices both within the City of Toronto and 
the planning profession as a whole. The recommendations are meant to improve linkages 
between urban parks and the built environment to support sustainable growth throughout 
the downtown core, and are intended for the City of Toronto’s Parks, Forestry, and 
Recreation Department, open space and parks planning consultants.  

5.1 Key Findings  

5.1.1 Document Analysis  
For the purposes of this report, the City of Toronto Official Plan, the City of Toronto Parks 
Plan 2013-2017 and the TO Core Study were consulted to further inform the gaps around 
parks planning and the integration of urban green spaces in the city of Toronto.  

The City of Toronto Official Plan 
In its entirety, the Official Plan (OP) gives consideration to urban green spaces and how to 
better integrate them into the fabric of the city in light of the rapid development and 
intensification that is taking place, especially in the downtown core. It is apparent that the 
foundation of the OP is built upon strategies and techniques that continuously promote 
growth, management, as well as sustainability. The policies, as outlined in the OP, have a 
played an instrumental role in prescribing land uses, maximizing the efficiency of 
development as well as providing direction around creating synergies between the different 
types of land uses that exist throughout the City.  

While the OP acknowledges the important role urban green spaces, especially parks, play 
in the overall growth and development of the City, its shortcomings center on 
implementation. With limited land availability and rigid policies around parkland acquisition, 
the lack of specification concerning tools and approaches that should be utilized in 
planning practice makes it difficult to fully support the park development and integration 
within the built environment. 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City of Toronto Parks Plan 2013-2017 
The Parks Plan plays an important role in providing direction on development, 
management, and operations of parklands throughout the City over a five-year period. In 
its entirety, the Plan acknowledges that growth, both in terms of population and 
development, will be concentrated in the downtown core. In this regard, the goals and 
objectives focus on maintenance of quality parks, the evolution of parks to ensure they are 
on par with development as well as resident’s needs, and enhancement of existing park 
systems to create a better connected network. A focal point of this Plan is to improve 
system planning within the context of parks planning. Although the Parks Plan outlines a 
series of directions the City can take to improve park environments, once again, there is 
very little emphasis on tools that can be utilized to effectively measure the success rate of 
implementation.   

Downtown Toronto: Trends, Issues, and Intensification (TO Core Study) 
The Downtown Toronto Study (TO Core) sets a strong foundation for the direction 
downtown Toronto should consider pursuing as a means of better accommodating the 
City’s growth. Although the focus of the TO Core study is around development and 
intensification, it appropriately sheds light on the important role urban green spaces play 
with supporting feasible and sustainable growth throughout the City. It calls upon 
professionals and community members to strategize effective ways for developing and 
improving parks to establish a network that complement the development corridor, 
specifically in the core.  

5.1.2 Site Observation 

Contextual Framework 
A complementary contextual framework better supports parks integration with the 
surrounding urban fabric. In this regard, the selected parks varied widely in their scores. St. 
James Park and Cloud Garden had the highest scores, which is attributable to their close 
proximity to adjacent land uses and functions that promote usability and feed people into 
and through the parks. In contrast, a complementary contextual framework better 
supports parks integration with the surrounding urban fabric. Alexandra Park and Grange 
Park scored lower in this category due to their inadequate relationship with surrounding 
land uses and microclimate, which include natural elements such as lack of shade that 
make for unpleasant experiences.  
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With its underwhelming land uses and enclosure, Moss Park possesses very little that 
would incentivize passersby to interact with the space, and thus generated the lowest 
score for contextual framework. In its entirety the park is incomplete with respect to 
elements that would otherwise weave it into the wider networks and systems throughout 
the city.     

Design Framework 
The design of a park speaks to the comprehensive understanding of a city’s growth and 
development trends, user needs and community profiles on the part of city planners, policy 
makers as well as urban designers. Similar to the contextual framework, Cloud Garden 
and St. James Park are designed in manner that easily transition people in and out of the 
park, and support their integration. At the same time, each of the parks is structurally and 
functionally related to their surrounding areas, creating a more holistic urban fabric.   

Grange Park is slightly unique compared to Cloud Garden and St. James in the sense that 
its “identity and focus” establish a sense of place as a result of its association with the Art 
Gallery of Ontario to its north and the Ontario College of Art and Design University to the 
east. However, it generated only satisfactory scores in this domain due to its inadequate 
street views, seating, and legibility that would otherwise induce greater interaction between 
city dwellers and the park. Similar to Grange Park, Alexandra and Moss Park generated 
only satisfactory design framework scores due to their lack of focal points and features 
that speak to the characteristics of their adjacent neighbourhoods.   

Social Milieu  
Social milieu focuses on the elements that both promote and enhance the social life of a 
park. In a city like Toronto where urban green spaces are highly valued, parks should be 
accessible and usable through maintenance and management of parks year-round. The 
level at which these two tasks are undertaken speaks to a City’s commitment to park 
spaces. All five parks yielded an “average” score for maintenance as none of them have 
winter maintenance.  

Each of the parks possesses different features that determine the ways they are utilized. 
For instance, St. James Park utilizes its surrounding areas to animate the park space, 
while providing amenities and appropriate spaces where people can comfortably 
congregate. Cloud Garden, by contrast, is more of a park space that promotes movement 
between the street and park spaces, as opposed to leisurely usage given its limited 
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amenities, washrooms and seating. Parks require stimuli to facilitate sociability. For Grange 
Park, this means identifying with the Art Gallery as well as the Art and Design University to 
draw people to the park. However, once in the park, there are little to no animations or 
amenities that would complement the uniqueness of these two locations. Its enclosed 
space has the potential to contribute to a peaceful and character-filled park, yet the 
fencing hinders its ability to fully integrate with the surrounding areas and instead isolates 
it. Alexandra Park and Moss Park lack stimulus both internally and externally because they 
possess limited features that would establish an ambience for igniting connections 
between people and the park environment.  

5.2 Recommendations 
Five recommendations are presented below to enhance parks planning implementation 
processes in the City of Toronto. These recommendations are intended to better align 
citywide goals and parks planning that encourage both sustainable developments 
throughout the city as well as a better connected built environment.   

Recommendation #1: Integrating parkland acquisition and park development 
policies within the City of Toronto Official Plan 
At this time, the OP is a challenge to parks planning in downtown Toronto, as it imposes 
rigid policies around parkland acquisition as well as limits land availability for parks, 
specifically in the core. The City of Toronto Parks, Forestry and Recreation Department has 
identified certain areas appropriate for park development, but acquiring the lands to build 
out the parks is difficult due to lack of guiding policies in the OP.  

The OP requires policies that specifically address parkland acquisition and park 
development in the downtown core. The scope of these policies needs to focus on 
enabling parkland dedication and acquisition where then development feeds into the park 
instead of vice versa. With this approach, the OP has the potential to establish a park 
right-of-way in Toronto, where parks planning and parks development are given priority 
throughout the intensification process. At the same time, the OP can guide planners, 
developers, and city officials through the process of better integrating parks within the built 
environment, and servicing residents and users with up-to-date, well-maintained, and well-
designed urban green spaces.  
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Recommendation #2: Develop a Parks Master Plan for the city of Toronto 
 In addition to amending existing OP policies or adding new policies that speak to park 
rights-of-way, a new parks master plan should be developed to accompany the OP 
policies as a way to reinforce the City’s commitment to establishing a network of urban 
green spaces and parks within the built environment. A parks master plan can assist with 
assessing the geographic distribution of parks across a city (Peck and Schanuel, 2005), 
and should be developed in a manner that equips planners with a tool that allows them to 
determine the most effective organization of land uses, including urban parks.  

With a parks master plan for the city of Toronto, planners will be able to strategically fit new 
parks into the urban fabric of the city to create a better connected built environment while 
still spurring development and stimulating sustainable intensification. For the parks master 
plan to be an effective parks planning tool, it must align with the OP, and thus support the 
growth and intensification goals as stipulated by the OP.   

Recommendation #3: Develop Secondary Plans and/or park specific plans to 
create “green hearts” in the city to establish a network of connected urban green 
spaces 
Secondary Plans can be developed in conjunction with the OP and Parks Master Plan to 
support parks planning policies at the site level, while establishing “green hearts”. “Green 
Hearts” are central green spaces located throughout the city that make up a larger 
network. Secondary plans should be comprehensive in nature and should include design 
guidelines that not only integrate parks within the built environment but also speak to the 
unique characteristics of each neighbourhood.  

Developing secondary plans will assist with both decision-making and implementation 
processes. Such plans offer opportunities to enhance the interface of parks to make them 
more appealing to community members and potential users. The interface of the parks 
needs to speak to the social and physical makeup of the surrounding areas. In this regard, 
for the plans to be effective in practice they need to include both place-specific policies 
and defined principles the City is trying to achieve as a whole. With this approach, the City 
can work towards developing “green hearts”, which over time can be connected to a 
larger network of green spaces and the built environment as a whole. 

Introducing secondary plans offers an opportunity for the City of Toronto to focus on 
specific wards that are undergoing rapid growth and intensification, such as the ones 
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referred to in this study, as well as for the City to demonstrate their vision for park 
environments throughout the downtown core as a means of balancing green spaces with 
the built environment. In this regard, the secondary plans will support the City of Toronto 
with maximizing land efficiency in the core, which will continue to undergo rapid growth 
and development in the upcoming years.   

Recommendation #4: Introduce commerce into parks  
A key goal of parks is to draw users into the space and connect people with nature. There 
are several domains through which this connection can be promoted, including design, 
amenities, maintenance, as well as programming and commerce.  

Commerce (e.g., kiosks, food trucks, and/or coffee stands) in particular has great potential 
to enhance the social and economic benefits that are associated with urban green spaces. 
In smaller parks such as Cloud Garden, consideration ought to be given to movable park 
furniture with small coffee stands. The best examples of this model are found in European 
cities. In Belfast Ireland for instance, park spaces are animated by the incorporation of City 
food trucks and kiosks, both to draw users into the park as well as generate revenues. The 
revenues can then be reinvested into further improvements to the park environment, and 
maintaining its connections with its surrounding areas. With this in mind, to permit 
commerce on park sites, it may be necessary for the City to alter zoning bylaws to 
accommodate this change.  

For Toronto, it is important to understand the uniqueness of each park’s surrounding 
neighbourhoods, and acknowledge those characteristics through the type of commerce 
that could be viable operations in the park setting.   

Recommendation #5: Develop a Parks Audit Tool  
The City of Toronto should develop a park audit tool that will evaluate the maintenance 
standard and quality of parks, especially in the downtown core where parks are often 
fragmented and under-maintained (e.g., Moss Park). This audit tool would then need to be 
employed across the entire city to ensure that park maintenance exceeds minimum 
standards, and that park environments are evolving and integrating with development 
throughout the city. For the audit tool to be effective and supportive of the City’s parks 
planning objectives, the findings and results should be made publicly available. 
Transparency will give both planners and community members the opportunity to establish 
partnerships and work towards designing parks that better address the needs of users.  
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The audit tool should be comprehensive in scope. To not only support quality park 
environments but also development of urban green space corridors and their integration 
into the built environment, it needs to evaluate features of parks, their amenities, as well as 
surrounding land uses and how they can be improved to establish a well-connected urban 
fabric. Furthermore, the tool is an opportunity to ensure each park is meeting the needs of 
community members and potential users.  

Seasonal maintenance also requires explicit consideration to ensure that parks are not idle 
for eight months of the year, and are instead integrated into the regular changes and 
adaptations the city undergoes as seasons change. Such a tool provides an opportunity to 
ensure each park is meeting the needs of community members and potential users on a 
year-round basis. 

Chapter 5: Discussion & Recommendations !  46



6.0 FUTURE RESEARCH & CONCLUSION 
6.1 Limitations  
There are various limitations that were present in this research. Part of the evaluation 
criteria stems from the 1988 City of Toronto Parks and Recreation study “Fiver Inner-City 
Parks”. Although generated approximately 30 years, it is still considered as an excellent 
example of evaluating parks in Toronto. However, its age comes with limitation. Since the 
study’s inception, the city of Toronto has undergone significant change growth and has 
changed geographically and demographically. Future research should take into 
consideration this limitation and, similar to this study, combine the study with an updated 
evaluation criteria.   

The following research relied mainly on qualitative analysis. Although this method is useful, 
the criteria could not be weighted quantitatively. Future research should take into 
consideration quantitative data to determine to what extent each park is meeting the 
criteria. Understanding the qualitative and quantitative distinctions of a park has the 
potential to measure how well parks are being integrated into the built environment and 
where improvements are required.  

Surrounding land uses are an important component to this study because it is a large 
determinant of how well a park is integrated with the urban fabric. Given the scope of this 
study, it was difficult to identify the role surrounding land uses played in relation to the 
parks without having surveyed or studied those in greater depth. Future research so 
allocate a longer time frame towards fieldwork research to allow for greater understanding 
of not only the parks being studied but also the surrounding land uses. 

6.2 Future Research and Conclusion 
Future research on this topic would benefit from increasing the sample size to include a 
greater number of parks throughout the city of Toronto. As the city of Toronto continues to 
grow and intensify as a whole, individual neighbourhoods and communities will undergo 
change as well both structurally and demographically. Evaluating a larger sample size in 
areas of high density will help determine what specific implementation strategies should be 
adopted to ensure each park is successfully integrated with adjacent neighbourhoods as 
well as a larger network of urban green spaces.   
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To maintain a network of urban green spaces in dense areas, it is necessary to ensure that 
the city not only offers high quality parks for users through their integration within the built 
environment but that park spaces balance the amount of development taking place. It is 
necessary to monitor, where possible, the ratio between parks to development in order to 
determine if development needs to be limited until sufficient park space is obtained and 
established.  

Urban green spaces, particularly parks, are important for optimizing city spaces. As urban 
cities under go population growth, development and intensification, parks become 
important contributors to sustainable development. In alignment with the existing research, 
the establishment of parks should consider the economic, social, and cultural aspects of 
the city to improve both the quality of parks as well as their integration within the urban 
fabric. The findings and recommendations in this report provide a step towards achieving 
better quality parks and integrated parks in the downtown core of the city of Toronto.   
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Appendix A: Evaluation Criteria Explanation 

Contextual Support 
Contextual support include elements that should be taken into consideration when 
developing the park. The elements that are categorized under contextual support, such as 
surrounding land uses, travel time, microclimate, and enclosure are important contributors 
to supporting park life and determinants of the success or failure of a site (Toronto, 1988). 

Surrounding Land Uses 
The land uses immediately adjacent to a park have significant influence on both the design 
aspect of the park as well as considerations such as who will be using the park, when they 
will be using park, where they are coming from, and how frequently they will be using the 
park. During the planning and implementation phase, it is necessary to analyze both the 
supportive and competing land uses to ensure the park will be well integrated, supported 
and utilized throughout its lifetime.   

Travel Time 
Travel time is the amount of time individuals are willing to put into travelling to a park. Travel 
time is important for understanding user patterns. For the purposes of this study, travel 
time will be evaluated in combination with Ward profiles to determine whether the selected 
parks meet the needs of users with respect to proximity and catchment area. On average, 
a two to three block radius is the maximum distance individuals are willing to travel to use 
a park, demonstrating the importance of needing to integrate urban green spaces in areas 
that are currently lacking.  

Microclimate 
Microclimate is natural phenomenons or human interventions that directly influence the 
general climate of the area. It encompasses variables such as noise, wind, and the sun 
and shade of the park. Noise is measured based on ability to hold conversations with 
individuals without being drowned out by undesirable noises from surrounding areas or 
having. Wind can make sitting in or walking through difficult, thereby contribute to 
unpleasant experiences in park and decreasing desirability to use the space. In the case of 
Toronto, where there are several high-rise buildings located in the core, there is possibility 
that wind is deflected downwards, multiplying the force (Toronto, 1988). Similar to wind, 
sun and shade are determinants of how attract the space is. The park needs to have a 
balance between areas of shade and sun to encourage usage throughout all seasons. The 
sensitivity of a parks microclimate emphasizes the need to give careful consideration to the 
design of parks in relation to the surrounding areas.  

Enclosure 
Enclosure is defined as the boundaries of the park. Boundaries should be defined by a 
variety of elements such as structural elements, vegetation and landscaping, and/or 
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buildings. With the inclusion of these elements, enclosure performs three functions in a 
park, which include directing user activity, creating a space that focuses attention to the 
people, and makes the space a positive feature that compliments surrounding areas. 
Enclosure is vital to supporting the life, giving them identifiable entities within the City.  

Design Framework 
Following the assessment of contextual conditions, the design framework of a park must 
be established and assessed. The design of a park needs to take into account potential 
users, establish a site identity that is reflective of both the neighbourhoods and City’s 
unique characteristics, as well as usability and movement throughout the site. The design 
framework criteria assesses elements that are common and easily adaptable as well as 
elements that are often overlooked when working towards integrating an urban green 
space within the urban fabric of a city.  

Identity and Focus 
Focusing on the unique character of a space and how it resonates with users, identity and 
focus are a way for a park to establish a focal point. The focal point can take shape 
through prominence, association or an established sense of place. To foster identify and 
focus, a park can include architectural, artistic, or topographic features to create a 
theatrical backdrop to the site. Integrated properly into the site, a focal point has the 
potential to perform several functions, including opening up wasted park space and 
creating new areas for people to cluster around.  

Legibility 
The degree to which a park is understandable and navigable, is known as legibility. 
Legibility is an important element for inducing pedestrian connectivity and circulation 
throughout the park.  Poor legibility include pathways that have no specific destinations, 
lack of signage or way finding for users. Appropriate signage should be included at entry 
and exist points of the park indicating relevant information such as nearest transit stations, 
nearby amenities and street names.  

Intricacy 
Diversity of space is important for being able to stay in a park and using it for both active 
and passive recreation. Park spaces where individuals are able to, for example, sit and 
read or bicycle through is intricate because it offers secluded spaces as well as exposed 
spaces. Intricacy influences whether users return to the park. The lack of intricacy gives a 
park a weak identity within the City, which impacts the number of users it will get over 
time.  

Vegetation 
Vegetation serves multiple purposes in a park. It has visual interest while also serving 
health and environmental benefits. In the summer months, clusters of trees provide areas 
for shade, set the park space apart from the noise and traffic of adjacent streets and 
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reduce air pollutants generated from urban surrounding. On the contrast, they allow for 
sunlight to come during the winter months, lighting and warming the park space. 
Consideration should be given to how trees and other forms of vegetation are planted to 
support a balance in the park.  

Seating 
Ledges, benches, and chairs in a park relate to the social comfort of a space. Seating in a 
park is a very important determinant of usability and if most effective when it is 
comfortable, oriented to areas of visual interest both within the park and adjacent areas, is 
in sunlight and a variety of choices, such as planters, stairs, ledges, and benches. Seating 
alone does not draw people to the park and instead must be combined with the remaining 
design features. In The Social Life of Small Urban Spaces (1980), William Whyte 
emphasizes the need for seating to be movable, making the space more user friendly 
(Whyte, 1980).  

Street Views 
The relationship between the park and the adjacent streets is a key contributor to the sites 
success or failure. The transition between the sidewalk and the park should be easy to 
allow people to drift and out of the park without barriers (Whyte, 1980). Smooth transitions 
encourage impulse while enhancing the functionality of the park, whereby linkages to 
adjacent areas are increased. Street views create visual interest where points of interests in 
the park, such as fountains, draw passer-by into the park. Likewise, users are able to 
appreciate street activity and buildings. These types of views improve feelings of safety in 
the park while putting “eyes on the streets”. 

Social Milieu 
Social Milieu refers to the elements that promote and enhance the social life of a park. 
Social milieu is a way for parks to be responsive to both user needs and the built 
environment as a way to successfully be integrated within the urban fabric of the City.  

100% Location 
Every park has a 100% location. This is the area(s) of intense activity, where the highest 
levels of pedestrians congregate. Congregation creates busy places within the parks, 
drawing more people to the space and identifying the park as a location that is pleasant for 
pedestrians and users. Overcrowding is not an issue when it comes to 100% location 
because there is a tendency for individuals to space themselves out, which is why it is 
important to provide ample seating options within the overall design of a park.  

Animation and Amenities 
Animation and amenities are a process by which external stimulus provide linkages 
between people and place, thereby promoting active social life in parks. Use of animation 
and amenities are an approach that socially animate a space and is aimed at drawing 
people to the park.  A vital attraction throughout cities is people and when park spaces 
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have high levels of activity, they attract more users. In this respect, animation and amenity 
features bring life and usage into the space. Examples of animation include rich street life 
with ample movement of people, activities, and land uses.  

Amenities are as simple things such as washrooms, water fountains and benches that 
attract users to the park. A particular amenity that has the potential to improve the 
appearance and ambience of the park, while screening out traffic noise are water features 
(Gehl, 2006). Water features contribute to more enjoyable parks spaces and should be 
“accessible, touchable, and splashable”. These types of amenities establish connections 
between the park environment and users.  

Animation is an external stimulus in relation to the park. Animation can range from vendors, 
programming or entertainers. These animation elements, similar to amenities, have the 
ability to attract users to the space and enhance user experience. 

Maintenance & Management  
A parks level of maintenance and management is representative of interest and care in the 
space by management entities within the city. Maintenance and management of a park 
includes garbage collection, sweeping, appropriate landscaping and water, snow removal, 
and replacement of features and amenities.  
  
Public Accessibility  
Public accessibility to a park is largely dependent on the safety and security of the space. 
It is imperative to draw upon the various elements in contextual support, design 
framework, and social milieu to establish park spaces where users feel safe and 
welcomed. In addition to the overall design and image of a park, laws and rules as well as 
surveillance and policing play an important role in determining public accessibility of space. 
The degree to which these variables are implemented within a park determines how 
encouraging the park is for each individuals user needs.  
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Appendix B: Documentation for Ethics Approval 
Key Informant Interviews - Letter of Information 
Park It: Examining urban green spaces in the downtown core of Toronto, Ontario  

ABOUT THIS LETTER 
This letter provides you with a complete overview of the Master’s research project being conducted 
by Pegah Tootoonchian under the supervision of Dr. Patricia Collins of the School of Urban and 
Regional Planning at Queen’s University in Kingston, Ontario, Canada. The provided information will 
assist you in deciding whether or not you wish to participate in the research project. 

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 
The purpose of this study is to examine the ways urban green spaces are being integrated into the 
urban fabric of the City of Toronto in light of the development and intensification that is taking place 
in the core. Through interviews with municipal planners, developers and decision makers, a better 
understanding of incorporating urban green spaces through design, policy, and planning practices 
will be achieved. The results derived from this research have the potential to equip planners with 
the necessary tools they require to effectively integrate urban green spaces into the evolving, dense 
city.  

PROCEDURES & PRIVACY 
If you volunteer to take part in this research, you will be asked to participate in one interview 
session with the student researcher. The interview will take approximately thirty to forty minutes to 
complete and will be conducted at a time and place that is most convenient for you. If an in-person 
interview cannot be arranged, a telephone call can be arranged. Should you choose to volunteer to 
take part in this research, interview questions will be sent to you in advance of the session. With 
your permission, the interview will be tape recorded so that it may be transcribed and cross-
referenced with the interview notes. During this interview you will be asked a set of questions 
directed at learning more about your professional opinions and experiences in relation urban green 
space planning, more specifically parks, in the City of Toronto. Upon completion of the each 
interview the audio recording will be kept in the researchers locked office at Queen’s University. 
Electronic versions of the transcribed interviews will be kept under password protection on the 
researchers personal laptop, and any hard copies will also be kept in the locked office. Upon 
completion of the research report all copies of the transcribed interviews; notes and recordings will 
be destroyed. Only the researcher and research supervisor will have access to the recorded 
interview. Participants may request to be anonymous within the report and be referred to only by 
their professional title. Upon completion of the research project a copy of the final document will be 
provided in electronic or hard copy form to any participant who would like one. 

POTENTIAL RISKS 
There are no foreseeable physical, psychological, economic or social risks associated with this 
study. There is minimal risk that you may find some of the interview questions too personal to 
respond to. At any point during this research project, you may refrain from responding or terminate 
involvement in study. 

POTENTIAL BENEFITS TO PARTICIPATING 
As a participant in this study you may benefit directly or indirectly from this research. In your 
professional role this study will afford you the opportunity to reflect on past practices, as well as 
learn about the strengths of parks planning principles in the built environment and how it can 
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contribute to improving planning policies and practices. The responses gathered in this research 
project will support a better understanding of urban green spaces in the built environment and the 
role they play in sustaining liveable cities. This report has the potential to provide planner, 
developers, and municipal decision makers with tools for improving the cities built environment to 
support functionality, sustainability, and liveability, contributing to healthier individuals and 
communities as a whole. 

PATRICIPATION AND WITHDRAWAL 
Your participation is this research project is entirely voluntary. During this research study every 
possible effort will be made to protect anonymity both during the process and in the final report. 
You may withdraw at any time without any consequences. 

FEEDBACK OF STUDY RESULTS 
Upon completion of this research a copy of the student researcher’s final master’s report will be 
available through Queen’s Research & Learning Repository at http://qspace.library.queensu.ca. 
The student researcher will also provide a copy of the report to any participants who request it. 

CONCERNS OR QUESTIONS 
Any questions or concerns can be directed to the researcher, Pegah Tootoonchian, or to the 
research supervisor, Dr. Patricia Collins. If you have any questions or concerns regarding your 
rights as a research participant you may contact. 

Thank you for your time. Your participation in this research is very much appreciated. 

Pegah Tootoonchian 	 	 	         	         Dr. Patricia Collins 
Master of Planning Candidate, 2015 	 	         Research Supervisor 
School of Urban and Regional Planning 	         School of Urban and Regional Planning 
Queen’s University	 	 	 	         Queen’s University 
Kingston, Ontario, Canada 	 	 	         Kingston, Ontario, Canada 
(647) 802-0045 	 	 	 	         (613) 533-6000 ext. 77060 
p.tootoonchian@queensu.ca 	 	 	         patricia.collins@queensu.ca 

This study has been granted clearance according to the recommended principles of Canadian 
ethics guidelines, and Queen's policies. 

Appendices !  54

mailto:p.tootoonchian@queensu.ca


Appendix C: Key Information Interview Guide 
Key Informant Interviews - Interview Consent Form 
Park It: Examining urban green spaces in the downtown core of Toronto, Ontario 

You are asked to participate in a research study conducted by Pegah Tootoonchian, from the 
School of Urban and Regional Planning at Queen’s University, towards the completion of a master’s 
report. 

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 “Park It: an evaluation of urban 
green spaces in urban cores, a case study of the City of Toronto”. I understand that this 
means I will be asked to provide anonymous responses to questions about city parks as 
well as potential opportunities and challenges for implementing parks planning principles in 
the City.  

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 and supervisor will have access to this information, 
and the responses will be destroyed or filed securely and appropriately upon completion of 
the report. The data may also be published unprofessional journals or presented at 
scientific conference, 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 am aware that if I have any questions, concerns, or complaints, I may contact: 

Pegah Tootoonchian 	 	 	        	         Dr. Patricia Collins 
Master of Planning Candidate, 2015 	 	         Research Supervisor 
School of Urban and Regional Planning 	         School of Urban and Regional Planning 
Queen’s University	 	 	 	         Queen’s University 
Kingston, Ontario, Canada 	 	 	         Kingston, Ontario, Canada 
(647) 802-0045 	 	 	 	         (613) 533-6000 ext. 77060 
p.tootoonchian@queensu.ca 	 	 	         patricia.collins@queensu.ca 

I have read the above statement and freely consent to participate in this research: 

Participants Name (please print clearly): 

Participants Signature: 

Date: 
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Key Information Interview – Interview Guide  
Park It: Examining urban green spaces in the downtown core of Toronto, Ontario  

Introduction Question 
1.	 Can you comment on your role as it pertains to parks planning in the City of 

Toronto? Can you provide some examples of the projects you’ve been involved in 
and your responsibilities?  

2.	 How would you describe parks planning in the City of Toronto?  

3.	 In light of development and intensification, what is importance of incorporating 
urban green spaces throughout the core of Downtown Toronto? 
 

Report Specific  
4.	 What are the primary objectives when developing or redesigning a park in 

Downtown Toronto?  

5.	 How did your and your colleagues get an understanding of how to successfully 
integrate urban green spaces amidst the development and intensification that is 
taking place in the urban core? 

6.	 What groups in the host communities do you consult in order to inform the 
manifestation of urban green spaces in the City?  

7.	 Can you comment on how urban green space fulfill the liveable, sustainable, and 
healthy city principles and what this means for the City of Toronto?  

8.	 What are the steps taken to assess the success of urban green spaces, specifically 
parks? Success in this case can be understood as: usage, amenities, design, 
ecological, planning, and economic value.  

9.	 What improvements are required in park planning practices for future developments 
in the City of Toronto?  

10.	Can you comments on the benefits of integrating urban green spaces within the 
fabric of the City? 

Policy and Practice  
11.	Were there any municipal policies or professional guidelines that were followed to 

develop the Parks Plan 2013-2017? 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12.	What are some of the challenges encountered when developing policies pertaining 
to parks planning? 

13.	What were some the strategies used to address these challenges?  

14.	What best practices or models for parks planning were used as reference for 
developing the Parks Plan?  

15.	Why were these models or practices chosen specifically?  

16.	In your professional opinion, is the Official Plan support and enabling of parks 
planning design and policies? Why or why not? Which are more supportive and 
which are less supportive? 

17.	In your professional opinion, how can the Official Plan be improved to better 
support the successful integration of urban green spaces within the City fabric? 

Close / General  
18.	What would be your advice to professionals (planners, developers, municipal 

decision makers, urban designers) looking to integrate urban green spaces 
throughout city cores?  

19.	What other tools do you feel the City of Toronto should explore to facilitate 
integration of parks into the urban fabric of the city?  

20.	What professional or technical expertise would elicit if you were to incorporate 
parks planning principles in future developments? 
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